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Introduction

This sensibility introduces the tricky question of knowledge in

ethnography. The discussion is designed to build on the previous strategic

sensibility. I will, first, establish some initial definitions for the concepts to

be used in the subsequent discussion. Second, I will look at three distinct

approaches to knowledge in ethnography – the realist, narrative and reflex-

ive approach. I will suggest in this section that each of these approaches

is complex and can sometimes overlap, and that all are subject to many

arguments regarding, for example, the most appropriate way to approach

realism or reflexivity. Third, I will consider some traditional questions of

research methodology and knowledge (questions of validity, usefulness and

rigour) which are appropriate to forms of organizational ethnography.

Questions of epistemology and 
ethnography

Definitions 
Under the last sensibility I suggested that ethnographers can begin build-

ing an ethnographic strategy prior to entering the field and can use such a

strategy to orient their activities in the field. The strategy can be useful for

negotiating access, for figuring out appropriate first steps in the field and

for prising the ethnographer away from full immersion in the field setting.

However, I stressed under the last sensibility that an initial strategy

should not be treated as a step-by-step guide to be slavishly followed in

completing ethnographic research. Instead, the strategy should be con-

stantly worked upon and kept at the forefront of considerations of what

to do next. One important aspect for building an ethnographic strategy is
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entering into questions of knowledge: what kind of claims to knowledge

can ethnography make? On what basis can ethnography demonstrate the

validity, usefulness or rigour of its claims? Do assessments of ethnographic

claims to knowledge represent further opportunities for ethnographic

investigation? 

Such questions of knowledge are intertwined with forms of ontology and

epistemology. Prior to entering into an analysis of different claims to

knowledge made through ethnography, I will propose some outline defini-

tions of these areas. First, ontology relates to questions of the status of the

world, including questions of how the world is made up and how aspects of

the world hold together. Second, epistemology relates to the kinds of claims

to knowledge we can make about the world. An epistemology establishes

the basis for what can be known and how that knowledge can be assessed.

As we shall see in the next section, forms of ontology and epistemology shift

between different approaches to ethnography. That is, the kinds of

approach to the world (what the world is made up from) and the kinds of

claims to knowledge about the world (what it is we can say about the world)

vary between ethnographic approaches. 

Third, we should note that different forms of ontology and epistemology

are frequently positioned in social science research in terms of oppositions.

There are oppositions composed between essentialism (that things in the

world, for example technologies, have certain properties) and relativism

(that the properties of things are not fixed and need to be understood in

their varied ways), between positivism (that the world exists to be analysed

and that predictive, scientific laws can be developed) and interpretivism

(that the world is open to multiple claims as to what is going on), and

between realism (that the world exists to be explained, although not neces-

sarily through predictive laws) and constructivism (that any version of a

local aspect of the world is a local accomplishment, including ethnography

itself). Such oppositions can be shifted around so that, for example, essen-

tialism is understood as opposed to constructivism. These oppositions are

also mapped on to distinctions made between objective (the world provides

the material from which research extracts) and subjective (the research is

the inevitable product of the researchers’ engagement in the world) forms

of research and between inductive (research which draws general conclu-

sions from specific research) and deductive (research which involves the

production of a hypothesis to be tested) approaches to research. While I

only offer a very brief introduction to some possible ways of thinking about

these topics here, the following section will provide more ethnographic

detail on the ways and means through which these areas are made to make

ethnographic sense.

The following section collates different ethnographic approaches under

three headings. I have done this in order to provide a reasonably succinct

and coherent description of the principal ontological and epistemological

considerations entered into by ethnographers. However, readers should
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note that these three headings also incorporate a variety of subtle (and not

so subtle) ontological and epistemological distinctions which I shall begin to

discuss here and will pick up on under subsequent sensibilities. 

Ontology, epistemology and 
ethnography

Realist ethnography
In exemplar two, the work of Malinowski is used to establish one version of

a science of ethnography. The claim to science invoked in this exemplar is

that there exists a rigorous and coherent means of engaging with an ethno-

graphic field-site. Malinowski aimed to establish ethnography as an acade-

mic discipline. Hence his appeal to rigour, to standards and to regular ways

of doing ethnography need to be understood in this light. For our purposes,

Malinowski’s scientific approach to ethnography introduces a particular set

of ontological and epistemological issues. Malinowski enters into the

ethnography claiming that the world is there to be understood and that a

rigorous, robust and routinized (ethnographic) way of engaging with the

world can be developed. The ontological underpinnings of this approach are

realist: the world is available for engagement by the ethnographer. The

epistemological approach here is also realist: the data collected can be

assessed for the extent to which it accurately reflects the field-site from

which it has been collected. Although ‘science’ is proclaimed as the standard

to be achieved, Malinowski’s work need not be thought of as positivistic,

at least in the sense that he is not seeking to establish universal laws that

govern both Trobriand islanders and those living in other parts of the

world, and he makes no attempt at predictive modelling. Realism and pos-

itivism do not necessarily need to be understood as one and the same (for

more on this, see Blaikie, 1993).

B. Malinowski (1922/2002) Argonauts of the Western Pacific (Routledge, London)

The purpose of this exemplar is to provide three principle insights for those interested
in organizational ethnography. First, this summary will offer an introduction to the
work of Malinowski, and provide detail on how his work formed an important contri-
bution to the historical development of ethnography. Second, Malinowski’s approach
to realist, objectivist, scientific ethnography will be introduced, providing insights into
the epistemological underpinnings of his work. Third, ideas of exchange and the ways
in which apparently economic relationships are heavily implicated in issues of magic,
myth and religious belief in Malinowski’s work will provide a starting point for consid-
ering the usefulness of early anthropology for studying the modern corporation.
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Malinowski and the history of ethnography
Malinowski’s Argonauts of the Western Pacific is based on a two-year ethnographic
study of Trobriand society in New Guinea. Malinowski’s work was an important
contribution to early anthropology, resisting the convention for dependence upon
second-hand accounts of particular settings in favour of getting close to the action.
This ‘getting close’, however, involved Malinowski living with the tribes being studied,
actively participating in their rites and rituals, learning their language and ways of life.
This was something of a departure from most anthropology of the time, which
involved ‘getting close’ by living with missionaries or colonial dignitaries who were, to
an extent, ‘outsiders’ to the local setting. For Malinowski, although such relations with
missionaries or colonialists were an important starting point for a study, it was far more
valuable to shed off the shadow of the colonial administrator in favour of attempting
to get as close to the action as possible. However, this was not a straightforward
methodological development. Malinowski opens his book by expressing concern that
ethnographic research:

…is in the sadly ludicrous, not to say tragic, position, that at the very moment when
it begins to put its workshop in order, to forge its proper tools, to start ready for work
on its appointed task, the material of its study melts away with hopeless rapidity. Just
now, when the methods and aims of scientific field ethnology have taken shape,
when men fully trained for the work have begun to travel into savage countries and
study their inhabitants – these die away under our very eyes. (2002/1922: xv)

Malinowski suggests that ethnography in the early part of the twentieth century
occupied a tense position between the need to establish its methodological rigour
(see next section) and the constant loss of suitable sites for study. The colonial dom-
ination and (what might be termed) ‘civilization’ (in the sense of transforming a tribe
to live along the principles of western European moral, religious and cultural princi-
ples) of tribal cultures resulted in fewer locations to study. This was to be followed by
the dissolution of colonial territories and the concomitant decline in the number of
opportunities to study tribal settings through the auspices of colonial management.
For Malinowski, however, this decline in field-sites was particularly painful as he felt
the field of anthropology was only just setting about the business of establishing its
methodological principles. To emphasize, the importance of Malinowski’s work lay
in his attempts to establish rigorous anthropological principles, though living in the
setting under study.

I therefore had constantly the daily life of the natives before my eyes, while acci-
dental, dramatic occurrences, deaths, quarrels, village brawls, public and ceremo-
nial events, could not escape my notice. (2002/1922: xvii)

This theme of ethnographic immersion in the field might appear similar to modern
ethnographic concerns. However, two points require careful consideration. First,
Malinowski was working hard to render this principle of immersion in the field as the
proper approach to ethnography. It was by no means settled that this was the ‘proper’
way to go about ethnographic research. Second, he wanted to tie this immersion in
to the development of ethnography as a scientific method of enquiry.
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Realist, scientific ethnography
Malinowski’s work can be seen as part of an attempt to establish and secure a future
for ethnographic research through paying particular attention to (Malinowski’s own
version of) methodological rigour. In this book he clearly sets out the principles by
which he argues research should be done.

One of the first conditions of acceptable ethnographic work certainly is that
it should deal with the totality of all social, cultural and psychological aspects of the
community, for they are so interwoven that not one can be understood without
taking into consideration all the others. (2002/1922: xvi) 

For Malinowski, forms of exchange needed to be considered in relation to social rela-
tionships, myth, magic and rituals. However, this was part of a scientific, realist and
objectivist study. Thus economic exchange alongside myth and magic were opened up
for ethnographic analysis. Each of these areas was now accessible for ethnographic
investigation and, furthermore, the methods and techniques of collection were to
form an important aspect of writing. 

The results of scientific research in any branch of learning ought to be presented in
a manner absolutely candid and above board. (2002/1922: 2)

I consider that only such ethnographic sources are of unquestionable scientific
value, in which we can clearly draw the line between, on the one hand, the results
of direct observation and of native statements and interpretations, and on the
other, the inferences of the author, based on his common sense and psychological
insight. (2002/1922: 3)

Malinowski did not restrict his thoughts on the science of ethnography to declarations
regarding the ways in which ethnographic writings should be presented. He argued that
there were three principles which needed to be followed in completing a scientific ethno-
graphic enquiry. First, the organization of the tribe and an anatomy of its culture needed
to be recorded clearly. The ethnographer should provide a ‘concrete, statistical, docu-
mentation’ of the tribe (2002/1922: 24). Second, this documentation should provide the
basics of an ethnography which could then be fleshed out through the provision of detail
on what Malinowski termed ‘the imponderabelia of actual life,’ (2002/1922: 24). Third,
these ethnographic details needed to be recorded alongside documentation of the ‘native
mentality’ (2002/1922: 24). This mentality should be sought through statements from
natives, characteristic narratives of the natives’ concerns and items of folklore and magic.
He argued that the final goal of such scientific ethnography should be to ‘grasp the
natives’ point of view … his vision of his world’ (2002/1922: 25).

This talk of a scientific, objectivist, realist approach to ethnography appears to
situate Malinowski’s approach to ethnography within a different set of epistemologi-
cal concerns from the narrative and reflexivist approaches. However, the need to get
close to the action, to immerse oneself in the setting, and to attempt to take into con-
sideration multiple ‘things’ which might be going on (the economic, social and reli-
gious, not just exchange relationships) each appear as relevant now as they did in the
early part of the twentieth century. It is difficult to comprehensively assess from a
contemporary perspective the need to establish ethnography as a field of research
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(given that anthropology and sociological forms of ethnography are now well estab-
lished) and the necessity of invoking science as the basis for methodological rigour. It
could be argued that this attempt to establish anthropological ethnography as useful
and rigorous finds a close match in contemporary attempts to establish the usefulness
of ethnography in organizational settings (see sensibilities one, four and the
Conclusion). 

Exchange and the value of early anthropology
Beyond this comparison between establishing ethnography in colonial and organiza-
tional settings, Malinowski’s work provides a variety of further insights for organiza-
tional ethnographers to consider. First, his approach to exchange relationships among
Trobriand islanders offers insights into the way exchange forms a focal point for social
organization of the islanders. ‘Kula’ is the local term for a form of ceremonial
exchange which maintains reciprocal relations between islanders. To give establishes
and maintains the reciprocal obligation to receive something of similar status.
However, Malinowski argues that the equality of such exchange is not held together
by any particular law or sanction. Instead, the expectation and social order is subtle
and held together by a variety of status, symbolic, mythic and ritualistic relations.
These ideas might aid the organizational ethnographer in throwing into relief (think-
ing about things from a different perspective) the informal, non-sanction able relations
which pervade the modern workplace and are crucial for the maintenance of the
workplace. The ways in which employees interact might be held together by similar
complex social and psychological relationships as the Trobriand islanders. 

Second, Malinowski’s analysis of exchange focuses on the material artefacts
involved in social organization. The canoe forms a focus for holding together these
social exchange relations. The building of a canoe, in a similar vein to the introduction
of a new technology in the workplace, is a site for superstition, suspicion and ritual.
Treating objects as the centre for social interaction and observing the complex social
relationships in which an identity for the object is made and maintained can be an
important means through which to develop an ethnographic understanding of the
local organization.

Third, Malinowski’s approach to ceremony among those he studied reminds organi-
zational ethnographers of the importance of staged interactions among corporate
employees. Ensuring ceremonies are carried out in the correct manner, with members
taking appropriate roles, responding in conventional ways, doing things at the right
time, ensures the continuation of the tribe, its rituals and its members’ identities.
Corporate presentations, product launches, press conferences and boardroom meet-
ings, among other organizational events, could be approached in much the same way,
revealing something of the organization and its members.

This form of realist ontology and epistemology has led to debates in ethnog-

raphy about the quality, accuracy and reliability of some ethnographers’

findings. For example, Margaret Mead’s (1928) work claimed that teenage

girls in Samoa experienced a less troublesome transition from teenage-

hood to adulthood than, for example, American teenage girls. Yet other
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ethnographers visiting the same islands argued that Mead’s findings were

flawed (Freeman, 1983). Critics such as Freeman argued that Mead did not

know the language, had not immersed herself fully in the field (by staying

with non-natives), had been duped by locals who were playing a joke on her

and had misunderstood key aspects of Samoan life. These criticisms were

established on further realist grounds: Freeman was closer to the action,

lived with the islanders more closely, was more closely incorporated into their

ways of life, learnt the language and was not so easily misled by locals’ sto-

ries. In this criticism, the ontology remains the same: that there is a world

out there from which observational data can be extracted. The criticism is

also predicated on the same epistemology: that the version of the world pre-

sented is available for testing in terms of how accurately it represents the

world out there. 

However, responses to this criticism have shifted the ontological and epis-

temological grounds for debate. Critics have suggested that work such as that

of Freeman failed to apply the same standards of criticism to their own work.

Rather than finishing the argument here, Shore (1983) goes on to suggest

that perhaps Mead and Freeman experienced different aspects of Samoan

islanders’ lives, that engagement at different times with the islanders might

reveal different facets of their lives and that each ethnographer engaged with

different aspects of teenage-hood. The ontological grounds for the argument

are moved here from a realist perspective (that the world exists) to a rela-

tivist perspective (that there is not one single version of the world available).

The epistemological basis for the ethnography also shifts. In place of ques-

tions regarding the accuracy with which the ethnography represents reality

(including questions of who has the authoritative account of events) come

suggestions that each of the ethnographies reports an aspect of the social life

of the islanders. This provides a constructivist epistemology as a critique of a

realist ethnography. Instead of a single, knowable reality providing the basis

on which to assess an ethnography, there is a range of distinct views (for

example, from different ethnographers, islanders and colonialists) that might

provide a basis for considering the ethnography (see ‘Reflexive ethnography’

section below).

In this debate it could be argued that the islanders themselves provide an

important means to assess the validity of the research. A similar point can be

expressed in relation to organizational ethnography where members of the

organization can form an important group who may express views on the

ethnography. This can be treated in a more or less realist fashion. Members’

views of the ethnography can be utilized to assess the (realist) accuracy of the

ethnography (for example, do members feel that the ethnographer has made

the same sense of the organization that they have, see exemplar seven) or

members’ views can be utilized as part of the (socially constructed aspects of

the) research (for example, members’ views of the ethnography expressed in

an early phase of the research can be treated as data to be engaged with in

later stages of the research, see exemplar fourteen).
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Critical realism
Realism is not a singular entity. In order to introduce, briefly, an alterna-

tive to the realist suppositions of Mead and Malinowski’s work, I will pre-

sent some of the arguments of Dellbridge’s (1998) factory floor analysis. In

this ethnography of Japanese models of manufacturing exported to UK con-

texts, Dellbridge rejects positivist assertions that social science research can

and should propose hypotheses to be tested, in order to produce predictive

laws, based on assumptions that there is a world out there to be studied

which is governed by logic (this critical, realist and non-positivist stance is

mirrored in other ethnographic work, see for example, Jordan and

Yeomans, 1995). Instead, Dellbridge approaches the world as a social prod-

uct of the interactions which go into and maintain its production. However,

unlike reflexive social constructivists (see ‘Reflexive ethnography’ section

below), Dellbridge argues that his approach should be considered as a form

of critical or theoretical realism. 

This research is actually founded on a form of ‘theoretical realism’ … this

position regards social action as occurring within relatively enduring

social-structural conditions which do not determine those actions but do

constitute a form of ‘objective reality’ within which those actions take

place. (Delbridge, 1998: 17).

Ontologically, Dellbridge’s work suggests that there is a real social world

out there to be investigated and that this social world is the outcome of

ongoing social interaction. Social reality further provides for particular

structural relations that do not then necessarily fix or determine social out-

comes, but social actions are outcomes through which we can see that par-

ticular structural relations may have played a role or may provide a

tendency towards a particular outcome. Epistemologically, Dellbridge’s

work provides for a tentative means to assess the validity of ethnographic

claims. He argues that forms of data collection are subject to bias and forms

of interpretation entered into by the researcher, but this should be treated

as a challenge rather than a problem which undermines research.

Epistemologically, the challenge is to open up the ethnography for readers

to assess the validity of the claims being made.

The way I see this challenge is thus: the researcher is responsible for per-

suading the reader that the work is worthy of their time and consideration,

rather than rendered useless due to the biases inherent in collection, inter-

pretation, and presentation of the data. (Dellbridge, 1998: 18) 

In Dellbridge’s work we can begin to see the complexities of titles such as

‘realism’. The title can be used (just about) to cover an array of differing

approaches based around a premise that a social reality is available for

analysis. That premise, however, provides the grounds for the development
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of a distinct range of ontological and epistemological positions (Dellbridge’s

work only provides for one alternative version of realism; further versions

can be found in exemplars seven and thirteen).

Narrative ethnography

I will use the term ‘narrative ethnography’ in this section to group

together ethnographies which involve an account that is developed

through relations between an ethnographer and one important research

participant, sometimes called a key informant. I use the term ‘narrative’

in the absence of any more recognized term for grouping these studies

together. Key informants can often also act as gatekeepers for an ethno-

graphic study, enabling the ethnographer to access the field-site being

studied. Such key informants and gatekeepers often proceed to constitute

much of the narrative of the ethnography. They are sometimes the best

story-teller in the tribe (see, for example, Smith, 1981), are someone who

is particularly interested in the process of ethnographic research (see, for

example, Harper, 1998; exemplar one) or hold a particular position in the

group being studied which enables them to offer a particular kind of nar-

rative of the group. The latter type of relationship can be seen in the work

of Whyte (1955; exemplar three). Whyte developed a relationship in the

field with a key informant Doc, whom Whyte suggests is the leader of the

street corner gang he is studying. Whyte also acts as something of a gate-

keeper, taking an interest in Whyte’s work and introducing Doc to various

areas of street corner life (from Saturday night bowling to competing for

the attention of local girls).

This form of narrative ethnography and the relationships it involves,

raise particular questions of ontology and epistemology. Frequently, narra-

tive ethnographies are predicated upon relativist ontology. The claim is

often put forward that the narrative is an account among many possible

accounts of the nature of the particular world in focus. This need not be

seen as problematic. If the aim of an ethnographic study is to study CEOs’

views of the world of corporate branding, it may be quite conceivable that

these worldviews would be distinct from other members of the same orga-

nization without such difference undermining the valuable insights pro-

vided into CEOs’ worldviews. The same can be said of Whyte’s (1955) study.

The production of a detailed analysis of Doc’s view of street corner life is

very different ontologically from contemporary media representations of

the area where Doc lived. In place of a media version of the street corner

world based on numbers (for example, crime rates, population statistics,

rates of poverty) and scandals, Whyte provides an ethnography based on

the detail of everyday life. Whyte suggests that through ethnography, in

place of numbers, come lives.
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W. Whyte (1955) Street Corner Society (University of Chicago Press, Chicago)

Whyte’s study of street corner society in 1930s’ Boston provides an example of an early
sociological foray into the field of ethnography. It is a product of the Chicago School
of sociology and has its own particular brand of practical politics. The study of street
corner life was designed to counter the then contemporary media and political
accounts of life on a street corner:

Through sight-seeing or statistics one may discover that bathtubs are rare, that
children overrun the narrow and neglected streets, that the juvenile delinquency
rate is high, that crime is prevalent among adults, and that a large proportion of the
population was on home relief or W.P.A. during the depression. In this view,
Cornerville people appear as social work clients, as defendants in criminal cases, or
as undifferentiated members of ‘the masses.’ There is one thing wrong with such a
picture: no human beings are in it. (1955: xv)

Whyte’s approach did not just advocate getting close to the street corner, he also sought
to provide a picture of the mundane, ordinary, everyday aspects of street corner life. This
ordinariness was an important feature of the study – to counter spectacular stories about
crime, unemployment and so on, Whyte wanted to show how street corner life is mostly
banal. The importance of this study for considering organizational ethnography is that it
provides a form of narrative approach to the methodology, it offers important insights
on field relations and becoming a member of the collective being studied, it provides
detail on ways to represent complex social relations, and it says something of the frag-
mentary and changing features of social organization.

An introduction to narrative forms of ethnography
‘Narrative’ can be used as a term to group together a particular epistemological
approach to ethnography. By epistemological approach I mean the approach to knowl-
edge which the author takes in observing and writing about observations. Narrative
approaches to ethnography are based around a particular key informant who provides
much of the narrative of the group or organization being studied. In traditional anthro-
pological studies of tribes in far-flung places there was often a particularly good story-
teller, willing participant or gatekeeper who provided much of the insight into what
went on in the tribe. This is equally the case for ethnographies closer to home. In
Whyte’s study of street corner society, Doc is both the key informer and gatekeeper
for the study. Doc enables Whyte to find a position within the men whose lives are
based around various activities on the street corner and Doc provides a great deal of
the narrative about their lives (from explanations of bowling and social status to the
group’s occasional interest in girls). 

Narrative ethnographies involve epistemological questions regarding the account
offered by the key informant. For Whyte, the account offered by Doc is available to be
assessed in realist terms (that is, how accurately the account portrays street corner life).
However, not all narrative ethnographies take this stance. Whyte uses Doc’s narrative
to build up a history of street corner life (through Doc’s tales of his childhood) and to
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provide a context within which street corner life unfolds (through Doc’s tales of what
goes on elsewhere, what histories others bring to the street corner, where people’s
families come from and so on). 

Access
Accessing street corner life is made possible by Doc acting as a gatekeeper for Whyte.
Through this relationship access is relatively straightforward. However, such an access
story can still be investigated for what it tells us about the organizational details
of street corner life. Whyte is brought into the street corner through Doc. Doc repre-
sents himself as the toughest guy on the street corner and suggests others defer to
his judgement (or even seek his judgement at particular times). Doc suggests the
consequences of not acting in line with Doc’s expectations are nearly always a fight or
at least the threat of violence. Doc represents himself as the best fighter on the street
corner. Not listening to Doc is akin to asking to challenge his position and challenge
him to a fight. Being introduced to the other members of street corner life by Doc is
therefore like being introduced by the chief of a tribe. To question the introduction of
Whyte would be to ask for a fight. 

Although it might seem an unlikely comparison to make between the self-pro-
fessed toughest guy on the street corner and what might happen in a modern cor-
porate organization, there are parallels to be drawn. The organization can be
investigated for the ways in which status might be made and maintained and differ-
entiated between members. The ethnographer might want to reflect on their own
status in relation to other members of the organization. If the ethnographer’s access
is predicated on one particular gatekeeper, their position within any notional organi-
zational hierarchy might be considered. While for Whyte’s study the hierarchy is made
and maintained through fighting, a wish to avoid fighting and the need to empha-
size ‘respect’, modern corporate organizations can also be studied to investigate the
ways in which status is actively achieved. An ethnographer’s status may relate in com-
plex ways to the status of the member who introduces them into the organization
(see sensibility three). 

Becoming a member
Although Whyte uses Doc to gain access to the collective activity of street corner life, this
is not the same as saying he has become a member. Becoming a member, attaining the
status of accepted and regular, ordinary participant in the group requires more than
access. In Whyte’s study, ten pin bowling becomes an important activity for demonstrat-
ing and achieving status. Whenever Doc, Mike and Danny (those Doc perceived to be of
highest status) were bowling against Alec and Joe (those Doc perceived to be lower in
the social hierarchy), it was no longer just about bowling but establishing and maintain-
ing social order. Doc suggested that when bowling, Alec or Joe could not win:

They wouldn’t have known how to take it. That’s why we were out to beat them. If
they had won, there would have been a lot of noise. Plenty of arguments. We would
have called it lucky – things like that. We would have tried to get them in another
match and ruin them. We would have to put them in their places. (1955: 21) 

Whyte uses the bowling as an example of the way street corner life is stratified and
organized. What Whyte also reveals is the extent to which he became a member of

Sens ib i l i ty  Two:  Ethnograph ic  S t rategy

51

Neyland-Ch-02.qxd  6/29/2007  6:14 PM  Page 51



the organization. It seems that he was always held somewhat at arm’s length from the
group. In the bowling competition Whyte was asked to participate after one of the
regulars had to pull out. Whyte went on to win the competition, but received none of
the pressure (noise, catcalls, pushes) that others received when trying to bowl. Doc
explained this activity as follows:

We didn’t want to make it tough for you, because we all like you, and the other
fellows did too. If somebody had tried to make it tough for you, we would have
protected you. … If Joe Dodge or Alec had been out in front, it would have been
different. We would have talked them out of it. We would have made plenty of
noise. We would have been really vicious. (1955: 21)

What Doc’s account of the bowling demonstrates is that although bowling was the
key arbiter of social status, Whyte’s bowling didn’t count. He was effectively allowed
to win (at least in not being put off each time he attempted to bowl), because his win-
ning would not threaten anyone’s group status. In this sense Whyte had access to the
organization, but only partial membership. This partial membership, however, and
close relationship with Doc enabled him to produce a detailed account of the organi-
zation of street corner life.

Organizing and representing data
Whyte’s study of street corner life, although depending a great deal for its narrative
content on a key informant, introduces the reader to numerous characters, activities,
locations and forms of social ordering. To make sense of this array of detail, Whyte
deploys a diagram (1955: 13). This diagram represents the entangled relations of the
group and the hierarchical social status relations developed through fighting, threats
of fighting, bowling, associations with girls, and so on. This kind of diagram, as with
any form of simplified representation in ethnography, is difficult to accomplish.
Ethnography bases many of its claims to robustness and relevance on being close to
the action and providing significant detail on that action; a visual representation of
names in boxes with lines drawn between them risks reducing ethnographic closeness
and detail to a (relatively) simple picture. Whyte overcomes this difficulty by not
employing the representation as an end point. In no sense is the diagram the thing to
take away from the study. Instead, the diagram provides the reader with a way of nav-
igating through the ensuing text so that names, activities and relationships can be
understood as related to positions. 

Organizations
Whyte’s study of street corner society provides an opportunity to reflect on the orderly
and disorderly within organizational forms. While the bowling provides a means to
structure social order, it is predicated upon making sufficient noise and threatening
violence to those deemed lower down the social order. When some members of the
group begin seeing girls from a group called the Aphrodite Club, this again raises fur-
ther forms of order and disorder. Doc proclaims himself to be the greatest lover (which
the other members eventually accept), maintaining a sense of the stratified order of
the groups’ relations. However, some of the groups’ members associate with girls who
exclude or are rude towards other members of the group. This threat of re-stratification
through non-members of the group leads to some disorder (and some members
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leaving the street corner life). These forms of order and disorder, stratification, re-
stratification, membership and partial membership can provide a rich backdrop of ideas for
organizational ethnographers seeking to understand the way corporate organizations work.

What kinds of epistemological claims does such a narrative approach

involve? The claims to knowledge that narrative ethnography can make are

intricately involved with the relationships established between ethnogra-

phers, informants and gatekeepers. For Whyte, the relationship with Doc

enables him to produce what he claims is a detailed and accurate account

of street corner life. Whyte is quite happy for this account to be assessed

epistemologically for its accuracy in realist terms (see Whyte’s follow up to

Street Corner Society, 1993). However, critics of Whyte have suggested that

further exploration is required of the principle relationship between Whyte

and Doc (see, for example, Boelen, 1992). These critics suggest that Whyte

may have failed to adequately explore the ethics of his relations with Doc,

particularly in terms of whether or not Doc gained as much from the (1955)

study as Whyte. In place of realist assertions of accuracy, come ethical

assertions of the correct way in which to carry out research (see sensibility

four for more on field relations and sensibility nine for more on ethics).

Further criticisms of Whyte’s (1955) work have suggested that Whyte’s

realism is predicated upon an outdated mode of realist epistemology which

ignores more recent ethnographic moves to clearly address forms of subjec-

tivity (see ‘Reflexive ethnography section below, and for detailed criticisms

see Jermier, 1991; Denzin, 1992).

Reflexive ethnography

This section will introduce the principles of reflexive ethnography.

Different versions of reflexivity can be understood as more or less radical.

I will begin with what I perceive to be the less radical orientations of reflex-

ivity before giving consideration to more radical, reflexive textual experi-

mentation. I will argue that these forms of experimentation can be useful

in helping us to think through some of the principles which might

underpin our ethnographic research.

In a general sense, reflexivity suggests that members of the world are

(reflexively) engaged in making sense of and producing (a version of) the

world. The world is not independent of reflexive efforts to make it make

sense. Further, ethnographies fit into this sense-making practice and

ethnographers are reflexively engaged in the production of sense through

their ethnographies. In its less radical orientation, this leads to reflexive

questions of the author: how is the author involved in the production of the

ethnographic text? These questions are given slightly different emphasis in

confessional and auto-ethnographic modes. 
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Confessional ethnography
The principles of confessional ethnography (Van Maanen, 1988) are a detailed

study of a particular ethnographic setting incorporating much reflection on

the role the ethnographer has played in the setting. The way the ethnographer

has entered the setting, become an adequate member of the setting and

formed particular relations with members of the field become features of

ethnographic analysis. This is not particularly different from other forms of

ethnographic study. However, under the confessional mode, as the term sug-

gests, greater space is devoted to potentially problematic issues involving the

researcher. The epistemological approach focuses on making available infor-

mation on the ways in which the ethnographer has been closely involved in

the setting. The strength of this kind of knowledge claim lies in allowing

readers to assess the reliability and rigour of the ethnography presented and

the problems the ethnographer may have experienced.

Auto-ethnography
Auto-ethnography and confessional ethnography fulfil much of the same

function. However, the emphasis in auto-ethnography can be a little differ-

ent. In place of an ethnographic study which incorporates an analysis (or con-

fession) of the moves made by the ethnographer, auto-ethnography is based

around the story told by or through the ethnographer. In a similar manner to

an auto-biography, an auto-ethnography (more explicitly than a confessional

ethnography) is focused on the life experiences of the ethnographer in doing

ethnography. The emphasis in auto-ethnography is often on the ‘cultural

study of one’s own people’ (Rosen, 1991: 4), rather than on the exotic cultures

of foreign tribes. The reflexive engagement in auto-ethnography can be as

much about the ways through which the ethnographer makes sense of them-

selves and their role in the world as it is about focusing on a particular group,

location or organizational form. Richardson (2000: 923) suggests that writing

in this mode of research acts as a way of ‘finding out about yourself and

your topic’. The epistemological grounds for making knowledge claims in this

kind of ethnography depend on emphasizing the value of subjectivity. The

ethnographer situates themselves as having a standpoint from which to

express valuable insights into their own experiences. This can lead to jokes,

such as that retold by Marcus (1994: 393), in which the native says to the

ethnographer ‘that’s enough about you, let’s talk about me’. Readers can find

more detail on auto-ethnography from the work of Ellis and Bochner (1996,

2000; Ellis, 2004) and Reed-Dehaney (1997).

In the next section I will argue that confessional and auto-ethnographic

modes of study are not as radical as other orientations of reflexivity. I sug-

gest this is primarily because they do not ask as many questions of ontology.

Although both modes of ethnographic engagement suggest that the ethnog-

rapher is reflexively engaged in the production of the ethnography, this is

not always taken further into questions of the status of the setting in which
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the ethnographer is engaged. For example, while confessional ethnography

might devote an amount of space to the author’s reflexive position, partici-

pants in the study might be treated in conventional realist terms. The

author’s role might end up constituting more of the ethnography than

the interaction between members of the ethnographic setting or might be

given more consideration than the interaction between the ethnographic

text and reader (see next section). In this sense, reflexive epistemology

can be combined with realist ontology or questions of ontology can remain

absent.

More radical orientations of reflexivity
For more radically reflexive ethnographers, such auto- and confessional

approaches are more about reflection (on, for example, the role of the

researcher) than about reflexivity. To some extent the questions posed in

confessional and auto-ethnographic modes are not very different from stan-

dard research questions regarding researcher influence. To restate, reflex-

ivity suggests members of the world are reflexively engaged in the

production and maintenance of the world as a more or less ordered phe-

nomenon. Ethnography is itself involved in this ongoing reflexive produc-

tion. Latour and Woolgar (1979) offer a more radical orientation of these

questions of reflexivity in relation to ethnography. In studying scientists,

Latour and Woolgar (exemplar four) reflexively engage with what it means

for scientists (and the objects of science) to be reflexively engaged in the ongo-

ing production of a more or less ordered science. The ethnography therefore

involves investigation of what they as ethnographers are doing in attempting

to ethnographically reproduce science. A central point of contention (like con-

fessional and auto-ethnography) remains the role of the researcher in this

ongoing reflexive production. However, scientists are being studied reflex-

ively reproducing science and readers are invoked as engaging in a reflexive

production process in reading the text. Reflexivity (in this sense) is not

merely focused on reflection on what the ethnographers do, but involves an

analysis of a series of relationships, some of which are in principle unknow-

able (for example, what the reader will make of the text). This can provide for

an unsettling experience. Rosen (1991) suggests that being analytical about

the reflexive constitution of exotic cultures (that is, the way naives go about

making sense of going about) is more comfortable than being reflexive about

our own activities (that is, questioning the taken-for-granted basis for the

way we go about making sense of going about).

B. Latour and S. Woolgar (1979, 2nd edn, 1986) Laboratory Life: The Construction of
Scientific Facts (Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ) 
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Latour and Woolgar’s (1979) work is noted as being among the first in-depth
ethnographic studies of the work scientists do to produce science. This ethnographic
work shifted emphasis away from philosophers’ concerns with the nature of scientific
knowledge. Philosophers had focused on, for example, scientific knowledge as distinct
from social scientific knowledge, or on the means by which scientists’ advance knowl-
edge (through, for example, Popperian falsification or Khunian paradigms). The ethno-
graphic approach to the work of science and scientists also moved away from
contemporary emphasis of social science approaches to natural science. In place of a
focus on scientific error or mistakes, Latour and Woolgar pursued a symmetrical
approach to the study of scientific knowledge. Normal, ordinary science was as much
a focus for study as fraudulent, mistaken or incorrect science. This study was central
to the development of the newly emerging field of science and technology studies,
providing one means to raise questions regarding prevalent views on the nature of
scientific knowledge and how scientists went about producing that knowledge.
However, what is the significance of such a study for those doing organizational
ethnography? I will argue in this brief summary that reflexive ethnography, ideas of
social construction, social construction entangled with ideas of materialization and
circumstances, and a focus on producing order from disorder can all be thought-
provoking challenges for organizational ethnographers.

Reflexive ethnography
Unlike realist ethnography (where the world is assumed to exist as a knowable entity, from
which an ethnography can abstract observational material, which can then be judged
according to how accurately it represents the world out there), reflexive ethnography
engages in a thorough and detailed analysis of the ethnographer’s attempts to make
sense of the world while those being studied are making sense of the world. 

By reflexivity we mean to refer to the realisation that observers of scientific activity
are engaged in methods which are essentially similar to those of the practitioners
which they study. (1986: 30)

The ethnographer is reflexively engaged in making sense of the world and pays atten-
tion to their own methods of making sense, while also comparing ethnographic means
of making sense with the sense-making methods of those studied. In this sense, it is
more difficult to say that the world straightforwardly exists independently of the
ethnographer and that observations can be collected from the world and judged
according to how well they represent the world. In place of such an approach, the
reflexive ethnographer enters into an analysis of the means of producing the ethno-
graphic study. Thus instead of an assumption that the world exists outside the ethnog-
raphy, the world is made apparent and rendered available through the ethnography.
However, rendering the world available through ethnography is not straightforward –
the reader of ethnography enters into a crucial relationship with the text, making
sense of the world represented through the ethnography. 

This introduction to reflexive ethnography suggests there are three principle elements
to take into account (although these are not easily separable and are by no means a
step-by-step guide to reflexivity). First, the world does not straightforwardly exist inde-
pendent of efforts to make sense of the world. Second, ethnographers are as caught
up in this sense-making as are those being studied through the ethnography. Third,
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ethnographies thereby make available a description of participants’ ways of making
sense of the world, ethnographers’ ways of making sense of the members’ methods for
making sense of the world, and make these available for readers to make their sense
of the ethnography. For organizational ethnographers this is something of a challenge.
How and in what ways does an organization (and an organization’s membership) make
sense of itself? How does the ethnographer make sense of the organization’s attempts
to make sense of the organization? Should the ethnographer be concerned about the
ways in which readers might make sense of the text? 

For Latour and Woolgar, such questions are treated as principles of research to be
engaged with the process of researching and writing. They are not deemed relativist
problems which result in ethnography (or any other social science pursuit) being unable
to say anything about anything. Treating such issues as principles rather than problems
entails incorporating them into the research project. This incorporation is on anthropo-
logical terms. A scientific laboratory is approached in much the same way as a tribe, with
an in-depth, detailed, observational account of the setting made available through the
ethnography. Making observations in particular settings is pursued in order to avoid mak-
ing general statements about the nature of science or relying solely on scientists’ own
accounts of science. Latour and Woolgar employ the anthropological principle of strange-
ness in engaging with the field (in order to render everything available for
analysis, emphasizing that much scientific work depends on a great deal of mundane,
routine activity, not moments of dramatic revelation). In place of concern with what read-
ers might make of the text, they suggest ‘It is the reader who writes the text’ (1986: 273). 

For Latour and Woolgar, reflexivity involves applying ethnographic scepticism or
strangeness to the ethnographic text itself, making available an analysis of the ways in
which the ethnography has been put together. Or, as Latour and Woolgar have it in
their slogan: ’…reflexivity is the ethnographer of the text’ (1986: 284).

‘Social’ construction
This reflexive approach to ethnography introduces several further challenges for those
undertaking organizational ethnography. The first of these is the notion of ‘social’ con-
struction. This term was originally used by Latour and Woolgar to convey the idea that
‘facts’ were not straightforwardly available in the natural world to be collected and
reported on by scientists. Instead, facts were constructed through multiple activities.
They were ‘social’ in the sense that they were constructed through multiple, ongoing
processes. However, the ‘social’ aspect of social construction was deemed problematic
by Latour and Woolgar. Social was used by other researchers of science as a binary
opposition to natural or technical. Such an approach does not fit comfortably with the
symmetrical approach to science, treating everything with equal scepticism/interest.
Introducing researchers’ own caveats and binary oppositions effectively dismantles any
possibility of symmetry as some things are now to be treated as belonging to the cat-
egory of social, and some technical, according to decisions made by the ethnogra-
phers. Science, it is argued by Latour and Woolgar, is not made up of social features
on the one hand and technical or natural features on the other. Instead, science is
made and maintained through a series of actions (see next section). Latour and
Woolgar summarize this as follows:

‘So what does it mean to talk about “social” construction? There is no shame in
admitting that the term no longer has any meaning’ (1986: 281)
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What is the relevance for this loss of meaning regarding the ‘social’ for organiza-
tional ethnographers? Often organizational research can get caught up in elaborating
the importance of social or cultural variables or factors. Much time can be given over
to defining the social or cultural, to distinguishing it from other factors, to measuring,
observing, understanding or analysing the social or cultural factors which might play
a role in shaping an organization. What Latour and Woolgar argue is that the social
(and indeed the cultural) should not have a category of its own. Instead, the organi-
zation (of the laboratory in their case) is the product of a range of activities. Through
focusing on these activities, ethnographers can provide a nuanced and reflexive
account of the organization and the myriad means which make and maintain the
organization. Definitions, sub-categories, factors and variables relating to the social
and cultural are somewhat of a distraction in this approach. So what does make and
maintain the laboratory as an organization?

Construction through persuasion, materialization and circumstances
Although Latour and Woolgar are keen to shift attention away from social and cultural
variables, by what means do they argue the laboratory is constructed? They suggest
‘it is through practical operations that a statement can be transformed into an object’
(1986: 236). These practical operations, through which a fact is constructed, involve
convincing others that they have not been persuaded, that materialization provides
evidence of the fact and that circumstances have never played any role in the
apprehension of the fact. 

The result of the construction of a fact is that it appears unconstructed by anyone;
the result of rhetorical persuasion … is that participants are convinced that they
have not been convinced; the result of materialisation is that people can swear that
material considerations are only minor components of the ‘thought process’; the
result of investments of credibility is that participants can claim that economics and
beliefs are in no way related to the solidity of science; as to the circumstances, they
simply vanish from accounts, being better left to political analysis than to the appre-
ciation of the hard and solid world of facts! (1986: 240). 

Order from disorder
These multiple processes of construction translate disorder into order. Although reflex-
ive ethnography has been criticized for taking a stance which, it is claimed, is overly
relativist (suggesting that things can be understood in multiple ways and therefore that
anything goes in a postmodernist sense), Latour and Woolgar emphasize that the
‘transformation of a set of equally probable statements into a set of unequally proba-
ble statements amounts to the creation of order’ (1986: 244). Through processes of
construction facts are produced and refined, other possibilities are eliminated, out-
comes are reduced down to (often) a single point, and science, the laboratory and a
particular fact are achieved. The value of this approach for organizational ethnogra-
phers lies in its avowed and determined scepticism. Nothing is left as assumed or taken
for granted. Everything (including the ethnography itself) is made available as a point
for further consideration. If applied to organizational settings, such an approach to
construction would introduce the following questions: By what means is the organi-
zation produced and maintained? Through what processes are organizational facts
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constructed and talked about? What analytical utility do ideas of persuasion, materi-
alization and circumstance have for organizational analyses? (These questions will be
dealt with in more detail under sensibilities four and eight). 

Questions of ontology and epistemology become more complex in this

approach to reflexivity. For Latour and Woolgar, the appropriate question

to ask is not does the world exist independently of the ethnography?

Instead, given that the subjects of research and researchers are reflexively

engaged in the ongoing production of a more or less ordered version of

what’s going on, the question becomes how can this be captured within a

written text? Furthermore, what is the reflexive relation that readers will

then enter into in reading the text? In this approach to reflexivity, reading

is an active process of making sense of the text. Ontologically speaking, the

world (in text) does not exist independently of readers’ work to make it

make sense. Epistemologically, the forms of knowledge claims made in such

radically reflexive ethnographies involve forms of constructivism (I resist

here using the term ‘social constructivism’ as Latour and Woolgar argue

that it is difficult to draw a boundary around a specifically ‘social’ set of

factors to set them apart from some other set of factors to be accorded

a different category). Epistemologically, constructivists argue that the

world does not exist independently of efforts which make and maintain

(construct) the world and ethnographies are one such way of making sense

of the world. 

Other radically reflexive texts propose experimentation with the form of

ethnographic writing itself. The PhD thesis of Ashmore (1989), for example,

is a thesis focused on doing a thesis. In place of a single ‘author’ there are

multiple voices incorporated into the text and the reader is invited to take

an active part in making sense of Ashmore’s thesis construction. I think

the value of such textual experimentation is to shake up the ways we take

for granted the formal expectations, structures and conventions for writing,

for authorship and what normally constitutes an ethnography. What

Ashmore’s reflexive thesis accomplishes is a destabilizing of where and who

the ethnographic author is and what the relationship should be between

text, author and reader. 

Although I cannot lay claim to such radical underpinnings for my own work,

I find particular value in these reflexive orientations in my organizational

research. First, these more radically reflexive texts do not leave anything set-

tled. They demonstrate how far ethnographers can go in questioning what

gets taken for granted. This is a primary principle in my own ethnographic

work. Second questioning the position of authorship opens up further possi-

bilities. In place of a conventional ethnographic relationship, where the ethno-

grapher does the research and writes the research, we can think of alternative

sets of relations which might help produce a text. In exemplar fourteen I set
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out the ways in which my own work has involved handing over some of the

authorship of the ethnography to members of the organization. Third, reflex-

ive texts open up questions of readership. In place of assuming that readers

will make the same sense of the text that ethnographers have when writing

the text, reading becomes an active process of sense-making. It is possible to

ask these questions and loosen the imagination of readers and writers in a

variety of different ways (see Watson, 1994). In organizational settings I have

found it useful to give research participants my ethnography to read as a way

of generating further ethnographic conversations. Thus, although I have pre-

sented these reflexive experimentations as radical, their detasbilizing of con-

ventional ontological and epistemological premises can have utility for

organizational ethnography.

Organizational ethnography and 
knowledge claims

The preceding discussion has argued that questions of knowledge are an

important feature of ethnographers’ attempts to engage in research. It has

suggested that particular ontological and epistemological approaches come

with particular commitments which might shape the direction the ethnog-

rapher is to take in doing their research. In this sense, giving consideration

to questions of knowledge can help ethnographers to further develop their

ethnographic strategy (see sensibility one). 

An implicit feature of this discussion has been that claims to knowledge

are likely to be assessed quite differently by different audiences. For exam-

ple, what might be considered academically rigorous, might not be consid-

ered to have utility for a particular organization taking part in an

ethnographic study. Claims regarding the validity of ethnography depend

on who is assessing the ethnography. 

Rigour and academic assessment
Each of the approaches to ethnography presented, in carrying particular

epistemological commitments, also have implications for the ways in which

the research should be regarded as academically rigorous (or not). Thus

realist ethnographies can be assessed on the grounds of whether or not they

accurately portray the reality of the setting studied, and reflexive ethno-

graphies can be assessed for the lengths to which the ethnographer has

gone in being reflexive (is there a constructed, reflexive stone that they

have left unturned?). It follows that each of these approaches to ethnography

can be interrogated from alternative epistemological standpoints. Rigour is

perhaps best seen as an accomplishment. A recent development which allevi-

ates some of these issues is modest ethnography (see exemplar ten). ‘Rigour’

in modest ethnography involves considering the partiality of research – ethno-

graphers are partial (rather than impartial) and ethnographies are partial
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(rather than complete). Such modesty involves inviting readers to assess

the strengths of the arguments presented and inviting ethnographers to

pursue questions left unanswered by the study (as recommended by

Malinowski in exemplar two).

Utility and organizational assessment
What counts as useful information in an organizational context can be com-

plex (see, for example, the Conclusion of this book). However, epistemolog-

ical claims that knowledge is useful, valuable and has integrity (through

appropriate ethnographic methodology) can be as much about process as

about the content of the claims. Ethnographers can utilize the time frame

for ethnographies (see sensibility five) to make an early presentation of

ethnographic data in the field setting. Such presentations can be occasions

for organizational members to be invited to make something of the data.

Responses from organizational members can lead to the development of

new ethnographic avenues for the research. Discussions can then form a

part of the ethnographic process, with follow-up presentations forming fur-

ther occasions for the development of the knowledge claims being made

(these issues will be taken further in sensibility four). The epistemological

responsibility for knowledge claims is then shifted in these discussions

from being the sole preserve of the ethnographer to being shared among

contributing participants to the study. Within organizational settings I

have found this kind of approach useful for enhancing the status of the

ethnography, the number of participants willing to take part and the extent

to which ethnographic findings are considered valuable. Such ethnographic

manoeuvres should also keep in focus that observations which counter what

members of organizations want to say can have utility (see sensibility four).

Combining utility and rigour
This separation of the grounds on which the knowledge claims of an ethnog-

raphy can be assessed appears to rule out the possibility of combining aca-

demic rigour with organizational utility. However, this need not be the

case. In subsequent discussions (see particularly sensibilities seven and

eight), we will go through the grounds on which rigour and utility can be

combined. We will also go through managing the different demands which

organizational utility and academic rigour can make (in terms of access in

sensibility three and in terms of time in sensibility five). 
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