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Crit ical eth nography is at a crossroads. The crossroads is a prod uet of its mu It i-
pie origins. The origins were a complex and shifting synthesis. Marxist ideas

had heen shifting away from the deterministic scientific positivism of the "late"

Marx. and toward the "early" humanistic Marx who wrote of alienation as (l

product of capitalism. This was exemplified in the critical social theory or the

Frankfurt School. Critical theory. however, was largely philosophical and

lacked a methodology to allow it to expand into the social sciences. At the s,une

time. interpretivc ethnography was expanding heyond anthropology and sym-

holic interactionist sociology. revitalized hy the sociology of knowledge. espe-

cially Berger and Luckmann's synthesis of Schutz and Mannheim and the work

of Geertz (1971. 19R1. 19RR). Interpret i ve et hnography. was he leaguered hy

charges or relativism. and largely relegated to the status of a "micro" thcory. It

was seen hy many as useful at the level of social interaction. hut lacking a theo-

retical hase to also he a "macro" institutional and sociocultural approach. What

hoth perspectives shared was a leftist orientation. alheit of rather different kinds.

and a need for what the other could offer. The wedding was first seen as creat-
ing a "new" sociology of education, which gave way to a critical ethnography

as educational anthropology expanded in numhers of scholars and significance

of their studies. The marriage has heen extremely productive. hut has also
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revealed that marriages do not always redress the prohlems that each partner
had prior to the union.

In this volullle, we articulate what seems to he ahead in critical ethnog-
raphy. The marriage of critical theory and interpretative ethnography is trou-
bled. Critique is increasingly understood as giving interpretive and political
powers to the critic. As the critique of WOlnen and people of color have repeat-
edly demonstrated, critique usurps and appropriates the rights of representation
even as it seeks to emancipate. Ethnography has been reconceptuatized as well.
Ethnography was construed in the context of colonialism, and realization has
reoriented who and what is heing represented and whose interests are heing
served. The outside ethnographer model is in many places giving way to "native
ethnographers" (Benard & Pedruza, 1989~ Jennings, 1999). Yet, nati ve ethnog-
raphy has its own problems, as Villenas (1996) so aptly del110nstrated in her
account of her work as an expression of the "coloni/,er/colonized" dilell1ll1a.

This book is one of the products of the "postcritical working group."
We titeral1y, have spent years reading, thinking, discussing, and writing about

"where we arc" in critical ethnography. We admittedly began approaching the
project theoretically, and then as mcmbers of the group did their own studies we
began to see that some of the possibilities are what might he called a postcriti-

cal ethnography. For us, postcritical ethnography is not one single thing, rather
it is many. It is less about unity and more about difference. The emphasis on cri-
tique remains and is in fact expanded as it addresses objectification (McCadden,
Dempsey, & Adkins, 1999), reprcsentation (Givcns, 1999), and positionality
(Murillo, 1999a).

We are also not claiming that we are in fact doing s0111ething absolute-
ly new here. Rather, we see it as our efforts to think through in different ways,

the concerns we had trying to work in the current context of changing ideas
about critique and ethnography. We are learning a lot from both the new experi-
ments with ethnography, as well as the efforts of critical theorists who are try-
ing to push similar ground, but in different ways.

Postcritical ethnography also signals our recognition that critical
ethnography is being challenged by ideas of postmodernists and post-structural-
ists (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994). The "post" then signals not a new "stage,"
but rather its absence. Things are changing, but we are not sure they are moving
toward a new idea. Indeed, this book expresses the working group's commit-
ment to not promote an idea. Rather we arc promoting the broader possibilities
and dimensions offered by multiple ideas.

We also think that it is necessary for us to account for how we got to
here. We do this in a few ways. F~irst, we present how the Inarriage has gone
since the wedding, offering a historical narrative of the ideas, as now we see
them. Second, we descrihe the process that the working group went through to
get to these writings. Yet we want to be clear. There were as many stories as
participants in the process. We emphasize this hy presenting a story in this
introduction, albeit a muItivoiced analysis, and not a generalized account. Third,
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we each sit uate our work in our tex ts . We discuss the contri hut ions that follow
as a way of introducing the reader to our work and collective project. Yet for us,
the focus should he less on where we came from, hut where we are, and what
we arc struggling with after critical ethnography.

We embark with an understanding that postcritical ethnography is nei-
ther a rejection of critique nor of ethnography. Rather, the many different post-
critical ethnographies are reinscriptions of critique in ethnography. They are
products of the marriage of critical theory and interpretive ethnography, as well
as a reflection or the struggle and work of women and people of color to he
heard in this family.

In this introduction, we examine how the rnarriage has gone since the
wedding. It is a story of mutual henefit and of heady and provocative accom-
piishmen ts, all hu iIt on a difference that, although repeatedl y spoken, cou 1d not

he directly addressed without dissolving the union. The diflerence is critical
theory's claims to "ohjective reality and its determinate representation"
(Hollinger, 1994, p. XI) and interpretive ethnography's claim that all knowl-
edge, inc ludi ng crit ical theory, is socia1l y constructed. The ronnel' accepted the

latter's view to the extent that it ernhraced "situated knowledge" (Min)n, 1(96):
the latter accepted the former's view to the extent that it accepted the centrality
()f power and ideo logy in social construct ions.

There is a larger point to this chapter, however, that anyone interested
in research methodology, whether quantitative or qualitative, shou1d consider.
Research methods and theory are all too often taught separate Iy and impl ici tIy
portrayed as having different natures. Theory is taught as attempts to understand
the world they have a history and thus are tentative, historically specific. and
ultimately subject to the results of continued research. It is this 1atter step that
helps to frame how research methods arc to he understood. Research methods
arc often characteri/-l'd as the arbiters of theory. As such, students are often left
with the understanding that methods are different frorn theory. When research is
taught as a series of techniques, students learn that there are right and wrong
ways to do whatever methodology heing taught. The irnplicit and often exp1icit
lesson is that research methods arc not like ideas. When taught as arbiters of
ideas. methods have a higher status than theory and have an explicit aesthetic
that separates good frolll bad ways to know. Students arc STnart. They learn this
message.

Unfortunately, qualitative researchers arc often as guilty as quantitative
researchers in this, hut the point of this chapter is that methods are ideas and
theories in them scl ves. They have histories, are best understood as tenta tive.
and arc not separate from the theories they are used to test or explore. We argue
that method and theory are linked hy peop1e in concrete historical and ideational
contexts. When ideas are joined in paradigmatical1y new ways, they produce an
exciting program of "normal science" (Kuhn, 1970, p. 10), that over time
reveals the prohlematic assumptions of the paradigm. This is the case with criti-
cal ethnography, as we posit. Yet we do not want readers to interpret this point
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fatalistically. We are at a crossroads, and this gives us new possibilities. We
should not approach the crossroads thinking we are forced to choose one of the
existing roads. We should not choose between critical theory and ethnography.
Instead, we see that researchers are cutting new paths to reinscribing critique in
ethnography.

Our approach, put too silnply, is to turn the tools of ideology critique on
critical ethnography itself, and to suggest a new future for critical ethnograrhy.
We call this future (and its present manifestations) postcritical ethllography.

CRITICAL ETHNOGRAPHY

Critical ethnography has a history of SOll1e]() years. It emerged following what
was seen as a crisis in social science (Gouldner, I<J70) when discirline bound-
aries were fraying (Geertz, 197]), and when many Western democracies were
being challenged by elnancipatory social movements. Marxism was instrumen-
tal in challenging dominant social theories, but was in transition itself to a neo-
Marxism (and now post-Marxism) that was less deterministic and less associat-
ed with the Soviet Union. Hall (I <JR6) characterized it as "Marxism without
guarantees." As it has developed, critical ethnography has spanned disciplines
and nations. Clearly, it docs not have a unitary history but rather a set of histo-
ries (s0l11e of which we discuss later) demarcated by the lives of individual
scholars and sets of scholars and how these lives interpenetrated the many ideas
that we now describe as critical ethnography.

One of the central ideas guiding critical ethnography is that social life
is constructed in contexts of power. Thus, the histories we oller here must he
understood as our social construction. We encourage readers to seck other
views, other inscriptions.

There are many different definitions of critical ethnography
(Carspecken, 1996). In part, this is because critical ethnography is embedded in
the expansion of qualitative research methods and because its origins were mul-
tiple. Indeed, Quanti, (1992) argued that "no answer is likely to satisfy critical
ethnographers themselves, because to define the term is to assume an epistemo-
logical stance in which the social world can be precisely defined-a position
that is not very cri tical" (p. 448). Nonetheless, man y au thurs have st rugg led
through this multiplicity or definitions with the goal or cunceptual clarity.
Thomas (199]) offered a distinction between conventional ethnography and
critical ethnography: "Conventional ethnography describes what is; critical
ethnography asks what could be" (p. 4). That is, "critical ethnography is con-

ventional ethnography with a political purpose." As he explained, critical ethno-
graphers are "raising their voice to speak to an audience Oil hclwll of their suh-
jects as a means or empowering thelll by giving more authority tu the suhjects'

voice" (p. 4).
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Carspecken (1996) elaborated the definition by specifying that critical
researchers have huth a value orientation and a critical epistemolugy that char-
acteriles their work. Tu paraphrase (and quote), the value orientation of critical
ethnography includes the fol1owing:

1.
!

Research is to be used in cultural and social criticism.
Researchers are opposed to inequality in all its fOrIns.
Research should be used to reveal oppression and to challenge and
change it.

"All forms of oppression should be studied."
Mainstream research contrihutes to oppression and thus critical epis-
temo logy should presuppose equal power rclat ions. (pp. 6-7)

Carspecken then elahorated central points of critical epistemology. Again para-
phrasing (and quoting). he listed the following:

1.

4.

5.

I. Cri tica 1 epi stemology must he ex treTnel y preci se ahout the rclati on-
ship 0 f power t

() res ear c h c Ia in1S. val id itY c 1a iTllS, cuI tu I'e. and
thought.

"C ritic a I epis tem 0log y m ust rna ke the fa c t/va lu e d istin c t ion ve ry
clear and Illust have a precise understanding of how the two inter-
act."
Critical epistelllology must include a theory of how symbols are
used to represent reality, how this changes, and how power is impli-
cated in symholic representation and changes in symbolic represen-
tat ion. (p. 9)

Taken together. then. Carspecken highlighted the centrality of working ag<linst
power and oppression as key clements of critical ethnography, and for him this
acts on two levels. First, the critical ethnographer works against oppression hy
reveal ing and cri tiqu ing it. Equal1 y iTllportant, however, is that cri tica I et h nogra-
phers understand that know ledge itsel I' is a social practice interpenetrated wit h
power. To that end. critical ethnographers must explicitly consider how their
own acts of studying and representing people and situations are acts of domina-
tion even as critical ethnographers reveal the same in what they study. In this,
Carspccken asked that critical ethnography turn its value orientation and episte-
mologicalundcrstandings back on itself.

These definitional aHeTnpts help us understand what may he involved

in do in g c r it ic a I et h n
() g rap h y. hut this nlll s t co Tne wit hac aut ion. As () u ant z

(1992) argued, critical ethnography is not so Bluch a thing in itself as a pro.iect

within a wider discourse:

)

1.

Cri tical ct hnography is one form of an empirical project associated wi th

critical discourse. a form in which a researcher utililing field methods that
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