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With full awareness that criteria are mutable, the author argues that ethnography needs
to be evaluated through two lenses: science and arts. The author suggests five criteria:
substantive contribution, aesthetic merit, reflexivity, impact, and expression of a reality.

The ethnographic life is not separable from the self. Who we are and what
we can be—what we can study, how we can write about that which we
study—is tied to how a discipline disciplines itself and its members, its meth-
ods for claiming authority over both the subject matter and its members.

Postmodernism awakens us to the problematics of collecting and reporting
“data,” and challenges disciplinary rules and boundaries on ethical, aesthetic,
theoretical, and empirical grounds. Consequently, many ethnographers
struggle to locate for themselves concrete practices through which we can
construct ourselves as ethical subjects engaged in ethical ethnography—
inspiriting to read and to write. Many of us no longer wish to become the
kinds of ethnographers—distant, removed, neutral, disengaged, above-it—
traditional ethnography would have us be.

Some ethnographers, now, desire their work to be both “scientific” and
“literary.” I am one who does so desire. We recognize the historical split
between scientific and literary writing that emerged in the 17th century as
unstable and mutable. We have welcomed the blurring of genre, the complex-
ity of writing, the shaggy boundaries between “fact” and “fiction,” “subjec-
tive” and “objective,” “true” and “imagined.” We smile at the oxymoronic
genre namings: creative nonfiction; faction; ethnographic fiction; the nonfic-
tion novel; and true fiction.

Increasing, ethnographers desire to write ethnography which is both sci-
entific—in the sense of being true to a world known through the empirical
senses—and literary—in the sense of expressing what one has learned
through evocative writing techniques and form. More and more ways of rep-
resenting ethnographic work emerge.

Although postmodernism frees ethnographers to re-present their findings
in different ways, it constrains them asking them to be more self-conscious
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about claims to authorship, authority, truth, validity, and reliability. Self-
reflexivity brings to consciousness some of the complex political /ideological
agendas hidden in our writing. Truth claims are less easily validated; speak-
ing for “others” is wholly suspect.

Writing in different genres, moreover, does not ensure a better product.
Nor does it mean that one looses one’s ability to write in standard ways, any
more than learning a new language erases one’s first language. There is so
much to think about; so many conscientious decisions to be made.

The new ways of writing evoke discussion about criteria for judging
ethnographic work—new or traditional. Traditional ethnographers of good
will have legitimate concerns about how their students” work will be received
should they choose to breach ethnographic writing norms. I do not have
definitive answers, but I have some ideas and preferences.

Ethnography is always situated in human activity, bearing both the
strengths and limitation of human perceptions and feelings. Ethnography is
always created through research practices. Science offers some practices, lit-
erature, creative arts, introspection, and memory-work offer others. Ethnog-
raphers should not be constrained by the habits of somebody else’s mind.

I'believe it is our continuing task to create new criteria and new criteria for
choosing criteria. I believe in holding all ethnography to high and difficult
standards. Here are five of the criteria I now use when reviewing papers or
monographs:

1. Substantive contribution: Does this piece contribute to our understanding of
social-life? Does the writer demonstrate a deeply grounded (if embedded)
human-world understanding and perspective? How has this perspective
informed the construction of the text?

2. Aesthetic merit: Does this piece succeed aesthetically? Does the use of creative
analytical practices open up the text, invite interpretive responses? Is the text
artistically shaped, satisfying, complex, and not boring?

3. Reflexivity: How did the author come to write this text? How was the informa-
tion gathered? Ethical issues? How has the author’s subjectivity been both a
producer and a product of this text? Is there adequate self-awareness and self-
exposure for the reader to make judgments about the point of view? Do authors
hold themselves accountable to the standards of knowing and telling of the peo-
ple they have studied?

4. Impact: Does this affect me? emotionally? intellectually? generate new ques-
tions? move me to write? move me to try new research practices? move me to
action?

5. Expresses a reality: Does this text embody a fleshed out, embodied sense of
lived-experience? Does it seem “true”—a credible account of a cultural, social,
individual, or communal sense of the “real”?

Creative arts is one lens through which to view the world; analytical /science
is another. We see better with two lenses. We see best with both lenses focused
and magnified.
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