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Der Angriff der Antidemokraten, den wir seit einigen Jahren erleben, er-
schüttert die Demokratie – oft, weil sie demokratische Mittel einsetzen, um 
die Demokratie von innen heraus zu zerstören. Was wollen die neurechten 
Feinde der Demokratie aber genau? Was sind ihre Ziele, ihre Methoden, 
ihre Verbündeten, ihre Kronzeugen bei ihrer völkischen Rebellion? Samuel 
Salzborn gibt Antworten auf diese Fragen.
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Netzwerktheorie und -analyse wurden durch Mustafa Emirbayers kultur-
soziologische und agency-theoretische Impulse nachhaltig geprägt. Seine 
drei Schlüsselwerke aus dem American Journal of Sociology trugen zur 
Überwindung von grundlegenden Problemen früher Netzwerkkonzepte 
bei. In diesem Band liegen sie nun erstmals in deutscher Übersetzung vor. 
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Eine der spürbarsten und folgenreichsten gesellschaftlichen Veränderungen 
der letzten Jahrzehnte ist ein zunehmender Ökonomisierungsdruck in allen 
gesellschaftlichen Sphären. Die Autorinnen legen eine theoretisch fundierte 
zeitdiagnostische Interpretation vor, die mit zahlreichen empirischen 
Befunden illustriert wird.
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Florian Elliker /Rixta Wundrak/Christoph Maeder

Introduction to the thematic issue and  
programmatic thoughts on the Sociology  
of Knowledge Approach to Discourse  
Ethnography

This thematic issue provides an introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge Approach to 
Discourse  Ethnography  (SKADE).1  SKADE  emphasizes  the  relevance  and  analytical  
value of an ethnographic approach to discourse analysis. It is situated within the Sociol-
ogy of Knowledge Approach to Discourse Analysis (SKAD), an approach primarily based 
on the work of Reiner Keller (1997, 2011a, 2011b, 2013). The SKAD paradigm has pur-
sued two major objectives: (1) to link discourse theory to qualitative methodologies; and 
(2) to re-introduce a perspective that is concerned with wider societal structures into an 
interpretive research tradition that tends to empirically focus on the study of micro-set-
tings (ibid., S. 62). As a relatively recent methodological programme, SKADE aims at in-
tegrating  the  conceptual  framework  of  SKAD with  elements  of  ethnographic  research  
strategies. This encompasses, among other issues, methodological implications for con-
ceiving the study of discourses in ethnographic ways, practical ethnographic methods of 
data collection and analysis, and an ethnographic approach to delineating the research 
fields in which discourses are to be identified and analysed.

While the combination of ethnography and discourse analysis has been discussed in 
various forms, the suggestions put forward in this issue build on the previous and ongo-
ing work of the contributors and editors that is – broadly speaking – situated within a 
qualitative and interpretive social science tradition of discourse analysis. Research talks 
in St Gallen (2016),2 Cracow (2016),3 and Augsburg (2017)4 initiated the development of 
a  programmatic framework – SKADE – suited to conceptualizing and articulating the 
shared aim of studying discourses in contexts of lived experience and interaction. The ar-
ticles in this issue, each based on different projects and methodological variations, can be 
regarded as an initial contribution towards outlining a SKADE programme. 

1	 The German acronym for SKADE is WDE and stands for Wissenssoziologische Diskursethnographie.
2	 Conference on discourse ethnography organized at the Research Institute of Sociology in St Gallen, 

Switzerland, 4–5 April 2016.
3	 ESA RN20 Qualitative Methods Midterm Conference, European Sociological Association, Cracow, 

Poland, 1–3 September 2016.
4	 Conference: Die diskursive Konstruktion von Wirklichkeit III. Interdisziplinäre Perspektiven einer 

wissenssoziologischen  Diskursforschung.  Stream  1:  Wissenssoziologische  Diskursethnographie.  
Augsburg, Germany, 23–24 March 2017.
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As with most ethnographic work, SKADE pursues an object-oriented strategy when it 
comes to determining a specific research strategy for a given project. Thus, the SKADE 
programme is open to different methodological procedures and may entail a plurality of 
different data. Continuing the tradition of SKAD, it furthermore engages with analytical 
and theoretical questions articulated in the work of Michel Foucault and translates these 
into an interpretive theoretical framework. Both of these concerns warrant explicit  re-
flection on how different methods and types of data (triangulation), as well as theoretical 
schools within the interpretative paradigm, are combined. Such a combination, however, 
goes beyond ›adding‹ a method to the study of discourses; rather, it entails the necessity 
of  discussing  the  underlying  theoretical  premises  of  the  ethnographic  approaches  and 
discourse-analytical perspectives – a discussion that is informed at once by theoretical re-
flections and empirical research practice. The articles in this issue aim at fostering such a 
discussion, putting forward different theoretical assumptions for a programme of SKADE 
as well as suggesting new emphases for discourse-ethnographic studies. 

If analysing discourses is understood very broadly as studying »patterns in the struc-
ture and functioning of language, and in the constitution and communication of mean-
ing as it unfolds and becomes manifest in specific contexts« (Rau/Elliker/Coetzee forth-
coming), then various research strategies can be identified that pursue an ethnographic 
approach to studying discourses. Established discourse-analytical approaches suggest us-
ing ethnographic methods as exploratory fieldwork in addition to the more conventional 
type  of  data  (Wodak/Meyer  2001).  Other  approaches  include  linguistic  ethnographies  
(Creese  2008;  Blommaert  2006;  Rampton et  al.  2004;  Tusting/Maybin  2007;  van Praet  
2010), socio-linguistic ethnographies of communication (Gumperz/Dell 1972), and stud-
ies that use classic ethnographic methods to analyse the use of language (see Jewitt 2009) 
– for instance in classrooms (Kress et al. 2004), or studies that address situated writing 
practices (Smart 2006; Swales 1998).

For many of these approaches, ethnography could rather be described as a useful tool 
with which to analyse »language in use« or »text in context«, but not as an integral part of 
the  analytical  and  theoretical  framework.  Studies  that  aim  to  explicitly  bring  together  
both ethnographic research traditions and discourse perspectives (Smart 2008; Macgil-
christ/van Hout 2011) have focussed on the political and legal domain, e.g. courtrooms 
(Michaeler et al. 2010); on biographical research, e.g. experiences and ascriptions of rac-
ism (Ransiek 2016); and on pedagogical practices (Langer 2008; Lin 2008; Ott 2011; Reh/
Breuer/Schütz 2011), the latter broadly situated in a poststructuralist tradition (Fegter et 
al. 2015). Yet another methodological elaboration in which discourse and ethnography 
are combined is called dispositif analysis (see e.g. Lippert 2014).5 Due to the various epis-
temological, theoretical, and disciplinary traditions, these approaches vary considerably 
in how they conceive the relationship between discourse (and the notion of discourse it-
self) on the one hand, and ethnographic research strategies on the other (for discussions 
on the relationship between discourse (analysis) and ethnography, see e.g. Hammersley 
2005; Keller 2007; Lima 2010; Ott/Langer/Rabenstein 2012).

5	 See e.g. Jäckle (2011). For a critical discussion, cf. Keller (2007, 2016).
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While partially building on these approaches, the contributors of this issue situate the 
research problems, concepts, and phenomena in question within a sociology of knowl-
edge approach in a phenomenological tradition (see for a recent discussion on the rela-
tionship between phenomenology and sociology Eberle 2016). The following subsections 
in this introduction follow this contextualization. Section 1 introduces SKAD, establish-
ing the basic notion of discourse and its theoretical underpinnings. Section 2 serves to 
bring ethnography and SKAD together by outlining some of the central epistemological 
premises and concepts. Both sections aim at programmatically outlining SKADE, demon-
strating  where  such  an  approach  differs  from  the  aforementioned  discourse-ethno-
graphic strategies. In section 3, some of the main sensitizing concepts are introduced that 
the contributions in this issue regard as pivotal to SKADE. Finally, section 4 provides a 
brief overview over these contributions.

1  The Sociology of Knowledge Approach to Discourse (SKAD)

The Sociology of Knowledge Approach to Discourse (SKAD) (Keller 1997, 2011a, 2011b, 
2013) departs from and incorporates the work of Michel Foucault (1974a, 1988, 1974b, 
1978, 1991b, 1991a) and integrates his work into the sociology of knowledge in the tradi-
tion shaped by Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s »Social Construction of Reality« 
(1966). 

SKAD conceives discourses as both social power structures and structuring practices 
(Keller 2013). Situated within the interpretive paradigm and the qualitative research tra-
dition, the approach has been developed to broaden the focus of qualitative research to 
include wider societal structures of knowledge – situated in a research environment in 
which,  particularly  within  the  German  interpretive  sociologies,  empirical  qualitative  
studies  have  predominantly  practised  micro-analytical  methods,  studying  small  life-
worlds (e.g., Honer 1993) and scenes (e.g., Hitzler/Pfadenhauer 1998; for an overview, see 
Hitzler/Honer 1997). Empirical research in the SKAD tradition has particularly focused 
on studying and analysing discourses as they appear in and structure social domains that 
are considered of wider societal significance, such as the political field, the legal system, 
state  bureaucracies,  the  mass  media,  the  education  system,  large  organizations  of  any  
kind, etc. Within this context of a concern with the macro-level, studying and analysing 
discourses ethnographically reintroduces the micro- and meso-level of analysis and thus 
constitutes to some extent a ›return to the local‹. 

2 � The Sociology of Knowledge Approach to Discourse Ethnography 
(SKADE)

As Keller has suggested, there are several ways of relating SKAD with ethnographic re-
search strategies (Keller 2003, 2011b, S. 260ff), conceiving this relationship and research 
approach as »ethnography of dispositifs«, i.e. a »focused discourse ethnography« that is 
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primarily aimed at analysing dispositifs (Keller 2007; Keller 2016). Dispositifs are under-
stood in the Foucauldian tradition as infrastructure aimed at solving specific action prob-
lems (ibid.). Keller suggests distinguishing between dispositifs of discourse production 
and dispositifs of discourse-related interventions in the world. The contributions in this 
issue depart from this focus on the infrastructural underpinnings of discourses and its 
implication, namely that discourse-related construction of reality cannot be explained by 
discourses alone. 

While not specifically employing the notion of dispositif, SKADE as put forward – in 
differing ways – in this issue rests on central tenets of a phenomenological sociology of 
knowledge in the tradition of Alfred Schütz (1967), Schütz and Luckmann (1974, 1989), 
and Berger and Luckmann (1966). This scholarly tradition is particularly well suited as 
an epistemological and theoretical framework for discourse analysis as well as ethnogra-
phy, as its conceptual apparatus is differentiated enough to consider and integrate phe-
nomena of concern to both strands of research: (1) situated action and experience, actors, 
and cultural knowledge; and (2) larger sign- and language-based meaning contexts and 
(more or less obdurate) structures. In the following, we will highlight a few of these con-
ceptualizations that are central to what we understand SKADE to be.

The »social« dimension of reality (or »sociality«) is established in two ways. On the 
one hand, it is established through the situated production of intersubjectivity – a process 
that is fleeting and evanescent and depends on the effort that the actors put into sustain-
ing it. On the other hand, the knowledge that the actors use is socially derived, i.a. the ac-
tion plans they routinely and implicitly or consciously and explicitly form and employ are 
largely  based  on  socially  derived  stocks  of  knowledge  (implying  a  different  notion  of  
agency for human actors and objects; for a differentiated discussion, see Poferl/Schroer 
2015). Acting (handeln) derives its meaning from these action plans, or what Schütz calls 
»actions«  (Handlungen)  (Schütz  1967).  The  way  an  individual’s  stock  of  knowledge  is  
structured  depends  on  the  various  contexts,  situations,  and  institutions  in  which  this  
knowledge was constructed and is repeatedly applied. Knowledge, experience, and action 
are shaped by a large range of social structures that may form relatively independent con-
texts  on  their  own.  This  resonates  with  Foucault’s  later  work,  as  Keller  (2011b,  S.  138)  
points out, highlighting the importance of distinguishing between »discourses from dis-
course-external practices or fields of practice and the study of the relations between the 
two«. Actors experience reality in individuated and partially individualized ways and de-
velop a sense of agency and way of acting that may go beyond merely reproducing struc-
tures. Thus, the development and formation as well as the effects and reality construction 
of discourses are ›mediated‹ by and happen in interplay with local contexts and actors 
that are at least partially autonomous and endowed with a sense of agency. Consequently, 
the social and discourse-related construction of reality is construed to be at once objecti-
fied and obdurate – through processes of institutionalization and legitimation – as well as 
processual and evanescent in its everyday production through actors (see Berger/Luck-
mann 1966). 

Experience, knowledge, and action are fundamentally corporeal experiences and can-
not be reduced to sign systems and language in particular, although the latter plays a cen-
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tral role in structuring everyday reality. In the phenomenological sociology of knowledge 
tradition, meaning constitution is based on bodily experiences and perception, the typi-
fication of which is considered to be at least in part pre-linguistic (see for a discussion e.g. 
Eberle 1984, S. 60ff.). Acting (handeln) and behaviour/behaving (verhalten) are both cor-
poreal and embodied processes as well as processes based on sign systems and language; 
while de facto intertwined, they must not be reduced to one of these dimensions. Conse-
quently, SKAD analytically distinguishes between acting that is predominantly discursive 
(i.e. sign- and language-based) and non-discursive acting that is primarily centred around 
bodily movements and experiences (Keller 2013, S. 71). Both forms of acting – discursive 
and  non-discursive  –  may  be  structured  by  and  related  to  discourses  (understood  as  
large-scale meaning context and structures) or may be structured by relatively resilient 
other (local) contexts and structures. However, it would be wrong to imagine two entirely 
separate worlds – the one of discourses and the other of non-discourse-related realities. 
The distinction is an analytical one and poses methodological challenges (see Wundrak 
2018). The contributions of this issue differ slightly with regard to how they treat this dis-
tinction. Yet, all of them consider the relationship between local context and discourse as 
an analytically valuable one, posing the question as to what extent actors, for example, 
can be conceived as acting in partially autonomous or resilient ways when engaging with, 
relating  to,  and  being  subjugated  by  discourses.  Situated  within  an  interpretative  ap-
proach, SKADE aims to answer empirically not only how orders of knowledge shape situ-
ations and its practices, but also how orders of knowledge emerge and are constructed in 
everyday interaction. These and further methodological problems warrant further theo-
retical discussion and empirical work. 

To summarize: SKADE reflects on the relationship between the local and discourses. 
Discourses  do not  exist  in  a  discursive  universe  on their  own;  rather,  their  formation,  
reproduction, and transformation; their effects and ways of intervening in the world; and 
the  ways  they  are  constructed  through  local  action  and  experience,  must  (also)  be  
understood and analysed in relation to the relevant contexts of the everyday life-worlds 
of the actors that at once use and are subjected to discourses. This in turn implies a study 
of these life-worlds, the actors engaged in discourse use, and discourse in daily interaction. 
Discourses are not reduced to text-based (i.e. discursive) forms of realities, but manifest 
themselves and even emerge in bodily action and corporeal experience.

Ethnographic research strategies – with their focus on studying social reality based on 
»first-hand  experience  and  exploration«  (Atkinson  et  al.  2001,  S.  4)  and  their  concern  
with »culture«, i.e. with reconstructing the explicit and implicit knowledge that underpins 
and  shapes  perceiving,  experiencing,  interpreting,  and  acting  (see  e.g.  Spradley  1979;  
Frake 1980; Quinn/Holland 1987; Geertz 1973) – are particularly well suited to studying 
both the local structuring forces and contexts and the discourses with which local actions 
in these contexts are intertwined, focusing on actually lived, embodied experience and 
action. In other words, SKADE studies – through participant observation and interviewing 
–  how discourses are implicated in constructing and transforming reality, and how these 
differently shaped bodies of knowledge come to shape action and experience either in 
conflicting or complementary ways.
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Certainly, this juxtaposition of ethnography and discourse analysis should not imply 
that they each have not considered some of the other’s main concerns: many strands of 
discourse analysis consider materiality, the spatial situatedness, the embodied nature of 
reality  construction,  and  various  ethnographic  traditions  consider  (hegemonic)  
discourses to be part of the forces that structure their research field. However, within a 
qualitative social research tradition, there are hardly any approaches that consider both 
ethnographic and discourse-analytical sensibilities in equal ways. The following section 
discusses some of the main sensitizing concepts of SKADE.

3  Sensitizing concepts in discourse ethnography

The articles in this thematic issue on discourse ethnography cover a range of common 
topics, each of which they consider in different ways. In the following section, we intro-
duce some of the major sensitizing concepts that guide discourse-ethnographic research 
according to the programme of SKADE.

a. Social actions/practices: Practices, as outlined above, constitute a central interest of dis-
course ethnography that aims at going beyond the analysis of documents (understood as 
›naturally occurring‹ artefacts) by analysing discourses based on data that has been col-
lected  through participant  observation  and interviewing.  In  a  sociology  of  knowledge  
perspective, practices are understood as temporally and spatially situated social actions 
that are embedded in processes of meaning construction and constitution. In this tradi-
tion – going back to Weber (1978) and Schütz (1967) – acting has always been conceived 
to be embodied and material, and to entail ›inner‹ experiences as well as social action di-
rected towards the environment and other actors (see for critical discussion of practices 
and how they relate to meaning, Reichertz 2016). Although in many cases the distinction 
is  an  analytical  one,  discourses  may  be  reproduced  both  in  so-called  discursive  and  
non-discursive ways (i.e. through communicative action and embodied action) and may 
inform the actors’ perception by constituting introjected constraints.

b. Micro-macro-linkage and local settings: Such practices are often not only structured by 
discourses, but by other systems of relevance whose structuring effect is shaped by other 
social structures and forces (Elliker 2016; Elliker/Coetzee/Kotze 2013). While such struc-
tures may be located on the macro- or micro-level of analysis, discourse ethnographies 
often focus on the meso-level of analysis,  i.e.  on local contexts  understood as bounded 
and spatially situated interaction scenes that may be embedded in specific group cultures 
or cultures of organizations or institutions. In this regard, Rixta Wundrak suggests engag-
ing with the Foucauldian notion of »heterotopia« to analyse how local social settings and 
life-worlds are bounded (with a particular focus on the processes of social closure), how 
they are self-organized, and how they reproduce and contest at the same time relations 
and structures of the ›outside world‹, i.e. the larger social settings in which they are em-
bedded. 
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Thus, as Florian Elliker highlights, discourse ethnographies need to entail careful consid-
eration of how small local settings are chosen to analyse discourses that are understood 
as large-scale structures. He distinguishes between two principle purposes of a discourse 
ethnography: (1) analysing how a specific setting is structured by (a broad range of) dis-
courses; and (2) analysing a specific discourse through a study of several small settings. 
In a radical situational perspective, even meso-level action appears as something ›exter-
nal‹ to the situation. Hence, discourse ethnographies need to develop a conceptual grasp 
of the local setting they are studying (among many other options, the articles in this issue 
use the notion of heterotopias, institutions, and group cultures). The distinction between 
a local  context  and discourses  is  a  particular  strength of  a  discourse-ethnographic ap-
proach,  as  it  allows  us  to  analyse  how  discourses  are  negotiated  in  the  everyday  life-
worlds, to study the agency of actors (i.e. how actors are affected by discourses or remain 
resilient to them), and to investigate how discourses are interwoven with local practices.

c. Discourse effects: SKADE aims to show how discourses produce specific effects and so-
cial outcomes, as Yalız Akbaba and Rixta Wundrak demonstrate in their contributions to 
this issue – effects that could hardly be shown by using only »naturally« occurring docu-
ments  as  data,  such  as  official  administrative  documentation.  While  Akbaba  shows,  
based on a previous discourse-analytical study, how two different migration-related dis-
courses lead to contradictory and ambivalent situations in the daily life of migrant teach-
ers (and how these teachers actively deal with them), Wundrak analyses how her ethno-
graphic experience sensitized her to how the imagery evoked by the refugees – embedded 
in the immediate context of a refugee shelter – related to (and contradicted) the domi-
nant migration-related discourse, and how other social dynamics (not directly related to 
migration discourses) shaped interaction in the shelter. As Elliker highlights in his more 
conceptual article, studying such local settings in detail allows us to analyse what type of 
social forces lead to what type of specific social outcomes.

d. Reflecting and selecting ethnographic experiences: There is a broad range of contempo-
rary ethnographic approaches,  among many others the Chicago School,  dramaturgical 
sociology,  and  cognitive  anthropology,  but  also  subjectivist  and  hyperrealist  auto-eth-
nographies. They vary considerably, a possible common denominator being that ethno-
graphic  research  consists  of  the  construction  of  a  field  in  which  data  are  produced  
through  participant  observation  (including  audio  and  video  recording).  What  type  of  
knowledge an ethnographic research approach is able to produce and how this knowl-
edge relates to the reality under study is a matter of contested discussion (see for an over-
view Adler/Adler  2008).  Many of  the  contemporary ethnographies  are  not  only  aware  
that the researcher plays a central part in how they relate to the actors in the field, but use 
subjectivity as an epistemological source. As Wundrak and Akbaba discuss in their arti-
cles, reflexivity regarding the research process and the position of the researcher could 
play an important part in discourse ethnography. Both focus on the subjectivity of the re-
searcher,  and demonstrate  how the  reciprocal  relationship of  insights  won by conven-
tional discourse-analytical studies and the researcher’s own ethnographic account reveals 
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further insights into how discourses operate in local settings and how they structure re-
lations between the actors. They also demonstrate how other local systems of relevance 
shape the relations of actors in the field. Wundrak thus suggests that discourse ethnogra-
phies draw on the traditions of auto-ethnography to engage in such a reflexivity, using it 
as an integral part of data collection. In order to do that, discourse ethnographers can ask 
themselves how specific utterances came up in communicative interaction and how they 
are manifested in the researcher’s protocol. In terms of sampling, Elliker suggests – draw-
ing on Randall Collins’ notion of the film still – that a discourse ethnography needs to re-
flect specifically on how local settings are sampled. This depends on the basic analytical 
purpose of discourse ethnography: to understand a local setting in its entire complexity 
and how this setting is structured by discourses, or to mainly reconstruct how a specific 
discourse is manifest in different settings. Depending on the analytical purpose, a differ-
ent set of ›film stills‹ need to be chosen, demonstrating how they represent a particular 
›film‹. In any case, a discourse ethnography will have to rely additionally on data other 
than ethnographic data. A particular strength of discourse ethnography is that it allows 
us to trace both how different local settings are linked by discourses (thus constituting a 
higher  degree  of  complexity  in  terms  of  social  organization)  and  what  type  of  dis-
course-related sources are employed in everyday action. 

e. Data pluralism and »methodological constructivism«: Overall, the authors of this issue 
maintain a stance towards the use of plural data material, and underline the importance 
of triangulation. In the authors’ view, triangulation is not a progressive and self-triggering 
validation of a predetermined object,  under the assumption that more perspectives on 
one object or one case give a more realistic picture of the whole. It is not a deepening or 
consolidation of hypotheses about an object. What a researcher does in the field when 
participating, observing, and writing field notes is actually the process of continuously 
constructing (research) objects. Wundrak calls this approach »methodological construc-
tivism« (Wundrak 2012).  According to  the  theoretical  background of  the  sociology of  
knowledge, this should be understood as a social construction of research objects (Berger/
Luckmann 1966). She suggests seeing the discourse-ethnographic process of collecting 
and analysing data as a »montage«, acknowledging the processual nature of both the way 
discourses take on specific forms in any given social setting and the practice of ethno-
graphic research. In a SKADE context, to conceive discourse ethnography as a montage 
means to do discourse analysis in a case-reconstructive manner and to produce a »tale of 
the field« (van Maanen 1988). A montage results in a sociological story that is based on 
the actions and experiences of all involved individuals, including the researcher, and uses 
a plurality of data and cultural expressions. Furthermore, as one of the purposes of an 
ethnographic  report  is  to  translate  experiences  in  the  field  to  the  imagination  of  the  
reader, Wundrak demonstrates how visual data may help to achieve this while at the same 
time expanding the researcher’s reflective space, allowing them to better understand so-
cial relations and the associated meanings in the field.
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f. Truth/reality, power/structure: As Christoph Maeder argues in his contribution, one of 
the core concerns of discourse analysis is how (mediated through organization and disci-
pline in a given society) truths are established, and how these truths are implied in con-
stituting options for action with regard to the individuals who are affected by these dis-
courses.  The notion of ›truth‹ is an initial  focus that complements both a sociology of 
knowledge approach in the tradition of Berger and Luckmann (1966) and the various tra-
ditions of ethnography that have been more concerned with the broader notion of reality 
construction (part of which is often the production of truth[s]). 

As  the  authors  in  this  issue  submit,  the  ethnographers  themselves  are  usually  in  a  
privileged position (situated  within  academia)  to  be  ›writing‹  the  truth;  any  discourse  
ethnographer must thus engage in two reflections. First, what type of truth they are able 
to produce, which in turns depends on the epistemological framework underpinning the 
research endeavour.  For example,  while  Elliker  submits  that  ethnography may register  
objectifying processes and relatively obdurate realities in reflective and non-naive realist 
ways (the possibility of which depends on the specific empirical research field), Akbaba 
and Wundrak focus on the situatedness of reality production and how the researcher is 
engaged in it. The strength of a sociology of knowledge approach consists of the fact that 
this is not conceived as contradictory: it conceives the social reality as being simultane-
ously objectified and obdurate, as well as being processual and evanescent. Second, the 
expectation that ethnographer is supposed to ›write the truth‹ positions them in specific 
ways in relation to the research participants. While this warrants empirical adjudications 
with regard to which strategies ethnographers employ to establish a rapport with the re-
search participant, this speaks to the notion of power (and structure) – the second con-
ceptual  and empirical  focus  discourse  analysis  brings  to  a  sociology of  knowledge ap-
proach.

As Maeder argues, a SKADE research endeavour focuses on how truths are produced 
in spatially and temporally situated, manifest social actions – and how this production is 
underpinned by power. This power, however, also rests in the macro-structural dimen-
sion of discourses, i.e. in the higher degree of organizational complexity with which dis-
courses connect a broad range of local settings. Power and structure thus form a connec-
tion that is to be examined in its local productive force and in the ways it connects various 
social settings. As Wundrak and Akbaba demonstrate based on their empirical research, 
discourse ethnographers are well positioned to observe, trace, reconstruct, and analyse 
how power and structure are implicated in the production of truths and realities. Both 
authors not only analyse how discourses structure relationships between actors and re-
searchers in powerful ways. The objective of the analysis is also to understand how power 
dynamics  and discourses  – thus,  meanings of  truth – are  constructed interactively.  To 
what extent can actors ›resist‹ discourses, and to what extent are they subjugated by them? 
Where is power lodged? What other powerful processes of truth production are embed-
ded  in  local  contexts?  How  do  they  negotiate  ›demands‹  of  different,  conflicting  dis-
courses or ›truths‹ in situ?
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4  The articles in this issue

Elliker’s  contribution  aims  at  demonstrating  how a  sociology  of  knowledge  approach 
can  be  employed  as  an  epistemological  and  theoretical  framework  to  join  discourse  
analysis and ethnographic research strategies, contributing to SKADE. The conceptual 
reflections centre around the relationship between the micro- and macro-level of analy-
sis, based on the notion that the theoretical infrastructures of micro- and macro-socio-
logical approaches, as well as the empirical manifestations of processes and structures 
on all  levels,  mutually  depend on each other.  The SKADE approach,  Elliker  suggests,  
provides a framework to conceptualize and analyse these linkages. He first engages with 
the notion that there is no external context to situated, local action – a notion that has 
been put forward in recent developments in Grounded Theory, similar to how context 
is conceived of in ethnomethodology and conversation analysis. These notions of con-
texts, however, are premised on a focus on those senses that register impressions from 
outside any given actor’s body, particularly (but not only) the visual, auditory, and tactile 
senses, thus restricting social situations sensorily to what the actors perceive is happen-
ing outside themselves. By considering ›inner experience‹ and ›meaning contexts‹ (Sin-
nzusammenhänge), Elliker demonstrates that elements do not necessarily need to be ex-
ternalized to be relevant to interaction, and that the externality of constraints that oper-
ate  in  any  given  situation  is  to  be  located  on the  ›meaning  level‹:  it  is  in  the  form of  
meaning connections that actors may both establish trans-situational links and contex-
tualize their activities to be part of something external. External contexts of interaction 
situations  operate  through  constraining  the  comprehension  of  actors  as  ›introjected  
constraints‹ (Fine 1991).

In a similar vein, as external contexts are relevant to an analysis that focuses on local 
action (as ethnographic research often does), local micro-settings are relevant when mac-
ro-level phenomena are analysed (as discourse research often does). Engaging with a re-
cent reconceptualization of a macro-analytical perspective, Elliker argues that micro-set-
tings do not simply reproduce macro-level structures. Instead, they are centrally impli-
cated  in  shaping  how  macro-level  processes  produce  specific  social  outcomes.  Local  
settings,  importantly,  may constitute  contexts  that  are  relatively  resilient  in  the  face  of  
macro-level forces. This warrants a study of macro-level processes through the lens of lo-
cal action, enabling any analysis to attribute specific social  outcomes to one or several 
macro- and meso- or micro-level processes. SKADE, as Elliker suggests, is ideally suited 
to integrating both analytical concerns. Discourses, conceived as macro-level forces, are 
analysed in how they structure situated action conjointly with other social forces on the 
macro-,  meso-,  and micro-level.  Local settings may constitute a relatively autonomous 
layer of practice: individuals’ actions are shaped by knowledge that is structured by intro-
jected constraints that it turn are linked to both local contexts and discourses. 

From a situational perspective, i.e. seen and analysed from any given interaction set-
ting, discourse-specific introjected constraints operate as external contexts, the external-
ity of their constraining force situated on the meaning level. This does not reduce dis-
courses to the meaning; rather, they are manifest in and reproduced through a more or 
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less large material(ized) infrastructure. A sociology of knowledge perspective, however, 
enables  us  to  conceive  the  discourse-immanent  ›structural  connection‹  (that  links  the  
dispersed  manifestations  and  articulations  of  discourses)  as  a  meaning  connection  or  
meaning  context,  providing  a  consistent  theoretical  framework  for  the  study  of  mac-
ro-level forces in local contexts. Elliker spells out the implications of this conceptualiza-
tion for distinguishing discourses from local contexts (the methodological requirements 
for the ethnographic study of discourses), and distinguishes two principle analytical pur-
poses of discourse ethnography.

Wundrak  develops  a  methodological  programme  for  SKADE.  These  methodological  
considerations are grounded in past ethnographic fieldwork as well as discourse analyses 
(in Romania and Israel), and are illustrated with her latest empirical work in a refugee 
shelter in Berlin. Assuming two roles in the field – as ethnographic researcher and as vol-
unteer – Wundrak describes how the associated experiences entangled her in a range of 
associations that went beyond the dominant discursive frame at the time in Germany, en-
abled by investigating discourses as practices in local settings. While the latter of the dis-
cursive  frames – the so-called »welcome culture« – did indeed appear  as  relevant,  the  
multi-faceted statement »welcome to paradise« expressed by one of the local actors refers 
not only to the relative safety of a shelter, but in an ironic way also to the hopelessness and 
suffering of the refugees living in the shelter. Wundrak’s methodological programme sug-
gests ways in which researchers can analytically and reflectively deal with the associations 
evoked by such encounters within local settings, and how these observations can be con-
ceptualized. 

Drawing on existing literature on methodology, Wundrak introduces three emphases 
underpinned by the idea of data pluralism and triangulation: (1) the use of visual data as 
part of what she calls »montage«; (2) Foucault’s notion of heterotopias; and (3) the use of 
auto-ethnography in discourse research. Extending Kalthoff ’s (2010) notion of »collage«, 
she uses the term »montage« to refer to the processuality of the ethnographic experience 
as well as the forming and shaping of discourses. The actions and performances of all in-
dividuals involved as well as the researcher’s observations and associations, are part of the 
sociological story as montage. 

Wundrak demonstrates how the researcher’s visual imagination may be fruitfully in-
cluded in such a montage, both by providing a reflective space to analyse cultural mean-
ings and by offering the reader a visual imagining of the ethnographic experience. The 
concept of heterotopia refers to the space in which discourses become empirically mani-
fest and are ethnographically investigated – notably the boundaries of these small life-
worlds, the specific self-organization of such spaces, and the specific ways in which het-
erotopias are meaningful to the »outside« world. As real places (in contrast to utopias), 
heterotopias are »other places« that »simultaneously represent, contest, and invert« the 
larger social space in which they are embedded. Critically engaging with her own field 
notes, Wundrak suggests that drawing on the notion of »auto-ethnography« allows us to 
analytically leverage the differences between the researcher’s view and the world under 
study, and calls for an examination of the researcher’s irritations in their relationship to 
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the world. She conceives discourse ethnography as a discourse analysis in which reflec-
tion should be central. Reflection and subjectivity are primary epistemological sources of 
new findings and valuable insights. 

In his conceptual article, Maeder thematizes the relationship between power, truth, and 
reality, and discusses how a sociology of knowledge conception of discourse analysis pro-
vides an epistemological framework that is well suited to the study of discourses ethno-
graphically. Referring to the work of Michel Foucault, Maeder sees discourses as arrange-
ments of knowledge and practice that produce and distribute truth(s) in powerful ways. 
Individuals are formed, produced, and distributed as subjects and are, through manifold 
techniques and practices, continuously disciplined. While subjects may partially use this 
productive power for their purposes, the effect of maintaining certain truth(s) rests in the 
structure of how things are arranged. Referring to the work of Keller, he argues that this 
notion of discourse provides a conceptual extension of the »post-Mannheim« sociology 
of  knowledge  in  the  tradition of  Berger  and Luckmann (1966)  in  terms of  power  and 
macro-structures. SKAD thus provides a conceptual focus on how power and discipline 
are generated and maintained in everyday life and science, and – complementing the no-
tion  of  symbolic  universes  and  institutions  –  thematizes  the  macro-structural  dimen-
sions of reality construction. In this perspective, however, the notion of truth is part of 
the more broadly understood construction of reality.

This corresponds to how truth (and power) have been thematized and relativized in 
ethnographic research. Truth is seen in relation to the cultural, social, and spatial loca-
tion, and rather conceived as (emic) perspective, cultural theme, webs of meaning, or cul-
tural model. Similarly, power is usually only one among many sociological categories that 
ethnographies employ to study the production of truth(s) and realities. Many of the eth-
nographic traditions (such as the Chicago School, dramaturgical sociology, and cognitive 
anthropology, but also subjectivist and hyperrealist auto-ethnographies) are more con-
cerned with studying the production of reality in interaction and organization and less 
with power and truth (as is research in the tradition of symbolic interactionism). Dis-
course research, with its focus on power and truth, can thus fruitfully be combined with 
an ethnographic observation of practices, as the latter will time and again be confronted 
with the production and distribution of truth or »partial truths«. Maeder thus suggests 
speaking of SKADE in those cases where ethnographic methods are used to study how, 
within normative contexts, truth(s) and rules are enforced as situationally manifest prin-
ciples of order and structure, i.e. to study the discursive practices of truth production. In 
a SKADE perspective, however, such discursively established truths are partially limited 
in their power through partially resistent actors and local contexts.

In her contribution, Yalız Akbaba demonstrates how mutually relating a discourse-ana-
lytical approach and an ethnographic research strategy produces additional analytical in-
sights by providing a theoretical and empirical framework that leaves more space for the 
reflexivity of  the researcher.  The argument is  based on her empirical  study of  migrant 
teachers in Germany (Akbaba 2014, 2015, 2017). In that study, Akbaba empirically re-
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constructs two migration-related discourses: an integration discourse and a utility dis-
course.  The former presents  migrants with two types of  opposing messages:  while  de-
manding assimilation, it constructs them as remaining incommensurably different, and 
while highlighting the economic and demographic necessity of immigration, it construes 
it also as a threat. Within the latter (the utility discourse), migrant teachers appear as in-
strumental  and  useful  to  the  integration  process  of  minority  pupils.  Based  on  ethno-
graphic fieldwork in classrooms, Akbaba is able to demonstrate how these two discourses 
are related to each other in the everyday practices of the teachers. Instead of assuming 
specific discourse effects based on textual analyses,  the ethnographic work shows how 
teachers deal with the different discourse frameworks and their everyday implications in 
situated  (communicative)  action.  Based  on this  combined approach,  Akbaba  develops  
the notion of »double-binding ethnicity« to describe the contradictory effects of migra-
tion-related discourses in the lives of migrant teachers.

Conceiving discourses from a SKAD perspective, Akbaba argues that the notion of 
»practice«  constitutes  the  »common ground« for  ethnographic  research and discourse  
analysis.  Drawing on a similar  distinction put forward by Keller  (2011b) between dis-
courses and a relatively independent practice context, a practice approach calls for a de-
tailed analysis of how practices and discourses relate to each other – an endeavour, Ak-
baba argues, for which ethnography is well suited. She does, however, critically engage 
with what she calls a »positivist« or »realist« legacy of ethnographic research, which she 
sees as prone to ›naturalist‹ or overly objectifying assumptions, arguing that the strength 
of ethnographic research lies less in demonstrating some ›objective‹ reality than in the 
degree of complexity with which local settings can be studied and analysed. At the same 
time, she demonstrates how her own ethnographic accounts were first structured by the 
conventional insights of migration discourse analyses, implying a neglect of other catego-
ries of analysis, e.g. how power and gender structure classroom interactions. Using data 
from her own study, she demonstrates how the reciprocal relating of ethnographic data 
and  insights  from  a  discourse-analytical  approach  (Akbaba/Bräu/Zimmer  2013)  en-
larged the room for the researcher’s methodological and theoretical reflexivity and fos-
tered the development of the concept of »double-binding ethnicity«.
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