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ETHNOGRAPHY WORKSHOP: IGNORANCE, 
CONTRADICTION AND INCONSISTENCY IN THE 
RESEARCH PROCESS 

LEADER Dr Sofia Vougioukalou 
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DEPARTMENT Department of Primary Care and Public Health 
ACADEMIC YEAR 2012/13 TERM Summer 

TYPE OF EVENT Workshop LOCATION Strand 
NUMBER OF 

SESSIONS 1 LENGTH OF 
SESSION 4 hours with refreshments 

TIME & DATE tbc, 1-5pm 
DESCRIPTION The Ethnography Workshop involves PhD students and post-docs 

pairing up with other students undertaking thematically or 
geographically relevant research (ie. environment, health, development) 
in partner universities to discuss the role of ignorance, contradiction and 
inconsistency in the research process.  
 
Research practice, especially using qualitative methods like 
ethnography during extended periods of fieldwork, has long been 
recorded as a tumultuous and emotionally charged experience. 
Unpredictability, strained relationships with informants, unfamiliar 
cultural settings frame the research process. It is unlikely that 
researchers achieve smooth transitions between theory and practice. 
Ethnographic texts often describe fieldwork as deeply puzzling; with the 
researcher yearning for moments of clarity amidst the day-to-day 
experience of confusion, contradiction and misperception. Yet, out of 
this messiness emerge key insights that turn the field and its 
expectations around.    
 
Focussing on prominent and controversial ethnographic accounts by 
anthropologists and ethnobiologists in the Amazon and the Pacific, this 
one day workshop will comprise of lectures, paired discussion and 
further group work in which students reflect on the analytical value of 
problems they encounter during fieldwork, processes of data generation 
and validation, and power relations between researchers and participants 
that shape the research process. Students will be expected to share their 
raw data (fieldnotes, surveys, interview transcripts) for analysis and to 
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prepare a two-page recollection of their experiences.  
 
This workshop is suitable for students and post-docs who are mid-way 
through their doctoral research and conducting ethnographic research. 
Students should be in the throes of data collection of returning from 
field-based research.  

COURSE OUTLINE The workshop will begin with a 1-hour lecture on understanding ignorance, 
contradiction and inconsistency in the research process. Using examples from 
ethnographic research in the Amazon (Shultes, Milliken, Chagnon) and Samoa 
(Mead, Cox), this lecture will consider the epistemological value of each of 
these problems, how they contribute to the framing and analysis of field-based 
research, and how they are fundamental to the learning curve of becoming a 
researcher. 
 
Students will then split into two groups to discuss two prominent academic 
controversies on the ethnographic work of Chagnon in the Amazon and Mead 
in Samoa by correlating evidence reported by other researchers in these 
geographical areas. Each group will review materials, critically evaluate 
evidence, examine the role of informants and compare and contrast social 
science and natural science forms of inquiry.  
 
Students will then be paired up to reflect and discuss their own research and 
compare raw data. Students will be given a more detailed brief to lead prior to 
the start of the session with questions they will be asked to address depending 
on their research topic and fieldwork location.  
 
Students will then return to the group for a broader discussion of their 
fieldwork experiences and co-author a blog with tips for students undertaking 
ethnography.  

READING LIST Balee W. (1999) Footprints of the forest: Ka’apor Ethnobotany – The 
historical ecology of plant utilisation by an Amazonian people. New 
York: Columbia University Press 

Borofsky R. (2005) Yanomami: The fierce controversy and what we can learn 
from it. Berkeley, California and London: University of California 
Press 

Chagnon N. A. (1997) Yanomamo. Fort Worth, Texas: Harcourt Brace 
College Publishing 

Clifford J. & Marcus G. (1986) Writing culture: the poetics and politics of 
ethnography. Berkeley, California and London : University of 
California Press 

Freeman D. (2000) Sex and hoax in Samoa. Forum on theory in anthropology. 
Current Anthropology, 41, 609- 622 

Mead M. (1928) Coming of Age in Samoa: A psychological study of primitive 
youth for western civilisation. New York: William Morrow & Co. 

Cox P. A. (1999) Nafanua: Saving the Samoan Rainforest. New York: W. H. 
Freeman & Company 

Milliken W., Albert B. and Gomez G.G. (1999) Yanomami: A forest people. 
Kew: Royal Botanical Gardens 

Shultes R.E. & Raffauf R.F. (1990) The healing forest: medicinal and toxic 
plants of the Northwest Amazonia. Portland: Timber Press 

Watson W. (1999) Being There. Fieldwork in Anthropology. London: Pluto  
ELIGIBILITY Phd students and post-doctoral researchers who have used ethnography in their 

research 
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PREPARATION  
NUMBER OF 

STUDENTS 25 

 

 


