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An Overview of Critical Ethnography

Parisa Bozorgzad* (MSc.).
Letter to Editor

Ethnography is a qualitative research method in which researchers study various
values, beliefs and cultural meanings in a group of people or society. Critical
ethnography puts more emphasis on social groups and individuals' power, prestige,
authority and status (1). In ethnographic studies, researchers employing inductive
logic focus on interactions between people to discover the meaning embedded in
culture. Critical approach attracts researchers’ attention towards individuals who play
a minor role in social interactions (2). Madison quoting Thomas contends that critical
ethnography is a classic ethnography with a political aim. The ethnographer not only
explains the meanings of interaction in a specific context, but also strives to know
how these meanings are described against the broad structure of power (3). Thus,
critical ethnography involves all the fields in which interactions are influenced by
power relations. Critical ethnography plays an essential role in health research and
nursing, in particular. Most of the nurses are female; and power relations are one of
many factors that affect the complex doctor-nurse and nurse-patient interactions (4).
On the other hand, in the process of patient care, nurses are constantly involved in
decision making that directly affects patients. Critical approach has a significant
influence on nurses’ attitudes towards decision making and selecting proper care for
patients. Critical ethnography replaces decision making with patients; instead of
decision making for patients (2). Therefore, as a complex and dynamic paradigm,
critical ethnography is widely used in nursing studies and promotes nursing
knowledge (5) in response to challenging qualitative questions and concepts.

Critical ethnography was introduced in 1970s at the research center of
contemporary cultural studies in Birmingham University in England. Since 1980,
critical ethnography was spread in the North America (6). The term “Critical
Ethnography”, as it is known today, was introduced by MacLaren in 1998. Generally,
critical ethnography starts with an ontological debate stating that some social groups
live in far worse conditions than others. Its prime objective is to criticize, interpret and
change culture towards equality of powers in social relations. Hence, being change (7)
and value oriented (8) is the main distinguishing feature of this approach. Critical

researchers are pragmatic individuals who strive to change the world besides
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understanding it. They act based on their basic assumptions such as originality of
transformation, justice and freedom. Critical researchers believe that social
inequalities follow a systematic process which is rooted in the culture of societies, and
it is impossible to change inequalities without understanding the culture. Based on this
view, critical ethnographers start a value oriented research. Carspecken states that
value oriented research does not distort the results but it guides the research and
provides its rationale (9). Some of the values shared by critical ethnographers are their
concerns about social inequalities and making positive changes in societies (3). The
purpose of critical research is not only to describe, but also to modify social theories.
However, critical researchers do not share a common methodological theory for
achieving this goal. In other words, they do not follow a single process in designing
research, fieldwork techniques and data interpretation. Critical researchers employ a
variety of methods in this field. Such diversity has led to considering social-critical
research as an orientation and not a specific methodological style (9).

In the process of data interpretation, critical ethnographers realize how
participants understand the situations. They reflexively strive to reveal the hidden
depth of exploitation, power and adverse conditions by reconstructing data (9). This
means that researchers should be aware of their influence on the participants in every
step of their research (10). Researchers try to get closer to situations and people in
order to elicit an ethic perspective in cultural state. Duality of researchers’ role as a
member of a culture or as a researcher is constantly challenging. Reflexivity is useful
to offset these challenges (11).

Nowadays, critical ethnography is broadly used in nursing research. The
Carspecken’s outline of critical ethnography, that is based on the Habermas's ideas, is
the most popular method of critical ethnography in nursing (5).

Finally, it could be said that critical ethnography, as a way of thinking, has great

potential to use in clinical practice and nursing research.
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