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avoiding appealing instances or examples and secking out and analysing
sequences in your data.

However, even if you do theoretically-inspired research with well-
analysed data, people can still rightly ask: ‘so what?” ‘Pure’ research is
undoubtedly important but it should not blind us to the need to think
through what contribution our research might make to ‘society’ and,
indeed, what we mean by ‘society’. Fortunately, as I show in Chapter 4,
when properly conceived, qualitative research has a unique contribution
to make to our understanding of how things in society work and how
they can be changed.

Chapter 5 offers another way of answering the ‘so what?’ question, Tt
asks in what ways qualitative research demands attention and claims to
be of value. Unlike Chapter 4, I am concerned here with what qualitative
research is rather than with what it does. T look at the claims that con-
temporary qualitative research makes about itself and find some of them
to be misguided. I conclude by proposing an alternative aesthetic justifi-
cation for our trade which reminds us of what we share with our quan-
titative cousins.

One final word is in order. I have emphasized that what follows
reflects my own views. Althongh I have not been wilfully controversial, 1
have fully taken up my Editor’s invitation 1o speak my mind. So you
should not be surprised if some of my arguments do not fit neatly with
what you read elsewhere or with what your teachers tell you. Throughout
my academic career T have never sought converts bue cherished students
with a sparkle in their eyes who can think for themselves. So if I have
given you pause to reflect, I will not be dissatisfied even if you end up
taking positions quite opposed to mine,

Innumerable Inscrutable Habits:
Why Unremarkable Things Matter

How do we see the world as the social science observer does? When you
are studying your own society, much of what you see around you seems
‘obvious’, existing as a mere unnoticed backdrop to your life. So it is
tempting to take many things for granted. This temptation is supported
by the swiftly changing images we absorb in movies and on TV news
programines.

A method used by anthropologists can help us to slow down and look
around rather more attentively, When we study familiar situations and
events, we can try to make a mental leap and assume that we are observing
the behaviour and beliefs of an unknown tribe. The shock in sceing the
world as ‘anthropologically strange’ can help us find our feet.

This is not a new strategy. In the 1930s, some British anthropologists
invented an innovative method to study everyday life. Instead of relying
on their own observations or doing a quantitative social survey, they
recruited 50 helpers through a letter in the press. These volunteers were
asked to supply the following:

a short report on themselves

a description of their environment

a list of objects on their mantelpieces {i.e, above their fireplaces)

a day survey which provided an account of all that they saw and
heard on the twelfth day of the month.
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This form of research became known as Mass Observation. A contemporary
newspaper reported the success of its first project:

Six months after the first meeting, Mass Observation was able to orga-
nize a national survey of Britain on Coronation Day. A team of 15
reported on the procession, while from provincial towns and villages
reports came in on local celebrations. From these ‘mass observations’,
the first full-length book has been compiled. (The Manchester Guardian,
14 September 1937) '
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Eventually Mass Observation had about 1500 active observers sending in
day surveys. Here is one extract from a coal miner’s description of his day
reported by the same newspaper:

At about 12:30 we received a visit from the deputy [i.e, supervisor}.
He led off examining our place: it comprises about 50 yards of coal-
face. My eve follows where his Bull’s-eye flashes. He asks what I
intend to do at this place, or what is required at that place. I differ
with him on one point, and state my method. We argue for a short
whife, he from the point of view of a breakdown in ventilation, We
finally agree, and with a final Do this, and that, and that, and that!
he leaves us, We are clothed in a pair of boots, stockings, and a pair
of knickers, just around our middles. Perspiration rolls off us, our
knickers are wet, of time we have no knowledge, If we continue as we
are doing, we shall have a good shift. My six pints of water is being
reduced, had better go steady.

Notice the degree of detail in this ordinary coal miner’s observations. It
is doubtless true that repeated viewings of a video of him at work with
his mates would reveal more fine derail. Nonetheless, his account pro-
vides excellent observational data which stimulates further questions for
investigation. For instance, what shapes his sense of ‘a good shift’? Are
his team paid by results or is he just concerned with doing his job well or
in a happy spirit?

Let us move on from this thoughtful miner. In the rest of this chapter,
P'll be using the technical term ‘ethnography’ rather than ‘observation’ to
describe what qualitative researchers do. No need to panic. Ethnography
simply purs together two different words: ‘ethno’ means “folk’ or ‘people’,
while ‘graph’ derives from ‘writing”. Ethnography refers, then, to highly
descriptive writing about particalar groups of people.

In what follows, Il try to find inspiration for the ethnographer in the
work of writers and two photographers. I'll then circle back to the bril-
liant {sadly overlooked) programme for ethnography that the American
sociologist Harvey Sacks faid out in his lectures at the University of
California some 40 years ago.

locking at photographs

Why consider phatographs in a chapter on ethnography? A good answer is
contained in the following extract from an exhibition of one photographer’s
work:

SRR R
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Diane Arbus was committed to photography as a medium that tangles
with the facts. Her devotion to its principles - without deference to any
extraneous social, political or even personal agenda — has produced a
body of work that is often shocking in its purity, in its bold commit-
ment to the celebration of things as they are. (Arbus, 2005: 67)

Like Arbus’s photography, I believe that ethnography could have no bet-
ter aim than ‘to tangle with the facts ... without deference to any extra-
neous social, political or even personal agenda’. Today this view is
contested by those who seek to advance their own political and personal
agenda and question whether there can ever be any such things as “facts’.
In Chapter 5, T will discuss their arguments and show why I believe them
to be misguided.

As T will ery to demonstrate in this chapter, good ethnography, like
Arbus’s work, is ‘often shocking in its purity, in its bold commitment to
the celebration of things as they are’. Pursuing this line, in a school essay
written when she was 16-years-old, Arbus wrote ‘I see the divineness in
ordinary things’. What is involved in seeing ordinary things as ‘divine’?

In 1963, in a successful application for a Guggenheim Fellowship,
Arbus wrote this brief note about her interests entitled ‘American rites,
manners and customs’. It was the inspiration for the title of this chapter:

I want to photograph the considerablie ceremonies of our present
because we tend, while living here and now, to perceive only what is
random and barren and formless about it. While we regret that the
present is not like the past, we despair of its ever becoming the future,
its innumerable inscrutable habits lie in wait for their meaning. I want
to gather them like somebody’s grandmother putting up preserves
because they will have been so beautiful. {Arbus, 2005: 57)

Arbus noted thar we usually perceive the world around s as, among
other things, ‘random and formiess’. About the same time, the Austrian
social philosopher Alfred Schutz was writing that the everyday world is
necessarily taken-for-granted. Setting aside these habits is the key to the
ethnographic imagination.

What is involved in treating our “innumerable inscrutable habits’ as
‘grandmother’s preserves’, which are ‘beautiful’ objects? Like the good
ethnographer, Arbus wants us to see the remarkable in the mundane.

Let me illustrate this with one of her photographs (T will have to describe
this photograph for you as I have been unable to obtain permission to
reproduce it here. If you are interested, you can find it in the exhibition
catalogue Revelations, mentioned earlier, Arbus, 2005). The photograph
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has the caption: A family on their lawn one Sunday in Westchester, NY,
1968, The photo shows a couple lounging on deckchairs in the summer sun
while their child plays behind them. In one sense, this could not be a more
mundane setting. However, like all of Arbus’s images, we are invited to con-
struct many narratives from what we see. If you have the photograph in
front of you, you might ask: why is nobody speaking or even engaged in eye
contact. Each person seems self-absorbed. Indeed, is the man shielding his
eyes from the sun or displaying despair or just that he is is unavailable for
commumication?

But we do not need to psychologize our interpretation or to construct
a closed narrative. Arbus also asks us to consider a basic ethnographic
question: how far does routine family life depend on such silences? Implicitly,
she reminds ethnographers that this sort of question is only available
from observation and hence unlikely to be generated by interviews with
family members.

So what is everyday family life actually like? The Israeli photographer
Michal Chelbin is a good guide. Like Arbus, to whom she refers, her aim
is to remind us of the remarkable in the mundane world. As she puts it:

Y am drawn to fantasy and fantastic elements in real environments ...
Many viewers tell me that the world discovered in my images is
strange. If they find it strange, it is only because the world is indeed a
strange place. I just try to show that. (Michal Chelbin, Artist Statement,
www.michalchelbin.com/chelbin html}

A case in point is provided by a Chelbin photograph called “Alicia, Ukraine
2005°.

Alicia stares out at us from the back of her car. Her gaze is ambiguous.
Is she a child appealing for our help or a young adult asserting her inde-
pendence both from us and the driver? Is the man in the front of the car
her father or simply a taxi driver?

In a web commentary on these issues in 2006, Eve Wood suggests one
answer:

revealed in this young woman’s face is the haughtiness of youth,
masking a deeper, more complex awareness of the difficulties in being
so young and so beautiful. The girl seems to know something we do
not and were we to discover her secret, she might come undone,
{www.nyartsmagazine.com/index)

Does this photograph show, as Wood suggests, ‘the haughtiness of youth’
and a young woman who is aware of ‘being so young and beautiful’?
Chelbin herself tels us of the danger of trvinge to construct a definitive
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Figure 1.1 Alicia, Ukraine, 2005

account of her images. As she puts it: ‘In my work, I try to create a scene
where there is a mixture of straight information and riddles’. (www.
nyartsmagazine.com/index)

To what extent should the ethnographer try to resolve such riddles?
In one of his lectures, Harvey Sacks (1992a and b) offers a case where you
observe a car drawing up near you. A door opens and a teenage woman
emerges and runs a few paces. Two other people (one male, one female)
get out of the car. They run after the young woman, take her arms and
pull her back into the car, which now drives off.

Now clearly there are several different interpretations of what you
have seen. Is this a kidnapping which you should report to the police? Or
have you just seen a family row, in which case going to the police might
turn you into a busybody?

Sacks expands on the problems this creates for the ethnographer:

Suppose you’re an anthropologist or sociologist standing somewhere,
You see somebody do some action, andsyou see it to be some activity.
How can you go about formulating who it is that did it, for the pur-
noses of vour renort? Can vou use at least what vou micht talke to be
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the most conservative formulation — his name? Knowing, of course,
that any category you choose would have the[se] kinds of systematic
problems: how would you go about selecting a given category from
the set that would equally well characterise or identify that person at
hand?’ (Sacks, 1992a: 467-8)

Sacks shows how you cannot resolve such problems simply ‘by taking the
best posstble notes at the time and making your decisions afterwards’ (1992
(1}: 468). Whatever we observe is impregnated by everyday assumptions
and categories (e.g., kidnapper, family member). Rather than lazily employ
such categories, Sacks tells us that the task of the ethnographer is to track
which categories laypersons use and when and how they use them.

This raises a crucial question. To assemble information on layper-
sons’ use of categories, do we need to get inside their heads, e.g., to inter-
view them? This is a big topic which comes to the fore in Chapter 2.
At this stage, T will simply suggest that we can often find evidence of
category-use without needing to ask the people concerned. Think of the
terms used by the Mass Observation coal miner to describe his working
day. Or consider the rich texture of police reports of kidnappings and/or
family disputes or of how they themselves interview wimesses and sus-
pects. Such material constitutes fascinating material on how in real time,
in situ, people collaboratively give meaning to their worlds.

#ssd the remarkable in the mundane

To look at the mundane world really closely can generate boredom. We
think nothing is happening and prefer some ‘action’. If we want to be
good ethnographers, the trick is to go-beyond such boredom, so that we
can start to see remarkable things in mundane settings.

The early plays of Harold Pinter strike many people as boring in this
sense. Take the opening scene of his play The Birthday Party. We are in
the living-room of a house in a seaside town. Petey enters with a paper
and sits at the table, He begins to read. Meg’s voice comes through the
kitchen hatch as follows:

Meg: Is that you, Petey!
[Pause]

Petey, is that you?
[Pause]

Petey!

mmsmm;«mzzmmnm»mw@w‘
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Petey: What?

Meg: s that you?

Petey: Yes,it’s me

Meg: Wiat? {Her face appears at the hatch] Are you back?
Petey: Yes

(Pinter, [976: 19)

“Where’s the action here?’, we might ask, particularly as much of the first
act is composed of such everyday dialogues. Instead of launching us into
dramatic events, Pinter writes a dialogue far closer to the tempo of every-
day life. Because their expectations of ‘action’ have been disappointed,
many people find the first act of The Birthday Party incomprehensible or
just plain boring,

But recall Arbus’s depiction of a silent family or Chelbin’s photo-
graph of a young woman silently looking out at us. In your own home,
do your mother and father sometimes become obsessed in their own single
projects and fail to listen to what others are saying? Perhaps Pinter, like
Arbus, is pointing to the major role that mutnal inattention plays in
family life? :

Moreover, this is not simply a psychological question about family
dynamics. Pinter’s opening scene reveals something basic to all interac-
tion among families and otherwise. We all tacitly understand that we
need to grab somebody’s attention before we can raise a topic with them.
As Sacks himself pointed out, this is most obvious for children who may
struggle to gain a parent’s attention and so learn not to launch into a
conversation but often begin with something like: -

‘Mummy? or
“You Inow what Mummy?’

In the same way, in Pinter’s dialogue, Meg works to get Petey’s attention
as Petey appeared obsessed with reading his newspaper.

But understanding mundane life extends beyond listening carefully to
how people speak to one another. It also requires observation of fine
detail. Take a passage from Paul Auster’s novel Moon Palace. It is from
the point of view of a student who has been employed as a companion by
a blind man called Effing,

As soon as we got outside, Effing would begin jabbing his stick in
the air, asking in a loud voice what object he was pointing at. As
soon as ¥ told him, he would insist that I describe it for him,
Garbage cans, shop windows, doorways: he wanted me to give a
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precise account of these things, and if I couldn’t muster the phrases
swiftly enough to satisfy him, he would explode in anger. ‘Dammit,
boy’, he would say, ‘use the eyes in your head! T can’t sce a bloody
thing, and here youw're spouting drivel about “your average lamp-
post” and “perfectly ordinary manhole covers”. No two things are
alike, you fool, any bumpkin knows that. [ want to see what we’re
looking at, goddammit, I want you to make things stand out for
me!” (Auster, 1990: 117)

The blind man, Effing, understands the importance to sighted people of
using ‘the eyes in your head’. He insists that his sighted companion
describes in detail the ordinary things whose existence the latter finds
plain obvious.

A concern for mundane detail is the hallmark of other fine books. As
a reviewer of Rachel Cusk’s novel Arlington Park remarks:

Her writing takes nothing for granted, applying itself to the most
mundane objects and moments — the act of parking a car, the look of
an untidy bedroom or a fashion boutique — with an attentiveness that
again and again provides that primal joy of literature: the sense of
things being seen afresh. (James Lansdun, the Guardian: 9 September,
2006)

“Things being seen afresh’ is also the hallmark of good ethnographic
description. To do ethnography you don’t need to enjoy reading novels
of this kind but it certainly helps. At the very least, you will need to
appreciate the value (and, ultimately, the beauty) of the fine details of
mundane existence.

But ethnography is not only about seeing remarkable things in every-
day situations. It also asks us to see the mundane elements of remarkable
events and contexts,

e the mundane in the remarkable

Michal Chelbin has described how people view her photographs as
follows:

Many viewers tell me that the world discovered in my images is
strange. If they find it strange, it is only because the world is a strange
place. I just try to show that. (Chelbin, Artist Statement, www.michal
helbin.com/chelbin.htm)
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She has recently observed circus artistes backstage in a number of European
countries. The photograph of Mickey and Amir is taken from this period.
Mickey and Amir clearly takes us into a different realm from the earlier
image of Alicia in a car. Although the latter generates many puzzles, it
shows a quite familiar scene. But a boy with a chimpanzee is not at all
routine, particularly as the chimpanzee has his arm around Amir’s shoulder,
looking, for all the world, like  human parent or sibling,

Figure 1.2 Mickey and Amir, Russia, 2004

Eve Wood comments that this image is:

Ovwertly eccentric in the same way a Diane Arbus photograph captures
a moment of unique tenderness ... Yet, within this exquisite oddness
is a quiet harbor, as the chimp poses alongside the little boy like an old
Vaudevillian friend. (Wood: 2006, web commentary, www.
nvartsmagazine.com/index) .
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Whether we see the boy and the chimp posed like variety hall colleagues
or family members, Chelbin’s photograph reminds any observer that we
need nor focus purely on the unfamitiar elements in apparently exiraordinary
situations. Maybe we should not assume that chimpanzees are merely
quaint animals. Perhaps we can understand ourselves better in observing
how we interact with animals.

An experience I had in South-East Asia many years ago helps to illus-
trate this point, I had managed to cadge an airticker via Bali from peaple
who had invited me to speak at a conference in Australia. Against my bet-
ter judgment, T went on an excursion to a place advertised as “a village
where natives live as they did hundreds of vears ago’, :

On arrival, I discovered a number of thatched huts which all looked
surprisingly new. In these hats, local craftsmen could be seen working on
various artifacts, Attracted by the sound of Indonesian gamelan music
coming from such a hut, I entered. Sure enough, a Balinese man was mak-
ing musical instruments. Surprisingly, given this purported trip back in
time, he also was using a modern sound system to play gamelan tunes.
He looked up and noticed me moving around to the music while carefully
looking arcund his hut and said in perfectly understandable English: T
think you are anthropologist’!

This episode served to remind me of the limits of that form of tourism
which always wants to find something new, exotic and different. In some
ways, this kind of upmarket tourism is just as blinkered as the more
downmarker British or German tourists who g0 to Spain in order 1o live
exactly the same life as at home but in the sunshine. Unlike them, I had
sought something unfamiliar, only to discover something very routine —
a kind of Balinese theme park. Moreover, rather than being a passive
object of my gaze, this Balinese craftsman had looked back at me and
quickly summed up my own interests.

As before, some literary examples will illustrate the mundane ele-
ments we can find in odd situations. Beckett’s short play Happy Days
certainly has a most bizarre setting. Two middle-aged characters,

- Winnie and her husband willie, are buried up to their necks in sand on
a huge, featureless, unpopulated beach. Nearly all the dialogue comes
from Winnie,

If we watch and listen carefully, once again, very mandane elements
emerge from this bizarre setting. Next to where her head emerges from
the sand, lies Winnie’s handbag. It turns out to contain the routine arte-
facts that most women carry around with them. As night falls, Winnie
reaches into her bag and takes out a comb and a toothbrush and, like
most of us before bedtime, brushes her reeth and combs her hair. Before
this happens, we see that, like Arbus’s and Pinter’s couples, stilted com-
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addressed to her husband who lies also buried in the sand a few yards
away. But, like Pinter’s Petey, he is self-obsessed and only speaks afier
several attempts by his wife ro engage him in conversation.

Extraordinary episodes in real life usually contain such mundane
features. The author Ford Madox Ford tells an anecdote of a meeting
between the two great men of early twentieth-century literature,
Marcel Proust and James Joyce, at a dinner party at the Hotel
Majestic in Paris in 1922. Proust and Joyce faced one another sur-
rounded by their admirers. They were invited to converse. Eventually,
they did, Below, I have translated from the French the substance of
what they said.

Said M. Proust: “as I said in my book Swann’s Way, which no doubt
you have read Sir ...

Mr Joyce gave a tiny vertical jump on his chair sear and said: ‘No, Sir®
[Joyce then said] ‘As Mr Bloom says in my Ulysses, which, Monsieur,
you have doubtless read ...’

M. Proust gave a slightly higher vertical jump on bis chair sear. He
said: ‘Mais non, monsieur’. (Davenport-Hines, 2006: 40-1)

Ford reports that a difficult silence ensued between the two men, broken
only when Proust mentioned his many symptoms of illness. Joyce com-
pared his symptoms eagerly. So, far from an extraordinary conversation
between two literary giants, their audience heard mundane ralk between
two hypochondriacs!

But remarkable events are not always humorous like this. The Italian
writer Primo Levi’s particular genius was in depicting the mundane fea-
tures of an unthinkable, horrific event, the Holocaust. Here is his zccount
of how people prepared the night before being sent on a cattle truck to a
concentration camip:

All took leave from life in the manner which most suited them. Some
praying, some deliberately drunk, others lustfully intoxicated for the
last time. But the mothers stayed up to prepare the food for the jour-
ney with tender care, and washed their children and packed the fug-
gage and at dawn the barbed wire was full of children’s washing hung
out in the wind to dry. Nor did they forger the diapers, the toys, the
cushions and the hundred other small things which mothers rermem-
ber and which children always need. Would you not do the same? If
vou and vour child were aririer 0 ke Edlad o arrecer <smensdo] oo — oa
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Axnd this is how he describes the arrival at the camp:

Everything was as silent as an aquarium, or as in certain dream
sequences. We had expected something more apocalyptic: they scemed
simple police agents. It was disconcerting and disarming. Someone dared
to ask for his luggage: they replied, taggage afterwards’. Someone eise
did not want to leave his wife: they said, ‘together again afterwards’.
They behaved with the calm assurance of people doing their normal
duty every day {Levi, 1979: 25)

As Hannah Arendt has argued, in some respects, the most mundane fea-
tures of the horrific events of the Holocaust are the most harrowing.
Indeed, Claude Lanzmann’s brilliant documentary called Shoak is par-
ticularly effective because of its focus on the detail of the extermination
process. It features interviews with middle-level staff of German rail-
ways who tell Lanzmann the rootine methods used for charging the
Nazi government for transporting people to the camps — an issue still
very much to the fore today, as I write, as the French railways (SNCF)
are being sued for profiting for similar transports.

The following passage from Levi deals with one mundane aspect of
life for those who survived the initial selections in the concentration
camp. It shows the potentially fatal link between being sent to the camp
hospital and losing one’s only eating implement:

The nurses ... make huge profits from the trade in spoons ... it is a
law that although one can enter Ka-Be [the camp hospital] with one’s
spoon, one cannot leave with it. At the moment of release ... the
healthy patient’s spoon is confiscated by the nurses and placed on sale
in the Market. Adding the spoons of the patients about to leave to

those of the dead and selected, the nurses receive the gains of the sale

of about fify spoons every day. On the other hand, the dismissed
patients are forced to begin work again with the initial disadvantage
of half a ration of bread, set aside to acquire a new spoon ...

We now invite the reader to contemplate the possible meaning in the
Lager [camp] of the words ‘good’ and “evil’, just’ and ‘unjust’; let
everybody judge, on the basis of the picture we have outlined and of
the examples given above, how much of our ordinary moral world
could survive on this side of the barbed wire. (Levi, 1979: 91-2)

Levi shows us how the horror of the concentration camp can best be
understood by appreciating its most mundane elements (e.g., acquiring
an eating implement like a spoon). However, such an essendally
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ethnographic gaze demands very careful observation. As Paul Auster’s
blind man’s companion comments:

I realised that [ had never acquired the habit of looking closely at
things, and now that I was being asked to do it, the results were
dreadfully inadequate. Until then, I always had a penchant for gener-
alising, for seeing the similarities between things rather than their dif-
ferences. (Auster, 1990: 117)

Recognizing such differences is a useful watchword for the ethnogra-
pher. This was also understood by the early twentieth-century German
philosopher of language, Ludwig Wittgenstein. A student of his remem-
bers the following comment that Wittgenstein made about what mat-
tered to him:

Hegel seems to me to be always wanting to say that things which
look different are really the same. Whereas my interest is in show-
ing that things which look the same are really different. (Drury,
1984 157)

Wittgenstein's German-speaking contemporary, Walter Benjamin, seems
to have been equally fascinated by differences between apparently trivial
objects. Hannah Arendt tells us that:

Benjamin had a passion for small, even minute things. For him the
size of an object was in inverse ratio to its significance ... The smaller
the object, the more likely it seemed that it could contain in the most
concentrated form everything else. {1970: 11-2)

Apparently, Benjamin carried around with him notebooks containing
quotations from daily living, which he regarded as ‘pearls’ or ‘coral’: ‘On
occasion he read from them aloud, showing them around like items from
a choice and precious collection’ (1970: 45).

At this point of the chapter, it makes sense to take stock. I have been
suggesting that the ethnographer’s gaze demands two things: being able to
locate the mundane features of extraordinary situations and to
identify what is remarkable in everyday life. Do not worry if you are hav-
ing trouble in readjusting your gaze in the way I am suggesting, Even if
you are familiar with the relatively obscure writers, philosophers and pho-
tographers I have been considering, your path will not be easy. In part, this
is because contemporary cultures incites us to‘avoid looking at the world
in the way that ethnographers do. Let me explain a little of what T mean.
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overcoming four contemporary cultural impuises

Precisely because the everyday world is so familiar, it presents itself to
us as an undifferentiated, bland sameness. This apparent sameness is
reinforced by popular culture’s emphasis on dramatic incident. This
means that the aspirant ethnographer must resist many of the messages
and desires repeated when we are entertained by diverting sounds and
images.

What follows is a brief sketch of what I take to be important messages
that we find around ourselves in the contemporary world. To test out the
accuracy of what f am saying, you can think about what media products
appeal to you {e.g., music, movies, books, computer games) and consider
how apposite my comments are,

# 1  the desire for everything to be the same

This may seem like a strange description of contemporary culture, After
all, don’c we all have very different tastes? Take our taste in movies. Some
people like action movies. Others like romantic comedies or detective sto-
ries. Aren’t these quite different genres?

Yes and no. The content and structure of these movies may be differ-
ent but they are all genre movies. This means that, even before we enter
the cinema or view 2 DVD, we have distinct expectations about the kind
of characters we are going to see and the direction the plot will take. So,
for instance, a romantic comedy is likely to feature two lovers whose path
to happiness is beset by a number of complicating incidents and charac-
ters. Indeed, such genre features are so basic to storytelling that, in the
1930s, the Russian literary critic Viadimir Propp worked out that practi-
cally ail Western stories can be reduced to half a dozen or so basic struc-
tures (see Silverman, 2006: 164-7).

' However, it is a mistake to assume that such recurrent structures are
limited to the stories we find in movies and books. For instance, think
of media reports of real life tragic accidents and disasters. From a brief
study of such reports, I can reveal a seemingly unvarying social fact:
everyone who dics wragically has led a very special life. Nobody who
dies in tragic circumstances is without remarkable features. If you don’t
believe me, search your local newspaper or the Web for a relevant
report and see for yourself. When you do so, you will become an ethno-
grapher who seeks recurrent, mundane elements in apparently extraor-
dinary events and situations. '
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What is going on in these reports is the production of stories that
contain the kind of basic genre features that Propp identified. So we find
heroes and heroines overcome by dramatic or evil people and events
despite the best attempts of their helpers. Curiously, while these reports
present themselves as giving us ‘news’, in large part, they recurrently
repeat the same things.

The same sort of issues arise in celebrity interviews. Take interviews
with authors — perhaps the upmarket aspect of this genre. Rarely do yon
find questions about writing as Hterature or as participating in a particufar
literary tradition. Instead, you find the same two questions:

s How do you start writing every day?
¢ How do your stories relate to your own life?

Take a recent British TV interview with the American novelist Philip
Roth. The interviewer, Mark Lawson, tried to get Roth to relate his lat-
est novel (Everyman) about one person’s illnesses and death to Roth’s
own experiences of fllness. Roth became more and more exasperated by
this line of questioning and eventually responded ironically:

“Yes. Everything actually happened that way to me. In fact, it happened in the
very same words. All | had to do was to write them down’.

Roth’s joke at Lawson’s expense reminds me of an anecdote by the
great American songwriter of the 1940s, Sammy Kahn, about a ques-
tion he was often asked: “When you write a song, what comes first — the
words or the music?’. To which Kahn replied: ‘“No, not the words or the
music — first comes the phonecall?’

Kahn's joke has a serious significance, It shows that our concern for
the ‘experience’ of creative artists neglects a central ethnographic issue:
how their extraordinary products are located in the everyday social
organization of artistic practice (in Kahn’s case, how the composition
of a new song arose from a particular commission)}.

This means that interviewers’ search for an artist’s ‘inspiration’ in
personal events serves to displace an ethnographic interest in literary pro-
duction. As Pico Lyer has pointed out, such interviews now seem more
central than the novels themselves. As he puts it: “In the age of celebrity
culture ... a writer is encouraged to talk about books more than to write
them, and to turn herself into a commodity the books promote (rather
than the other way round)’

He comments on an aggressive answer b)f the novelist and critic Susan
Sontag to an interviewer’s question about her life: ‘Theard in her response
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the last gasp, perhaps, of the last generation that grew up with a sense of
books, and not the chatter about them, the TV profiles or the Google
listings, really mattering or having the power to speak’ (The Guardian,
Review, 8 July, 2006).

The second impulse, which now follows, underlines my earlier
point that our desire for satisfying, familiar stories is not limited to novels
and movies but extends to how we ordinarily observe the world
around us. :

the desire for a good story

Two in three motorists admit to ‘rubber-necking’ - slowing down
to have a good look at accidents as they pass — and as many as 10
percent have actually stopped so they can get a better view, while 1
in 20 has had a crash while rubbernecking, a survey by breakdown
company Green Flag found. (Report in the Guardian, 2006)

Why do we tend to ‘rubberneck’ in this way? An answer was pro-
vided in the 1960s in a classic lecture by Harvey Sacks. Sacks argues
that ‘experience’ is not something that just exists inside our heads.
Instead, society grades our ‘rights’ to have an ‘experience’ depending
on whether it is first or second hand. This means that the force of a
story depends on the extent to which the storyteller can claim to have
‘experienced’ the events narrated. Actually seeing a motorway pile-
up provides far more ‘authenticity’ than simply passing on a TV report
of the same event. Hence the prevalence of rubbernecking. So the
desire to own an experience can actually be associated with death on
the roads!

This has a clear implication for ethnography. When we return from
the ‘field’, do we behave like upmarket tourists using our first-hand
rights to an ‘experience’? If so, our accounts will probably focus upon
dramatic incidents involving strange people. Alternatively, have we
been able to understand the routines of behaviour in our setting and to
appreciate the similarities, as well as the differences, between the people
we have been studying and ourselves?

3 the desire for speed and action

lan McEwan’s Saturday was a recent favourite, such a feat to condense
the action into a single day. (‘My Media®, Pippa Haywood, Media
Guardian, 27 March , 2006)
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Haywood’s account of her response to McEwan’s novel seems plausible.
As she says, while in most novels the action extends over months or even
yeats, the events in McEwan’s book occur on a single day.

But why should i be difficult to think that there is not enough action
in any one day to provide a developed narrative? If you have followed my
argument so far, the answer should be clear to you by now. In popular
culture, everyday life is not perceived to contain enough ‘incident’, By
contrast, novelists such as fan McEwan, like the good ethnographer, can
take the events of one day and start to unwind massively complex worlds.
Indeed, a whole day can be quite a long timespan. Analysing in detail 2
brief incident or conversation may turn out to offér a key to understand-
ing everyday interaction in our field sertings.

&% 4  the desire for closure

I have been arguing that popular culture appeals to our desire to be
diverted by exciting images and predictable storylines, This is not some-
thing new. Centuries ago, even though the technologies of production
and consumption were very different, popular culture still satisfied the
same impulses. Think about the appeal of stories 2bout public executions
in the eighteenth-century or how fairytales have hooked children for
many centuries, As with most modern-day narratives, we know we can
look beyond the twists in the tale to a satisfying ending where all the
loose ends of the plot are tied together.

Think of the conventions of an Agatha Christie detective story in
which all the suspects are ultimately grouped together in a room so that our
brilliant detective can explain everything and, thereby, identify the mur-
derer. Or take Alfred Hitchcock’s famous film Rear Window, in which a
man in his wheelchair observes a crime through his apartment window.
A whole story unfolds as James Stewart watches what is going on in a
nearby apartment.

But how realistic is this? Are stories ever really so neat, so immedi-
ately viewable? Here is a contrasting view in Andrew Cowan’s recent
novel abourt a private detective:

In all the years I have worked as a professional snoop ... I've rarely
seen anything so tidily framed, so readily interpreted ... Most of the
time I see only fragments — glimpses and snatches, parts of pictures,
parts of stories ... It’s a grainy, partial view, and mine is not a vivid
existence ... but one that requires a great deal of patience, diligence
and caution. {Cowan, 2006: 67-9)
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To my mind, the sociologist most conscious of the need for such ‘patience,
diligence and caution’ was Harvey Sacks. What follows are a few
snippets from Sacks that illuminate this approach. They show that
while Sacks is usually associated with the highly specialist approach
called ‘conversation analysis’, his pubfished lectures are a goldmine for
ethnographers,

Sacks on detail

Pursue truth, not rarity, The atypical can fend for itself ... And very
often, when we are looking over several common truths, holding
them next to one another in an effort to fecl again what makes them
true, rarities will mysteriously germinate in the charged space
between them. (Baker, 1997 24)

For Sacks, like the essayist Nicholson Baker, rarity was never the point.

The n‘{ysserious germmation of rarities out of the familiar to which Baker
refers is matched by Schegloff’s observation that, in Sacks’ work:

Previous_ly unsuspected derails were critical resources in [seeing] what
was getting done in and by the talk. (Sacks, 1992a: xviii)

Sack_s rejected ‘the notion that you could rell right off whether something
was important’ (1992a: 28}. He uses the case of biology to show how the
study of an apparently minor object {‘one hacterium’) can revolutionize
our knowledge.

' Why assume, for instance, that you need to look at states and revolu-
tions, when:

1t’s possible that some object, for example proverbs, may give an
enormous understanding of the way humans do things and the kinds
of objects they use to construct and order their affairs. (1992a: 28)

For instance, if you are challenged abour your actions, one effective
response may be to say ‘everyone does don’r they?* (1992a: 23). Here the
appeal to ‘everyone’ in this proverb works as a rhetorical device rather
than a statistical claim, As such, it serves to limit your accountability for
your act because such behaviour can be seen as ‘general’.

Similarly, invoking 2 proverh {e.g., ‘betrer late than never’) is a pow-
erful conversational move for reasons quite unconnected with wherher
the proverb is ‘true’ or even “true in this instance’. Sacks notes that using a
proverb as a conversational opener typically nradiicac a felram mf o o
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from the hearer. In this respect, it may be yet another effective pick-up
device.

By contrast, people who fail to agree with an invoked proverb will
find that the conversation is abruptly terminated by the proverb-reciter.
This may be because proverbs are usually treated as unchallengeable and
therefore as something any conversationalist will know (1992a: 25 h
Hence challenging a proverb is an effective means of resisting an intended
pickup by means of a proverh statement.

Like Sacks, Baker refuses to accept the prevailing version of the ‘big’
question. Baker’s {1997} essays on apparently tiny topics — from the his-
tory of punctuation to the aesthetics of nail-clippings and old library
index cards — may infuriate some readers. However, behind such seeming
trivia lies what I take to be a serious intent — to seek clarity and insight
by closely examining apparently ‘small’ objects. No reader of Sacks’s lec-
tures can doubt that, 40} years earlier, social scientists had been invited to
walk down this very path, eschewing empty accounts of ‘big’ issues in
favour of elegant analyses that make a lot out of a little.

Sacks was convinced that serious work paid attention to detail and
that, if something mattered, it should be observable. For instance, in a
fascinating passage, Sacks noted the baleful influence on sociology of the
American social psychologist G.H. Mead’s proposal that we need to
study things that are not available to observation, e.g., ‘society’, ‘atti-
tudes’. As Sacks comments:

But social activities are observable, you can see them alf around you,
and you can write them down. The tape recorder is important, but a
lot of this can be done without a tape recorder. If you think you can
see it, that means we can build an observationa) study. (1992a: 28}

However, ethnographers’ praiseworthy attention to detail rarely satisfied
Sacks’s rigorous methodological demands. In particular, it is dangerous
to take for granted what it is we appear to be ‘secing’. As Sacks says:

In setting up what it is that seems to have happened, preparatory to
solving the [research] problem, do not let your notion of what could
conceivably happen decide for you what must have happened.
{1992a: 115)

Here, Sacks is telling us that our *notion of what could conceivably hap-
pen’ is likely to be drawn from our unexamined knowledge as members
of society. Instead, we need to proceed more cautiously by examining
the methods members use to produce particular activities as observable

" -
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‘coming to terms with some phenomenon’ (1992a: 437) but as actively
constituting it. Let us look at a few of Sacks’s examples of this.

speed on the roads

Take the phenomenon of ‘speeding’ — how does one know one is speeding?
One solution is to look at your car’s speedometer. However, another
well-used method is to compare your movement relative to other traffic.
And “traffic’ is a phenomenon that is actively organized by road users., As
Sacks suggests:

Persons can be seen to clamp their cars into something that is ‘a traffic’,
pretty much wherever, whenever, whoever it is that’s driving. That
exists as a social fact, a thing which drivers do ... [s0] by ‘a traffic’ |
don’t mean that there are some cars, but there is a set of cars that can
be wsed as ‘the traffic’, however ir's going; those cars that are
clumped. And it is in terms of ‘the traffic’ that you see you're driving
fast or slow, (1992a: 437)

Sacks is arguing here that, rather than being a natural fact, ‘the traffic’ is
a self-organizing system, in which people adjust their speed by reference
to how they define ‘the traffic’. The traffic thus serves as a metaphor for
how social order is constructed by reference to what can be inferred. Tt
also shows how the ability ‘to read other people’s minds’ (in this case, the
minds of other drivers) is not a psychotic delusion but a condition for
social order. For Sacks, then, ‘“traffic’ and ‘speed’ are not natural facts but
locally assembled phenomena. The selfsame features can be seen in med-
ical interviews, where what is ‘normal’ is attended to by doctors on the
basis of their elicitation of what is normal for you (1992a: 57-8),

observing crime on the street

For Sacks, police officers face the same kind of problem as the Shetland
Islanders that Erving Goffman studied for his classic ethnography The
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959). The problem that police
officers share with us all is: how are we to infer moral character from
potentially misleading appearances? To solve this problem, police ‘learn
to treat their beat as a territory of normal appearances’ (Sacks,1972: 284)
so that they can treat slight variations in normal appeararnces as ‘incon-
gruities” worthy of investigation. Throughout, policemen, like criminal
lawyers, judges and juries work with the assumption of the appearances
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The implication of Sacks’s comments is that the study of how members
of society use categories should make ethnographers very cautious of
how they themselves use categories. For instance, Sacks quotes from two
linguists who appear to have no problem in characterising particular
(invented) utterances as ‘simple’, ‘complex’, ‘casual’ or ‘ceremonial’. For
Sacks, such rapid characterizations of data assume: ‘that we can know
that without an analysis of what it is {they) are doing’. (1992a: 429). Forty
years on, his comments stand as a criticism of the rapid coding of data
that we sometimes find in qualitative research, particufarly when
researchers analyse interview data.

back to mundaneity

I will conclude this chapter by returning to my main theme via two more
of Chelbin’s photographs, The first is of an elderly adult with a little girl.
How can we see remarkable things in thi$ mundane encounter?
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Note that the caption uses the membership category ‘grandfather’,
This category keys us in to how we view the photo. It tells us that the
child on the sofa is not only a grandchild but, in all likelihood, this man’s
grandchild,

But immediately a number of puzzles come to the surface. What are
we to make of the child’s bizarre appearance, apparently slumped on a
sofa with a vacant expression? Is this any way for a child to behave when
she is with her grandfather? This is made all the stranger by the fact that
she is wearing what looks like a party dress. Even if she is not happy about
seeing her relative, shouldn’t she be pleased to be dressed up in this way?

Moreover, there is also something strange about the grandfather.
Why is his gaze so miserable when grandparents are supposed to derive
pleasure from their grandchildren? And why does he stand at some
distance from his granddaughter? Aren’t meetings with grandchildren
supposed to be happy events? If a chimpanzee like Mickey (in the earlier
photograph) can put his arm around a child, why can’t he have his arm
around his own granddaunghter?

Looking at Chelbin’s photograph gives us no answer to these puzzles —
unless we succumb to the impulse to impose some closure on what we
see. Instead, its deviation from what we expect asks us to ponder the rit-
uals of everyday life,

In a similar way, writers have asked us to look at the contours of
mundane existence. Here is Philip Roth on the conclusion of a family
funeral:

That was the end. No special point had been made. Did they all say
what they had to say? No, they didn’t, and of course they did. Up and
down the state that day, there’d been five hundred funcrals like this,
routine, ordinary and ... no more or less interesting than the others,
But then it’s the commonness that’s most wrenching, the registering
once more of the fact of death that overwhelms everything. {Roth,
2006: 14-5)

Unlike Chelbin or Arbus, Roth takes us straight to the routines of mun-
dane existence without posing puzzles. Nonetheless, he uses his literary
vision to bring out what is remarkable about a mundane event. For all
three artists, as well as for ethnographers, routines like family funerals
are viewable as one of a collection of what Arbus calls ‘innurnerabile,
inscrutable habits,

But, as you may remember, there is another side to this coin. T have
been suggesting that extraordinary or remarkable scenes should also
remind us of mundane habits. Take another of Chelbin’s photographs of
circus performers.
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Figure 1.4 Untitled 0{

In this photo, we see another lirtle girl in a party dress. But she bal-
ances on a man’s hand - an extraordinary scene. Nonetheless, we can
retrieve mundane features from this image. -

We know that the photograph is taken from Chelbin’s work wit}_l ci-
cus artistes. The girl’s dress and the man’s outfit clearly suggest circus
performers, Moreover, we can note the man’s proud stare at the camera
and the girl’s pose with her arms outstretched. Both seem to be asking us
to applaud their performance and, unlike t}le grandfather photo, seem

happy in each other’s presence. _
So the strangeness of the scene can lead the ethnographer direcEly

I
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everyday routines of circus life; What kind of relationship between
adults and children does jt encourage and/or forbid? Such ques-

tions lead us in the direction of an ethnography of different work
settings,

paranoia:

In all her excursions into unreality, Mam remained the shy, unassem-
ing woman she had always been, none of her fantasies extravagant,
her claims, however irrational they mighe be, always modest. She
might be ill, disturbed, mad even, bur she still knew her place.
(Bennett, 2005: 7)

In my volunteer work with people with dementia living in a residential
home, I have, like Bennett, been struck with what they share with ns,
While these residents (now my friends) may not be able to remember
their past lives or even their own names, it would be wrong to assume
that they cannot communicate. When they refer to their son as ‘m
father’, we can see this less as a mistake and more as a skil] — after all,
they have chosen a category from the ‘right’ collection Le., ‘family
members’. Similarly, even though they may not be able to speak intelli-
gibly, I still have conversations with them. I find that they still recog-
nise basic interactional moves. For instance, when I ask a question, my
resident-friends know that an answer is the appropriate next move and
produce sounds that serve to do the work of an answer.

When I sing old songs with them, my friends in the home reveal a
remarkable ability to remember the words (I am reliant on a songbook!).
Even one lady who can no longer speak is still able to show her appreci-
ation of the singing by giving me a ‘thumbs up’ sign and smiling when I
repeat it back 1o her,

S conciusion

T have noted elsewhere thar the philosopher Wittgenstein has important
points of contact with what I have been saying. Like Sacks, Chelbin and
and Arbus, Wittgenstein reminds ethnographers of how hard it is to ques-
tion situations that appear to be unremarkable. As he writes: ‘How hard
Ifind it to see what is right in front of my eyes’. (Wittgenstein, 1980: 39¢)
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Unilike the Guardian critic who thought it very d_ifficult to wiiteuas.‘
novel about a single day, in the following passage, Wittgenstein asks
to imagine a drama without apparent incident:

Let us imagine a theatre; the cu.rtaiq goes up ar'ld we see 'it ﬁande(x)l‘?v?le
in a room, walking up and down, hghtmg a cigarette, Sfl goutSidé
etc., so that suddenly we are observing a human be1ing 'r_om putside
in a way that ordinarily we can never opsewe ourselves; it v:el 40
like watching a chapter of biography with our own eyf;,gs(; ¢ gfe)
would be uncanny and wonderful at the same time. ( :

i i ena:
For Wittgenstein, it is wonderful just to observe quite mundane phenomy

People who are constantly asking ‘why’ are [ike tourists W}';Z ;;a(l)r;(c]l
in front of a building reading Baedeker {an old tourist gui 2ok
and are so busy reading the history f)f its construcgon, etc.,
they are prevented from seeing the building (1980: 40e)

is ki i ind of
Wittgenstein reminds us that his kind of phlilosopi}er (and our ;(;miul
i i tempor: -
t both the impulses of coni
ethnographer) needs to resis : ' mporary cul
ide conventional academic questions.
ture and to put on one side ¢ : s
and historical questions, posed too early, will not help us to unders
mundane objects. As Wittgenstein remarks:

The insidious thing about the causal point of view is that it leac}lls us
to say: ‘Of course, it had to happen like that’. Whereas we ought to
think: it may have happened like that — and also in many other ways.

(1980: 37¢)

Alternatively put: “‘God grant the phifosopher insight into what lies in
front of everyone’s eyes’. (1980: 63e)

This has been a very sketchy excursion into a very we}l known ;erntory.
At best, T have tried to offer a few compellingdllius;ranolr:s of“(; :ltl Iirelir;l)é
, ted earlier, they unde

f us know already. To repeat a phrase quo : Li
?acltlsthat good ethnography ‘requires a great deal of patience, diligence

d caution’ { Cowan, 2006: 69). ' _
an Ironically, to the e’xtent that university teaches ul: that greatk tiuliézrrs
i i ion, it makes our task harder.

in theories, say, of history or causation, i k ha
dRZiL;ﬁng the w,ork :)f Mass Observation discussed at the beginning of

this chapter, a contemporatry newspaper sggely observed:
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Qne fac_r ghar has emerged is the difficulty inteflectuals seem to h

in describing their environment or the daily happenings in their [; s
On the thfer hand, observation seems to come naturall t(f i Wels.
who are hvmg a workaday existence. These take their tazk seﬁeopl‘e
and perform it efficiently, perhaps because they recognize the pa?;:sti{

cal value of any attempt to sort ou
t the tangle of i
Manchester Guardian, 14 September, I937)g o modern lfe. (The

Like © Vi i
mket Ipeople who are living a workaday existence’, as ethnographers we
) .
ust learn to take our ‘rask seriously and perform it efficiently’
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On Finding and Manufacturing
Qualitative Data

In the previous chapter, I gave you a taste of the way in which qualitative
researchers can access fascinating data by observing mundane settings
or by finding everyday features in extraordinary settings, I cafled such an
approach ‘ethnography’.

However, in order to simplify matters, 1 have so far glossed over two
issues to which we must now turn. First, by no means all ethnographers
display the kind of attention to fine detail that I described. Some desire
to tell exciting tales from the field. Others, especially in recent times,
displace such detail with what I find to be a depressing concern with
highfalutin® theory and experimental writing (sec my discussion of post-
modernism in Chapter 5).

Second, it bends reality considerably to imply that ethnography is
today the main method of qualitative research and that observational
material is the main data source. This is hardly surprising given the
plethora of materials that invite our attention. These extend beyond what
we can observe with our own eyes to what we can hear and see on record-
ings, what we can read in paper documents and electronically download
on the internet, to what we can derive by asking questions in interviews
or by providing various stimuli to focus groups.

However, despite this wide range of material, when it comes to actual
research studies, there is hardly an even spread of methods. Nor is it
the case that ethnography is just one among many methods. Instead of
looking, listening and reading, the majority of contemporary qualitative
researchers prefer to select a small group of individuals to interview or to
place in focus groups. In this sense, by assembling a specific research
sample, linked only by the fact that they have been selected to answer a
pre-determined research guestion, such researchers prefer to ‘manufacture’
their data rather than to “find’ it in the “field’. Despite their earnest claims to
do something quite different from quantitative research (more humaristic’,
more ‘experiential’, more ‘in-depth’), such manufacture of data to answer a
specified research problem is precisely the method that quantitative research
espouses. '





