
4

Promising Rhetoric for
Postcritical Ethnography

Michael G. Gunzenhauser
Oklahoma State University

Using a research practice that comhines critical social theory with a method-
ological orientation influenced hy anthropology and sociology (I,eCompte &
Preissle. 1(93). critical ethnographers aim to explore the experiences of the
oppressed and expose the underlying social practices that contrihute to their
oppression. One intended result is that researchers may learn ahout the everyday
cultural experience of the oppressed and hring their lives to the attention of the
general puhlic--or at least to those who would read the written version of criti-
cal ethnographers' research. Furthermore. through their analysis or actions in
the field. critical ethnographers hope to free the oppressed or at least to con-
tribute in some way to their emancipation.

In this chapter. I define ('1,;t;('ol ethnography as entailing four promis-
es-giving voice. uncovering power. identifying agency. and connecting ;lI1aly-
sis to cultural crilique--that pervade the practice of and lilL'rature ahoul critical
ethnography (Anderson. 1989, 1994; Carspecken. 1996; Goodman, 1998;
Jordan & Yeomans. 1995; Kincheloe & McLaren. 1994; Quanti. 1992;
Thomas. 19(3). I explain the promises more fully and identify limitations in
their application. I argue that these promises frequently corne into connict \vith
each other. resulting in a conflicted and inconsistent research practice that over-
whelms the critical ethnographers' ethical commitment to the oppressed.

{;or

77



78 Gunzenhauser

imagining a postcritical ethnographic practice, I suggest that resean.:hers refine
the existing promises of critical ethnography and adopt t\\'o additional promises.
that of self-rellexivity and nonexploitation, to temper the original fuur promises
and maintain a defensible ethical commitment.

CRITICAL ETHNOGRAPHY AS THE ARTICULATION OF FOUR
PROMISES

My definition of critical ethnography combines definitions from recent descrip-
tions of practice (just noted) with Patlon's ( 1l)l)O)description of symbolic inter-

actionism. As a combined practice, critical ethnography appropriates the field
methods of ethnography, notably participant observation, to concentrate on
questions of symbolic interactionism, notably the search for explanations of
how persons live their lives within the constraints of social life, and analyzes
them within the theoretical framework of critical theory . Critical ethnography is
interdiscipl inary, and the crossing of academic genres and theoretical traditions
is strategic in that the various strengths of these genres are combined to some
extent to correct or augment the deficiencies of a single research tradition.
Critical ethnographers do not necessarily adopt all of the methodological
assumptions of ethnography as practiced by anthropologists. and because so
many practices may "count" as critical ethnography. some practitioners lean
more toward one tradition rather than another. They tend to borrow particular
methods and appropriate from other qualitative forms of inquiry. such as oral
history.

The practice is linked more hy its aims than by methodological speci-
ficity. The aims of critical ethnography arc presented here as a series of rhetori-
cal "promises," not to be cynical about the aims of critical ethnography but te
step back from the aims and question how they may be achieved. As anthropol-
ogist George Marcus (1995) argued, ethnography within the realm of anthropo-
logical practice operates with a multifaceted, historically and socially situatec
rhetoric that should he under constant scrutiny and critique. From recent con-
ceptualizations of critical ethnograrhy. it is evident that its proronents think 01

their research as succeeding insofar as it accomplishes four things. Critica
ethnography is a rolitical rroject in which a social science researcher aprropri
ates the tools of ethnography and promises to communicate the voice of thl
oppressed, uncover di fferential power relations. discovcr agency. and connec
particular expcrience to social critique. This is a rather heady collection 0
promiscs, and all critical ethnographers do not necessarily share them. Many do
however. and the definition is consistent with researchers who have descrihcl

their practice (Fine, 199 \; Haig-Brown, 1
L)l)5: Lather & Smithies. 1997

MacLeod, 1987/1995; Nespor, 1l)97: Roman,
1l)l)3; Willis. 1977/1l)81).
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As Goodman (199R) ohserved, the term critica/ ethnography is SOIl1C-

ii~hat of an oxymoron. He said, "After aIL many critical scholars in education
r,!,yiew ethnography as too atheoretical in their approach to research while ethrwg-
faphcrs see crirical scholars as too ideological" (p. 51 ). The rhetoric of the com-
binedpractice promises a halance. However, each promise is rather difficult to
keep, and together, they make the success of critical ethnography even more
prohlematic. In the following, I explain the four promises in greater detail.

pulling examples from critical ethnographies and similar studies. and I suggest
augmcntations and additions. I analYl.e them in pairs to highlight some of the
contradictions between them.

PROMISING VOICE AND SOCIAL CRITIQUE

In critical ethnographic practice, the promises of giving voice to the oppressed
and linking lived experience to social critique come together at times, and at
other times they are in conflict. Among all of the rhetorical promises of critical
ethnography, theorists are in close agreement that the use of ethnographic meth-

ods allows researchers to give voice to their research suhjects. Critical ethnogra--
phers borrow the rhetorical weight of voice from ethnography, ground voice in
structure, and use voice for political transformation. These three aspects com-
pare roughly to the three aspects of voice identified hy Fine

( 1994): ventriloquy,

"voices," and activism. Critical ethnographers claim voice as access to the lives
of the oppressed. stich that the words of the oppressed are descrihed, hut they go
further (Thomas, 199~). They claim different aims for the tlse of voice. As
Thomas argued:

Conventional ethnographers generally speak for their suhjects. usually to an
audience of other researchers. Critical ethnographers, hy contrast. accept an
added research task of raising their voice to speak to an audience 01/ helloI!
of'their suhjects as a means of empowering them hy giving morc authority
to the subjects' voice. (p. 4)

From this excerpt alone, it is not clear that there is a meaningful distinction
between "speaking for" and "speaking on hehalf of." In the context of his argu-
ment, Thomas' use of "for" in the first sentence seems intended to mean "in
place 01'." The phrase "on hehalf of' implies a greater commitment. For
Thomas, the project of critical ethnography is to use theoretical constructs to
describe others' experience in relation to a larger social context, specifically
(oppressive) social structures, so that critical ethnographers may work political-
ly on behal I'of the oppressed.

There are many examples of giving voice to respondents in critical
ethnographies. This is not surprising considering that traditional ethnography
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has been structured to do this as well. The distinction here, follmving Thomas
(1993), is how the voices of the oppressed may be used for their own bendit.

Much of Fine's (199 I) analysis in Framing f)ropollts is intended to show how
the school in her study systematically silences resistant and alternative voices.
Part of her project is to reclaim the voices of her respondents. It serves her criti-
cal purposes because she interprets the voices themselves to be critical. The
voices seem to criticize the school and dominant culture in much the same \vav
Fine would.

As is often the case in eritical ethnography. the privileged voices carry
the social critique in Framing Dropollts. The link between data and social cri-
tique, the second promise addressed here. is an issue around which authors of
qualitative research texts have ddined critical research (LeCompte & Preisslc.
1993; Merriam, 1998; Patton, I(90). For Kincheloe and McLaren (1994) and
Carspecken (1996). the link to social critique is one of two main characteristics
of critical ethnography, the first being politics. Critieal ethnographers see social
theory as an important lens through which they analY/.e data. McLaren (1987)
advocated this fervently elsewhere, and it is noted as a distinction throughout
the critical ethnography literature.

Without analysis that focuses on power relations. (Juant/. (I lJ(2) main-
tained, social research serves no political project and instead maintains the sta-
tus quo. Significantly, QuantI. described this orientation toward power as being
a reflection of a value system. He said:

Critical ethnographers impose a value system that requires the researcher to
place any culture into a wider discourse of history and power. which serves
an emancipatory interest. whereas other ethnographers impose a value sys-
tem that requires the researcher to treat every culture as if it were indepen-
dent of or, at most. interactive with history and power. From a critical per-
spective. these studies ultimately serve the interest of the status quo. (p.
471 )

This value system may be a system of nonmoral values, in other words, princi-
ples of good research practice. I argue, moreover, that (Juant/'s argument for
the importance of power amounts to a value system that incorporates moral val-
ues as well. In other words. critical ethnographers not only see their research
practice as good research in terms of quality. but they see it as morally appropri-
ate as well. This suggests that Quant/. may imagine a connection hetween the
ethical commitment to use research for emancipatory purposes and the process
in which researchers acquire and interpret data. It is in many ways an interest in
emancipatory knowledge (Habermas, IlJ72/1(78), with the methodological dif-
ficulties associated with communicative action.

Most early critical ethnographers acquire. interpret. and present voices
to support social critique. but the linkage is far more tenuous than that imagined
in the ideal speech situation (Habermas. 1081/1(84). In an early critical cthnog-
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raphy, Willis (1l)77/19~ I) contended that the "lads" in his study articulated a
social critique th(\t penetrates the dominant social structure. He uses their words
in the text to show how consciousness of their oppression leads to adaptive
hehaviors and attitudes that make them oetter aolc to negotiate the culture or the
shop floor when they leave school and join the working-class lahor rorce. Willis
sought to use empirical evidence to articulate a scientific explanation or a social
phenomenon (the phenomenon or working-class youths getting working-class
johs). His primary aim was to postulate an explanation, the most reasonahle
explanation among alternatives.

Whether Willis (1977/19R I) was justified in his analysis is another
matter. It seems that alongside his aim of explaining a social phenomenon,
Willis also had the aim or representing the voices of the working-class youth.
One could argue that this aim was as important to Willis' project as the aim or
explanation. Two critics of the ethnography (Hammcrsley & Atkinson, 19R1:
Walker. Il)~)) took Willis to task for lending too much credence to the voices
of the lads. In particular. they charged Willis with identifying too closely with
the tougher youth, ignoring or downplaying the voices of the acquiescent work-
ing class youth (the e(/,.'(}I('s~Willis uses the lads' term), and accepting the

lads' social critique uncritically. Particularly significant for Walker is that
Willis (1l)~5) did consider alternative explanations. Walker argues that Willis
confused the lads' heing recusant with their heing resistant and that their cri-
tiques Illay not he valid if one considers that the youths are "schooled" in a con-
trolling environment rather than "educated" in a more tolerant one. Instead,
Willis privileged the lads' voices as examples of resistance. This secms to indi-
cate a conllict helween the two research aims.

The conllicl occurred whcn Willis incorporated theory hccause critical
thcory takes prominencc. Similarly to the hierarchical model or conventional
research that philosopher of science Laudan (1984) criticized as heing outdated,
the theory grounds the selection of methods and the articulation or knowledge
claims, but without the methods and knowledge having an impact on the theory
itself. The theory remains static, in contrast to Laudan's contention Ihat methods
should constrain theory and aims should harmonize with theorics.

The privileging of voice calls into question the ways in which knowl-
edge claims are grounded hy different cultural groups and in di ffcrent cultural
contexts. Willis (1977/1981) could assert that the voices of the lads carry more
epistemological warrant hecause of their standpoint. It docs seem that this
stance would support Willis' privileging of their voices. This stance is not artic-
ulatc(L however. It would indeed he the casc, howcver. ir one were to accept a
priori a privileged standpoint for the youth, for instance, if it could he shown
that they had achieved a Marxist class consciousness, such that their perspective
was one tied more closely to reality (Haraway, 1(88). For Willis, this seems to
be his implicit assumption, and so it gives (for him at least) the epistemological
warrant to privilege the lads' voices. The question remains, however, whether
their voices represent class consciousness.
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