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My Background 

• From Fisheries to Anthropology 

• World of Homeless People (3 editions)



Structural Violence and Homelesness: Searching for 
Happynees on the Streets in Manila, the Philippines

University of Wisconsin, Madison, 2015



“Being there” with Homeless 
People for 14 months 
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1. Keys Elements of 
Ethnographic fieldwork



Early armchairs anthropologists 
• Relying on information from missionaries, 

business travelers etc. 
• Pre-conceived ideas and racist conclusion

• Herbert Spencer (1820-1903)   Edward B Tyler (1832-1917) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward_Burnett_Tylorhttps://rationalwiki.org/wiki/Herbert_Spencer



James Frazer (1854-1941)

• The Golden Bough (1890)

• 1. Magic

• 2. Religion

• 3. Science 



Emerging of professional 
ethnographers 
• Bronislaw Malinowski’s (1884–

1942)

• Argonauts of the Western 
Pacific (1922)

• Establishing a new standard of 
ethnographic fieldwork  



Functions of the Kula Ring 



American professional 
anthropologists 
• Franz Boas (1858-1942)

• Cultural Relativism

• Salvage Ethnography 



Margaret Mead,Coming of Age 
in Samoa (1928) 
• Young women in 

Samoa experienced a 
smooth transition to 
adulthood with 
relatively little stress or 
difficulty.

• Stress among 
adolescence is not the 
result of biological 
factors, but it is the 
result of social and 
cultural factors. 



Doing Ethnographic Fieldwork 

• Ethnography- “the attempt to 
understand another life world using the 
self—as much of it as possible—as the 
instrument of knowing”(Sherry Ortner 2006: 
42)

• To grasp the natives’ point of views

• Participant observation 

• Emic and etic views 

• Key informants

• Fieldnotes



Doing Ethnographic 
Fieldwork 

• Immersing yourself to the group of people 
whom you are studying.

• Spending a long period of time in the fieldwork

• Learning local language

• Observing and participating in activities in 
everyday life  

• To understand them as they are

• It seem easy, but in fact it is not.



My own experiences with 
homeless people in Bangkok

• Participant observation is necessary for 
studying homeless people

• Earning trust

• “I am not a homeless person; I just collecte
recyclable items for fun. I have a 
condominium at another side of the river.”

• I was suspected by homeless people.  



Falling in line to get free food



Being there with homeless people  



Hanging out with homeless people

• “Are you still interested in homeless people?”

• The meanings of sharing water with me

• I got many deep feelings of homeless people 
from informal conversations.   



Objectivity and Activist 
Anthropology 

• Female genital cutting (FGC)

• Woman rights VS local cultures 



• https://www.facebook.com/waymagazine/videos/1
160113220805521/

• สายสตรีท

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FVUR1aPk3ZQ
&feature=youtu.be&t=2195&fbclid=IwAR1_3wSq4y
utowr7ogJLqbEGAftm55u-jdHWuE50iARHMaWiNZ-
VK93cLjc

• เร่ิมนาทีท่ี 36. 

https://www.facebook.com/waymagazine/videos/1160113220805521/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FVUR1aPk3ZQ&feature=youtu.be&t=2195&fbclid=IwAR1_3wSq4yutowr7ogJLqbEGAftm55u-jdHWuE50iARHMaWiNZ-VK93cLjc


2. Ethnography Today 

- Starting from the critics of 
postmodern theory

- Writing Culture : The Poetics 
and Politics of Ethnography 
(George Marcus and James 
Clifford 1986)

- Criticizing that ethnography is 
a kind of literature. 



Crisis of objectivity

• Anthropology is related to 
European colonialism

• Male-centered discipline 

• A researcher’s point of view 
influences an interpretation.

• Partial truth 

• Can we trust ethnography?



Anthropology responds to the 
criticism. 

- Reflexive ethnography 

- Polyvocality -multivocies

- Dialogical ethnography



3. Ethical Considerations

• Concerning how anthropological research 
affects people whom anthropologists study. 

• Do no harm 

• Obtained informed consent 
• Sincerely and transparency 

• Maintain anonymity and privacy
• How about taking pictures with your informants 

• “Hey Boon, you can show my pictures in your 
book.”

• Make results accessible 



4. Strengthens and drawbacks of 
ethnography 

•Strengthens: Power of meaningful stories 



Strengthens

• Be able to get the deep meanings of social 
behaviors

• WHY SOME PEOPLE DO NOT WANT TO

WORK...
 Polyne: “My salary is too low” 



Strengthens

• Be able to get accurate 
information particularly for 
marginalized people 

• A government official: 
“Homelessness is a way of 
life and a choice.”



“It is not a problem of choice; it is a 
problem of chance.”



Strengthens

•To be able to discover unexpected 
findings

• Homelessness is the result of both micro 
and micro factors 

• Street words can reflect homeless people’s 
attitudes.  

• Phi (ghost), Khon thaew (traveler) 



Drawbacks

• Inappropriate to employed to answer 
“quantitative questions”

• It takes times.

• Require well-trained and high skills 
researchers 



5. Questions ? & Discussions 

•
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Bangkok Post, 27 Nov 2016. 
“No roof overhead”







Thank you very much




