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An ethnographic approach intends that the researcher enters into a close and long-term relationship with people being researched in order to understand their behavior more accurately.

There are differing underlying philosophies associated with ethnographic research.  Realism looks for a reality that is independent from the researcher where the aim of research is to produce accounts corresponding to that reality. Constructivism is a strand of ethnography that pushes in a different direction. Constructivism believes that people construct the social world through interpretations and actions based upon those interpretations.

Ethnographers don’t merely attempt to represent an independent reality, but create a representation of a social world that is no more or less true than the ones that they are studying.

The author states that there are two possible solutions to this contradiction: realism or relativism, neither of which is satisfactory.

If we apply realism, then we have to believe that the ethnographer must try to determine whether the beliefs of those studies are either a product of their contact with reality, or of their cultural bias. This, however, goes against a major feature of ethnography, which is to understand rather than judge the perspectives of others.

The other alternative is to apply relativism to the research process; that the ethnographers must admit that the explanations made are but one reality among many. This goes against the ethnographers goal of attempting to determine what the reality at play is.

Hammersley’s solution is to adopt a “subtler form of realism”, which has the following elements:

1. Defining “knowledge” as beliefs that we are reasonable confident about rather than those that we are certain of.

2. Phenomena are “independent” of knowledge claims to the extent that the making of claims does not change the situation in a way that leads to making the claim true or false.

3. Have the goal of social research be to represent reality, rather than reproduce it. In this sense, the researcher is defining what is socially relevant for the representation and allows for multiple, non-contradictory representations of the same phenomena.

