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Ethnographic Discourse Studies: Historical Foundations 

 

Join our group Ethnographic Discourse Studies on our website 

www.discourseanalysis.net to stay updated on events, projects, activities and 

literature. 

 

Some keywords for today: Culture, ethnography, anthropology, fieldwork, context, 

reflexivity, strange, familiar  

 

What I aim to do today:  

• Help us understand the history anthropology and linguistics 

• Namedrop a few historical figures who shaped our ideas of doing ethnographic 

fieldwork and ethnographic writing.  

• Provide you with glimpses into the history of linguistically-turned anthropology and 

ethnographically-turned linguistics. 

• Advance our ability to reflect historically on our transdisciplinary ventures as 21st 

century discourse researchers. 

 

Ethnography and anthropology – Word meanings 

• ἔθνος (ethnos) = people 

• γράφω (grapho) = to write  

• άνθρωπος (anthropos) = human 

• λόγος (logos) = study  

• Human anthropology = The study of the human species (natural science) 

• Cultural or social anthropology = The study of human culture (humanities and social 

science) 

 

Making valid ethnographic statements 

• The study of culture (people, tribes, communities, professions, groups…) requires 

close observation.  

• In turn, to make ‘correct’ observations requires thick participation in the culture of 

the people we choose to observe.  

• Who are the experts? Ethnographers become apprentices of people they study: 

“Ethnography is continuous with ordinary life. Much of what we seek to find out in 

ethnography is knowledge that others already have. Our ability to learn 

ethnographically is an extension of what every human must do, that is, learn the 

meanings, norms, patterns of a way of life.” (Dell Hymes 1996, cited in Varis 2016: 

56) 
See also:  

Sarangi, Srikant (2007) The anatomy of interpretation: Coming to terms with the analyst’s paradox in 

professional discourse studies. Text and Talk 27(5-6): 567-584. 

Spittler, Gerd (2001) Teilnehmende Beobachtung als Dichte Teilnahme. Zeitschrift für Ethnologie 126(1): 1-25. 

 

Strange and familiar  

• A crude ethnographic rule:  

→ making the strange familiar  

 strange familiar the making or ←  

 

• But… what is familiar and what is strange in our globalized digital world (see 

Dattatreyan 2020)?  
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Various understandings of culture 

• Culture is sometimes used as a euphemism for difference, race, nation 

• High culture, pop culture, traditional culture   

• Culture as space: national culture (Anderson), ethnic culture, global culture 

(Appadurai) 

• Culture as style: mainstream culture and subculture (Hebdige) 

• Culture as knowledge: cultural value (Bourdieu), power-knowledge (Foucault), 

hegemony (Gramsci), inequality (Marx) 

• Culture as practice: negotiation of subject positions, discourse (Foucault), 

embodiment / habitus (Bourdieu) 

 

Culture is something we do, we language culture… 

• Languaging, translanguaging, transculturation 
See also: 

Street, Brian V. (1993) Culture is a verb: Anthropological aspects of language and cultural process. In: David 

Graddol, Linda Thompson, Mike Byram (eds): Language and Culture. Clevedon: British Association of 

Applied Linguistics, pp. 23-43.  

 

Culture as linguistic context 

 

The importance of context  

“While online environments provide 

opportunities for easy collection of huge 

amounts of data, from an ethnographic 

perspective this becomes problematic if the 

material is taken out of its context – a log of 

communication only serves as ethnographic 

data if it is understood in its context. This is 

where more recent, ethnographically informed 

research on digital communication dramatically 

differs from early studies of technologically 

mediated communication and their de-contextualized 

analysis of log data. Ethnographically speaking, context 

is an interactional achievement, and contexts should be 

investigated rather than assumed.” (Varis 2016: 57) 

 

Anthropology and linguistics  

• Anthropology (cultural studies, sociology, media studies): the study of cultures 

• Anthropology recognises the importance of language – linguistic turn 

• Linguistics (discourse studies, sociolinguistics, functional/pragmatic): the study of 

language in use  

• Linguistics recognises the importance of cultural context – cultural turn  

 

Turning towards each other 

 
 

 

Anthropology Linguistics

Linguistic Anthropology (USA) 

Linguistic Ethnography (UK) 

Sociocultural Linguistics  

Cultural Pragmatics 

Social Semiotics  

Anthropological Linguistics 

Ethnographic Discourse Studies 

dominant gender roles, expectations,  
appropriate behaviour in public,  

dining culture 

cultural context 

‘date’, ‘just friends’, 

‘married’… 
 

context of situation 

 
Text, 

language

-in-use  

Hermeneutical approach 

Empirical encounters 

Narrating ‘subjective’ experiences 

Scientific approach 

Empirical data 

Reporting ‘objective’ findings 
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Anthropology 

 
For an introduction into anthropology and fieldwork, see: 

Howell, Signe (2018) Ethnography. In Anthroencylopedia: http://doi.org/10.29164/18ethno 

 

Edward Burnett Taylor (1832-1917) 

• The ‘father’ of anthropology, the ‘armchair’ anthropologist 

• Social evolutionism, the development of culture, progression theory  

• From savage, through barbaric to civilised culture 

 

Franz Boas (1858-1942)  

• ‘The Father of American Anthropology’, the first anthropological field work on 

Baffin Island (ca. 1882) 

• Anthropological historicism: There is no universal development from barbarism to 

civilisation, instead cultures adapt to their local environments (historical 

particularism, cultural relativism). 

• Boas rejects the stage-based presentation of culture in ethnological museums and 

experiments with context-based based presentations. 

 
Müller-Wille, Ludger (ed.) (1998) Franz Boas among the Inuit of Baffin Island 1883-1884: Journals and 

Letters. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.  

 

Some of Boas’ students:  

• Alfred Kroeber (1876-1960) 

• Edward Sapir (1884-1939) 

• Ruth Benedict (1887-1948) 

• Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960) 

• Margaret Mead (1901-1978) 

 

Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960)  
 

Hurston, Zora Neale (2018, written in 1931) Barracoon: The Story of the Last “Black Cargo”. New York: 

Amistad.  

 

• Interviews with the Yoruba man Kussola, known in Cudjo Lewis in America, 

conducted in 1927.  

• Kussola, along with 116 other victims, was illegally trafficked from Gorée Island, 

Senegal to Mobile, Alabama, USA in 1859 (four years before the Emancipation 

Proclamation) 

• “Thankee Jesus! Somebody come ast about Cudjo! I want tellee somebody who I is, 

so maybe dey go in de Afficky soil some day and callee my name and somebody dere 

say, ‘Yeah, I know Kossula.’ I want you everywhere you go tell people whut Cudjo 

say, and how come I in Americky soil since de 1859 and never see my people no mo’. 

I can’t talkee plain, you understand me, but I calls it word by word for you so it won’t 

be too crooked for you” (p. 28). 
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Bronisław Malinowski (1884-1942) 

 

Fieldwork on the Trobriand Islands 1915-1916, 1917-1918.  

Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922)  

• Social functionalism, contextualised meaning of culture 

• New questions for representation and ethics 

 
“Fieldwork”  

• Fieldwork becomes bedrock of ethnography since Malinowski’s research (but Boas’s 

work on Baffin Island preceded Malinowski’s)   

• Long-term immersion in a particular culture 

• Participant observation 

• Methods: Extensive writing of fieldnotes, audio recordings, video recordings, 

photography 

 

Literal translation  

Tasakaulo  kaymatana  yakida 

We run   front wood   ourselves    

 

tawoulo  ovanu   tasivila  tagine 

we paddle   in place    we turn  we see 

 

soda   isakaulo  ka’u’uya 

companion ours   he runs   rear-wood 

 

oluvieki  similaveta  Pilolu 

behind    their sea-arm   Pilolu 

 

“The verbatim English translation of this utterance sounds at first like a riddle or a 

meaningless jumble of words; certainly not like a significant, unambiguous statement. Now if 

the listener, whom we suppose acquainted with the language but unacquainted with the 

culture of the natives, were to understand even the general trend of this statement, he would 

have first to be informed about the situation in which these words were spoken. He would 

need to have them placed in their proper setting of native culture.”  

(Malinowski 2002[1922]: 386-387) 

 

Contextual translation 

“‘A number of natives sit together. One of them, who has just come back from an overseas 

expedition, gives an account of the sailing and boasts about the superiority of his canoe. He 

tells his audience how, in crossing the sea-arm of Pilolu (between the Trobriands and the 

Amphletts), his canoe sailed ahead of all others. When nearing their destination, the leading 

sailors looked back and saw their comrades far behind, still on the sea-arm of Pilolu.’” 

(Malinowski 2002[1922]: 387) 

 

“Instead of translating, of inserting simply an English word for a native one, we are faced by 

a long and not altogether simple process of describing wide fields of customs, of social 

psychology and of tribal organization which correspond to one term or another. We see that 

linguistic analysis inevitably leads us into the study of all subjects covered by Ethnographic 

field-work.” (Malinowski 2002[1922]: 387) 
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Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908-2009) 

• Applies linguistic structuralism to cultural analysis 

• Kinship studies 

• Bricolage  

• Universalism of myth 

 

Clifford Geertz (1926-2006) 

• Symbolic and interpretative anthropology:  

• Because “man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I 

take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an 

experimental science in search of law but an interpretative one in search of meaning” 

(1973: 5) 

 

Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002)  

• Cultural, social, symbolic capital  

• Habitus  

• Practices  

 

Erving Goffman (1922-1982) 

• Symbolic interactionalism  

• Social encounters, frame analysis 

 

Arjun Appadurai (b. 1949) 

• Ethnography of urban social movements 

• The imaginary as social practice 

• “-scapes” and global flows 

 
See also:  

Uberoi, Patricia, Nandimi Sundar and Satish Deshpande (eds.) (2007) Anthropology in the East: Founders of 

Indian Sociology and Anthropology. Permanent Press. 
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Linguistics 
For a critical history of linguistics, see: 

Heller, Monica and Bonnie McElhinny (2017) Language, Capitalism, Colonialism: Toward a Critical History. 

Toronto: University of Toronto Press.  

 

Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) 

• The ‘father’ of modern linguistics  

• Langue 

 

Noam Chomsky (b. 1928) 

• Generative grammar 

 

John J. Gumperz (1922-2013) 

• Sociolinguistics  

• Conducting fieldwork in Kalapur. India in the 1950s 

• Contextualisation cues, interactionalism 

 

William Labov (b. 1927) 

• Conducting sociolinguistic fieldwork on Martha’s Vineyard and NYC in the 1950s 

and 60s  

• Speech community 

• Variation and change 

 

Lesley Milroy (b. 1944) 

• Social network theory 

• Belfast study: The Milroys utilised the friend-of-a-friend technique to recruit 

participants and participate in their networks. 

 

Penelope Eckert (b. 1942) 

• Third wave sociolinguistics 

• ‘Belten High’ Study in the 1980s, Jocks and Burnouts 

• Communities of practice, indexicality  

 

Kira Hall (b. 1962) 

• Sociocultural linguistics 

• Conducting fieldwork with hijra communities in North India 

• Interactionalism 

• Queer theory  

 

Jaspal Singh (b. 1981) 

• Linguistic ethnography  

• Conducting fieldwork in Delhi, India in 2013 

• Narrative, voice, dialogism 

• Global subcultures 

 

  

mailto:singhjn@hku.hk


Dr Jaspal Naveel Singh 

Email: singhjn@hku.hk 

 7 

Concluding remarks 

 

• When we anthropologists and linguists rose from our armchairs and ventured into the 

field, we recognised the importance of familiarisation/de-familiarisation to determine 

the contextual meaning of languaging. What happens when we return to our 

armchairs?  

• Fieldwork (participant observation) allows ethnographic discourse researchers to 

make valid ethnographic statements: contextualised, culturally relativistic, empirical, 

interpretative, reflexive.   

• How do we represent (the language of) those who we research, especially when they 

are marginalised and oppressed people?  

• How does the digital era change what we (and our participants) understand as familiar 

and unfamiliar contexts? 
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