Journal of Social Continuity & Change
Vol. 3, No. 1, Spring and Summer 2024, 183-202

Journal Homepage: http://jscc.yazd.ac.ir
P-1SSN: 2783-3259 E-1SSN: 2783-3100

Critical Ethnography: A Theoretical Assessment
Alireza Zarei-Mahmoudabadi?, Ali Ruhani?*, Seyed Alireza Afshani3, Seyed Mohsen Mousavi*

1. Ph.D. in Sociology, Department of Social Sciences, Yazd University, Yazd, Iran; Zarei.alireza@yahoo.com

2". Associate Professor, Department of Social Sciences, Yazd University, Yazd, Iran (Corresponding Author);
aliruhani@yazd.ac.ir

3. Professor, Department of Social Sciences, Yazd University, Yazd, Iran; afshanialireza@yazd.ac.ir

4. Assistant Professor, Department of Social Sciences, Yazd University, Yazd, Iran; m.mousavi@yazd.ac.ir

Review Article

Abstract

Background and Aim: Research on human bahavoir and attitudes has always been the subject of debate
throughout history. The social sciences undertake the study of the ever-changing nature of human behaviors and
actions. Due to the human's creative agency alongside their rationality, attaining a comprehensive understanding
in this domain is often met with skepticism. Moreover, the social sciences have inherent limitations and
uncertainties, particularly concerning the researcher's role within the rsearch process. Consequently, many
scholars have criticized prevailing methodologies, prompting the development of diverse research techniques
within the social sciences. Among these, critical ethnography emerges as a particularly potent and innovative
method. This article attempts to examine the ontological, epistemological, and methodological foundations of
critical ethnography.

Methods and Data: This study employs a documentary research methodology.

Findings: Critical ethnography, with its distinctive technique of participant observation, opens avenues for a
broad spectrum of data collection methods, ranging from photography and mixed media to discourse analysis.
This flexibility allows researchers to select methods that align with their preferences and project needs, fostering
the potential for new and intresting insights.

Conclusion: The application of critical ethnography enables researchers in the social sciences to maneuver
among dominant paradigms and leverage their capabilities through pragmatist insights, utilizing ethical emic
approaches, thereby enhancing sociological understanding and insight, which, of course, is entirely critical in
nature.

Keywords: Critical ethnography, Carspecken's framework, Participant observation, Social sciences research,
Methodology.

Key Message: In his critical ethnography framework, Carspecken introduces a new approach characterized by
paradigmatic interweaving that is entirely critical. This approach provides an opportunity to utilize a wide range
of data collection techniques, from photography and mixed media to various discourse analysis methods.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
We have encountered a wide range of research methods in the history of modern social sciences.

Most studies have been dominated by quantitative methods; however, in recent decades, there has
been an increasing focus on qualitative research. One of these qualitative methods is ethnography. It
iIs a way of collecting information, a research method, and a theory. This method helps the
researcher to identify the subject in a very deep and precise manner. Nevertheless, ethnography is
divided into various approaches, each articulating different theoretical framework. One of these
approaches is critical ethnography. Critical ethnography is considered one of the most effective and
contemporary methods available in the social sciences. This paper aims to examine the ontological,
epistemol ogical, and methodological foundations of this approach. Furthermore, we intend to show
the stages of conducting critical ethnography in the Carspecken approach.

Methods and Data
The method used in this research is of the documentary study type. The documentary research

method has been regarded as a comprehensive approach and a technique to enhance other
gualitative methods in social science research. In this method, the researcher collects their research
data regarding actors, events, and social phenomena from various sources and documents. A
significant portion of theoretical research in sociology utilizes the documentary method. The steps
to implement the documentary method are as follows. 1. Choose a topic, set objectives, and
formulate questions. 2. Conduct exploratory research and review background literature. 3. Select a
theoretical approach. 4. Gather resources, sample, and use source examination techniques. 5.
Process, write, and report.

Findings

In examining Carspecken's works, several methodological points can be noted: 1) the initia
commitment to the dominant critical neo-Marxist discourse and its subsequent depoliticization and
abstraction which is attributed to the American intellectual and political context; 2) the essential
role of American pragmatism, athough Carspecken is reluctant to offer space for expressing or
defending a specific pragmatist philosophy; 3) Carspecken's commitment to critical theory and
pragmatism alongside a broad theoretical eclecticism, incorporating very particular elements from
phenomenology, deconstruction, and Herder's work in expressionism; and 4) Carspecken's unique
rules regarding the validity checks for qualitative research based on aspects of Habermas's work.
Critical ethnography, especially Carspecken's special method, provides an opportunity to employ
various data collection methods such as photography, multimedia, and discourse analysis
technigues. This means that not only can the researcher choose their preferred methods, but it also
promotes an approach that generates new and interesting insights, which can be applied to various
projects.
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The critical ethnographic approach of Carspecken consists of five stages. The first stage involves
the collection of documents, records, and observationa data. In this stage of the research, the
researcher assumes the role of an external observer with minimal contact and participation with the
subjects being studied. The second stage involves the analysis of the observational data collected in
the first stage. This analysis is based on second-hand concepts or data that the researcher has
systematically gathered. In this stage, the researcher seeks to identify the meanings embedded
within the observational data. The third stage is the phase of generating conversational data. In this
stage, the researcher re-enters the field, and this re-entry is conducted with prior notification to the
participants. The objective of this stage is to create conditions for dialogue and conversation
between the researcher and the participants in the study. The fourth and fifth stages are conducted
together, employing a etic approach. The objective of the fourth stage is to discover and identify
systemic relationships between what has been uncovered in the research context and broader
contexts. The aim of the fifth stage is to relate the findings obtained from the previous stages to
larger sociological constructs and theories in order to illustrate the processes of social production
and reproduction. To achieve this goal, the critical ethnographer must explain and compare the
findingsin light of both micro and macro theories.

Conclusion and Discussion
Among contemporary scholars, Carspecken has played a significant role in the development of

critical ethnography. Carspecken's goa is to establish a scientific foundation for critical
ethnography. Creating a scientific basis for critical ethnography can effectively prevent it from
being reduced and simplified to merely a form of cultural and socia critique. Carspecken views
critical ethnography as a type of socia activism where the researcher, as a critic, aims to empower
individuals and bring about change in political and social redlities. In fact, according to Carspecken,
critical ethnography strives to change socia conditions through the development of liberating
experiences and deeper reflections on the habits of both individuals and groups. in examining the
special aspects of Carspecken's critical ethnography, the clear step-by-step approach, strong criteria
for enhancing the credibility and flexibility of data collection and analysis, etc., are aspects that are
very appealing to a researcher. By applying critical ethnographic methods, the social researcher
seeks to navigate between dominant paradigms, utilizing their capabilities through pragmatic
stitching, employing both etic and emic practices, ultimately contributing to a sociological
understanding and insight that is, of course, entirely critical.
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