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Qualitative Research

Dan Brockington and Sian Sullivan

It is customary ... to say something about what is somewhat pretentiously called

‘methodology’. My field method could be summed up as meeting people.
(Willis, 1981: xx)

Introduction

Qualitative research is characterised by three commitments (Bryman and Burgess,
1999). First it seeks to understand the world through interacting with, empathising
with and interpreting the actions and perceptions of its actors. Qualitative methods
are used to explore the meanings of people’s worlds - the myriad personal impacis
of impersonal social structures, and the nature and causes of individual behaviour,
Second, qualitative research tends to collect data in natural settings, rather than arti-
ficial and constructed contexts {such as laboratories). Third, it tends to generate the-
ory rather than test it. Qualitative methods work inductively, building up theory
from observations, rather than deductively, testing theories by trying to refute their
propositions.

Qualitative methods include a variety of techniques, from participant observa-
tion and the writing of ethnography, to semi-structured interviews, oral histories
and group discussions (see Table 4.1). They can be considered as simply another set
of ways of finding out about the world, But if we refiect on the reasons for asking
questions which require qualitative methods, and the nature of the answers they
provide, it becomes clear that qualitative approaches also embrace significant philo-
sophical debates regarding the nature and implications of subjective experience, and
the legitimacy or otherwise of reducing this to numerical and casily manipulated
‘pieces’ of data,

Qualitative methods have been used to find out about the world for as long as
there has been language and speech. Their recognition as a formal category of
methods is more recent but they are now flourishing deservedly with an important
set of research tools.! Working with them can be exciting and revelatory, making
for enjoyable and challenging fieldwork. '
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Table 4.1 Qualitative research technigues

Technique

Description

Potential problem

Interviewing

Focus Groups

Conversation ad
Discourse Analysis

Fieldwork Diaries

Life Histories and
Oral Histories

Photographs, Film
and Video and
Deocuments

All sorts of forms are possible,
ftom open conversations to
semi-structured discussions
arcund particular topics, to
highly structured questionnaires
(alchough it is hard for the
latrer co elicit good gualitative
data).

A group discussion of a

particular issue where it is
instructive to learn from the

way people discuss things as much
as what they say.

Intimate and detailed recording
of conversation and talk where
personal expressions, pauses and

delivery are recorded and analysed.

A day-to-day record of events,
diet, work or observations kept
by yourself or an informant.

Tape recorded histories of
people, places and events, A
detailed literature exists on how
to do this properly. This eechnique
provides unique insights into un-
recorded situations and aleernative
views on written histories.

Texes such as letters, archives and
diaries make useful primary and
secondary sources, So too are
photographs, film and video
(which are different sorts of text).

Recoding the data is the
difficuley Liere. Writing while
people are speaking is off-
putting, Tape recording then
transcribing or summarising
takes tinte, Be careful of ex-
ploitation, Interviews can
result in 2 one-way traffic of
information from which only
the rescarcher benefits,

Best undertaken when you

know people well enough, or
situations well enough that you
can interpret the group dynamics.
See criticisins of PIRA below

A research tool that requires much
effore. Conversation analysis is part
of Disconrse Analysis, a diffiuse term
which covers several disciplines.
Make sure that the techniques of
disconrse analysis that you are using
arc appropriate for your questions.

Being a good diarist is 1ot casy.
Read published diavies to see what
makes for geod reading and
consider whether they would also
make good fieldwoerk notes. Have a
lock at Malinowskis (1967)

private diary, Practice before you go
into the ficld.

Be prepared to transcribe the tapes
so that other people can have
access to the vaw data. These data
lave to be treated as any other —
sceptically, looking for
corroborationL.

Detailed cataloguing of notes is
required if the images and
documents are volnminous or else
it will be hard to trace which
document provided what
information.
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Participant This requires the researcher to Sonic people’s wotlds are hard and
observation immerse themselves in the place/  unpleasant to cxperience, It requites
the societies they arc studying, great effort and determination to
Dy living closely with the psople  loarn the language and to under-
you are studying it is possible to stand what people mean.
empathise with cheir way of
looking at and interpreting their Al the techniques listed above can be
world. The note taking involved used in participant observation. The
is rigotous and one is required skill is combining structured data
to constantly test impressions collection with relaxing and letting
and ideas things happen.

Qualitative methods have a reputation for being anecdotal, or associated with ideas
that cannot be described with hard, secure facts. Sometimes it is implied that they are
tools resorted to in situations where we cannot generate more precise and focused data.
This is wrong. Qualitative methods can provide powerfi! insights into the world. They
can be used effectively with people ot places we think are familiar to s, as well as in sit-
wations somewhat temoved, geograpbically and otherwise, from our own. Qualitative
methods also are sometimes thought of as all that is not quantitative. Again, and as we dis-
cuss at the end of this chapter, this can be misleading. Qualitative methods can incorpo-
rate quantitative data and quancification. But they go beyond numbers to congider the
meanings of quantitatively derived findings to the people they affect, and to problema-
tise, rather than accept uncritically, the production of such data (see Box 3.4, Chapter 3).

When should we use qualitative methods? As with quantitative methods, dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, the answer is, when our questions requite them. The
importance of qualitative methods for the social sciences is best illustrated by con-
sidering the ideas that people have explored by using them. For example quantita-
tive data will tell us about numbers of drug abusers, HIV infection rates, levels of
street crime, the rates of urban decay and damage to housing stock and a host of
other facts about problems among the urban poor, But how do we answer ques-
tions like why do people use drugs? What do drug users make of their use? Is drug
use always a predicament for users? Or can entheogenic? substances engender pos-
itive and cransformative experiences when used in settings conducive to this? What
do drug dealers think of their trade? How do human relationships and social inter-
actions function in these circumstances? For answers here we have to turn to quali-
tative methods.3 To take another example, social scientists have talked about the
production and reproduction of social classes and the perpetration of relationships of
exploitation. But how and in what circumstances might the exploited reproduce
their own exploitation? Do they perceive it as such? If they do not perceive their
work as exploitation, then why not, and if they do, then do they resist their exploiters
and how? Again for insights into these questions qualitative methods will be neces-
sary.4 In fact because of our subjective experiences of conducting research, it is nigh
on impossible to not draw on qualitatively derived information in the process.

In the pages that follow we reflect on our experiences, and others’, of practicing
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qualitative research. This chapter is not intended as a manual of techniques, nor is it
an exhaustive cheoretical discussion of how we can know anything, It is intended to
stimulate thinking and discussion which can be followed up in the further reading
offered at the end of the chapter. We reflect here on three key issues in qualitative
research which reveal its strengths and weaknesses. First, we examine popular ‘rapid’
fieldwork metheds and “participatory” appraisal; second we discuss the challenge of
postmodernism to ethnographic and anthropological fieldwork; third we look at phe-
nomenological and embodiment approaches to research (which theorise and prob-
lematise the nature of subjective expetience). Finally we consider what distinguishes
qualitative methods from quantitative techniques. The common thread to our argu-
ment is that although Willis’ statement (1981:xx, cited above) may sound naive to
some ears now, there is wisdom in it, which we ignore at our peril.

The popularity and perils of PRA

In the 1980s and 1990s research in developing countries was challenged and revived
with a set of methods commonly known as Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA).
PRA includes a ‘family of techniques’ for ascertaining features of local groups and
situiations in ways that are meant to cmpower the people being researched, as well
as being faster ¢o carry out and to analyse than other techniques. PR A distinguished
itself from earlier Rapid Rural Appraisal (RILA) practices - where the emphasis was
on the rapidity of the techniques as opposed to the extent to which they were
intended to empowering their participants. Lacer a new version came along in the
form of Participatory Learning and Appraisal (PLA), which emphasised the junior,
receiving role of the researchers involved.

It part, these techniques and approaches to research are offered as an alterna-
tive to the large-scale quantitative surveys which once characterised development
rescarch, They are also an attempt to challenge the dontinance and power of the
tesearcher and give more prominence to the voices of the researched peoples, to let
them determine the content, direction and purpose of the research {e.g. Chambers,
1983; Guéye, 1999). Thus PRA, RRA and PLA are demand-driven fact-finding
practices that emerged in a context of professional development work with a
requirement for generating usable information as rapidly and accurately as possible,
while satisfying the emerging mantra of ‘participation’ which has featured increas-
ingly in development discourse since the early 1980s (Cooke and Kothari, 2001).
As a suite of ficldwork tools, they are now being utilised in academic stydies by
social scientists across the globe, and some serious attention needs to be given o
their validity as an academic research method.

PRA literature is heady stuff. There is a startling degree of concord and cele-
bration in its tone. The emphasis is on spreading the good news of PRA: of the ways
it offers of breaking free of the chains of conventional research practices and of the
speed with which it offers information that can be useful and valuable to the peo-
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spot using locally available materials (see Box 4.1}, We do not wish to review the
techniques here in detail, but they are worth looking at and are thoroughly docu-
mented in, for example, Cotton (1996) and Martin (1995). Relevant casc-studies
incorporating these methods can be found in Bishop and Scoones (1994), Hot

Springs Working Group (1995}, Keough (1998), Mazuchelli (1995) and Mitlin and
Thompson (1995).

" Box 4.1 Examples of PRAisehniqugs

" Wealth Pankig Informants renk membiars of & group'aceerding to-wealth and sort
fhem into as many categoris as thay see Tif. Needs to be‘assormpaniad by discussion’ -

© - about what makes poople wealthy or ‘poor.Categorlsation. can e done by having -
_stenss or other objects rapresent the families I’ guestian-which are-then put In.differ- . .

~ ant oiralag dravn on the ground. Usetul for all sorts of hings other than wealth.” .

Traniseots Walk ihtough the shidy site (n varlous diresiions Jooking af resource use,
- and.prominent fpatures of e plage, thserving different practices taking plage, Take - -
. .several transeots and vary thelr timing. -~ 0 LT et e

Mapping Amap d@wﬁ on the 'ﬂiaéf. usi"ing }a;c;ngs;;, iéa&e_s.§ sh.ar@iﬁ'ﬁl af mhar’ rr};aieérial ta ‘
© - reprasent the locallty, Important regourcisiinft, and soclal data (e.g. the number of peo~-
' ple in each household). .~ "+ e n T nd e T e

- Resouree Evatuation  Thate are various ways of domparing the value, availabilfty, cost
and Importance of various fasoyrees, Eaph rasaures tan be allocated different num- -
bers of stones Tor gach, variable. Or eéch reseurae oari be compaigd against the other

inapairedranking e oo e R i A

‘ o Eggoof avallabliy” . L
- . Wood - 7 - Ghgreesl T - . “Kewsene . .

KetggEme - e gD e -
' ‘Ihﬁ“tabfe&hewsimamhmfmmeaasfbéé&aitapts;{mn;maa}w@dﬁwﬁ&g@agn‘aef e

" Cafendars . Atable dravin on the floor nd marked wih symbols meda from logal -
materials which divides up the year Infe the Appropriate seasons and Nustrates whal

oy take place when, Can Indibate timgs when people are partioularly busy.and

; ‘ Ghoegee” " iy & o :

Oné: of be wirting tealinigyss 16 thatiney o

- erth, lnsives, vigs, Seads, Stones - (o consinidl e mapsan
Reratp sciciatios, In5

ol & flabla matrials +
dldgrame whichsar by copled later -
places it is not appropriate and gould
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There are, however, some problems with the claims for research success made by
practitioners of PRA. A tendency to respond to new ideas by changing the collec-
tive noun used for these methods in itself may imply a need for caution. More
importantly, why be in such a hurry in the first place?® Is there any need at all to
adopt such hasty techniques if more field time is possible? If we are to meet and
talk to peaple, to be good conversationalists, is it wise to do so with one cye on the
clock? Of course, the constraints of the “real world’ dictate that much development
intervention is based on consultancies and research excreises with only a few days
available for gathering information. But the outcome often is the production of
inferior and partial data. Good information takes time and patience to gather and
requires observation, checking, evaluating and cross-checking,

A second issue is that the application of PRA techniques frequently takes place
in group-meetings which become public occasions generating information in the
public domain. Bven if groups are broken down by gender, age and class the issues
discussed and debated in these meetings are still going to be contested and negoti-
ated. Knowledge and information tend not to be revealed on these occasions by
willing informants. Instead it is produced and creaced for an audience of researchers
and among an audience of listening neighbours. One has to have an excellent con-
ception of the relevant social, cultural and political contexts in order to access
understanding of the knowledges produced and/or excluded on such occasions. As
the cases in Boxes 4.2 and 4.3 indicate, it is wise to treat data gathered and bandied
about in public with prudence and care. While such information can be immense-
ly valuable in terms of reflecting on the circumstances within which it was pro-
duced (such as focus groups), its value will only become apparent by revisiting it,
and the people who produced it, in different, less public, circumstances.

Because PRA techniques use group interviews and often are intended to ben-
efit groups, a further problem is that they risk invoking an erroneous conception of
‘community’. This term often has been used to describe the small-scale collections
and agglomerations of people that so often are the focus of social science research
and Development Studies. Hart offers a fitting admonition to the tendency to view
small-scale rural societies through rose-tinted spectacles:

Box 4.2 Tactiul publle silenge in Tanzania

My post-doctoral research invalved 14 months work I the south of
- Tanzania invastigating contasts over natuial resorces. ntegral to thess

~ conflicts was the performance of local government (Brockingtor, 2001),
which- wes ftself subject to scrutiny from regianal goversment, Contests

. and conflicts: were discussed each year in a large and unusyal public
- medting called by the Reglonal Commissloner who descended upen the
village where [ worked with 2 large hody of his officials to-haar semplaints.
-and enquirg as to thelr resolutfon, These maetings began and ended my
Tlaldwork. The first mseting introduced me 1o a sling of issues which were
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Soctal life organised through kinship..is fundamentally disunited, and it is in
response to this disunity chat participants stress the opposice in their ideological pro-
nouneensents, emphasizing the idea of community and pretending that kinship ties
express only solidarity. We, who retain in our language and sentiments the ideclogy
without the substance of a socicty organised through kinship, project our own
romantic nostalgia onto- the faction-ridden and anxiety-prone family life of African
villages. (1982: 40)

What makes people 2 ‘communicy’? What holds people together, if anything at
all, and what divides them? ‘Community’ politics frequently are ignored or their sig-
nificance downplayed. In many cases rural communities in face may just be geo-
graphical juxtapositions of people with little ¢lse in common apart from their local
geography. The danger here is that PRA may imely that by listening to what may
amount to a Jargely fictional community one can quickly understand what ‘it’ thinks,
when there is no ‘it in the first place. How many divisions, how deep they run and
which groups are discernable, may take a long and unpredictable time to fathom.

Finally, a popular variant of PRA is Participatory Action Research (PAR]), in
which the participants arc actively engaged in researching their own condition in
order to change it. This is often associated with disadvantaged or marginalised
groups and has been known to result in exhilaratingly successful change. Its advo-
cates point to the profoundly democratic nature of research by people into their
own circumstances and the special authority and superior insights they can bring
into their own lives.

But again there are questioning voices well summarised by Krimerman
(2001), Popular participation can be incompetent. Research requires training and
expertise, and the learning of valuable lessons from the literature regarding the prior
experiences of other researchers. PAR. tends to be evaluated according to the
degree and nature of change which it brings about, not necessarily the knowledge
which it creates or draws upon. Krimerman has argued that ignoring other knowl-

edge can detract both from the research and the solutions attempted.

Krimerman notes further that depending on the circumstances it can be
problematic to imbue people’s knowledge about themselves with too much
authority. Outsiders sometimes discern and understand better than they do an
individuals or group’s predicament. It is also true, however, that when we are
dealing with marginalised or silenced voices researchers have a responsibility to
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nt 1804, | -attended @ meeting “held by the. Namibian  Ministry -of.
- Environment and Tourdsm (MET) to discuss with & range of stakeholders -
. possible ngw approaches. to congervetion in the. north-west Namibian. . |
.. landacape. The focus of the meeling was to debaite; with local people, the
- idea of establishing ‘eonservancies’, La. new jecally-run wildlife manage-
- ment institutions. Despite extensive knowledge ahd use of tagionaf naty- . ;
ral resoures by women, aif focal women who ettended the meeting were !
physically excludtad from pariioipating by beiny obliged fo sit outslde the | i
‘shelier in which the meeting was held (Sulllvan, 2000}, This was Justifled
. by the MET sonvenars of the meeting on the strengih that they wete work-
ing within the constrainls "of the {male) iraditional teadership. :
Notwithstanding the extent to which current forms of this traditional lead- L
- etship are a construction of Namibla's solonial history, this e somewhat
ironja given that the purpose of the meeling was to try and begin a process
of new institution-buliding, enabling betfer rapresentation and participation
I the deraniralisation of decision-making powar. -~ = : : l
From the perspective of oonducting research, and as well as providing ‘
- rather simple data regarding who may be able to spesk at so-called pubx
He meelings, the siucturing of such events perhaps oan speak volumes
about perceptions present among thogse Infiating and feading public meet-
ings. in this case, while sireng leadership differentiale exist between men
and women atmong one ethnic division present at the meeting, these are
by ne meahs pongistent for both the major sthnle ‘groups’ affectad by the |
proposale discussed at the meeting. In inferpretation, an lssue, therefore, i
- Is whose kraditional sengifivities the conveners of e maeeting were frying
- to obgerve and why The biatant exolusion of women at this meeting
reveals further departures between thetore and practive when broader
contexts are considerad. Thus, although operating under a nationat pro-
gramme with the inclusive fifle of ‘Community Based Natural Resouroes
Management’ (CBNAM), a mafor comporient of the community’ dlearly
‘wag resiiotad from partleipating In discussion. Given epnvantional associ-
atians between men and animal wildife (primarily), the exelusion of
women perhaps further reflected the trye foous of the meeting on a hand-
- Tut of speciag of high value in national and infemational arenas (Le. large
mammals of the endangered varlety), as opposad 1o the bioad base of
specias of local interest and Lse. S LT

Source:Syillivan, doctoral research in Namibla, 1094

challenge this silencing, or at least to provide some sort of public space for aleer-
native and/or occluded views to be aired (discussed further in Sullivan, 2000; 2002).
As an African saying reminds us, until the hunted have their poets then songs of the
hunt will alwavs glorifv the hunter not the hrev
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‘We hope that these issues will raise questions for anyone using PRA. We strong-
ly encourage anyone who wishes to use PRA to examine the accounts of those who
have tried it which are listed at the end of the chapter. But we do not want to write
it off entirely. All methodologies have their flaws. Our task is not to come up with
undisputable traths. Rather, as we shall see in the next section, we are required to eval-
uate and analyse flawed, messy and partial data based on flawed, messy and partial
encounters. Spending more time in the field may help but it will not make these
problens go away. If PRA techniques are used with awareness of their weaknesses,
and if conclusions are qualified and contextualised accordingly, they can be useful.

Ethnography: participant observation, oral testimony and
the production of lexis

Ethnography implies both a particular suite of methods used to produce a range of
qualitative data, and the end product or ethnographic text constructed fom such
interactions. The key methods are participant observation and oral testimony: the
first emphasising the legitimacy of a researcher’s interpretation of observed cultur-
al phenomena from their participation and immersion in these phenomena (some
recent ethnographies include Boddy, 198%; Bourgois, 1995; Flutchinson, 1996); the
second emphasising a researcher’s ability to allow people to ‘speak for themselves’ - to
construct their own texts - via the recording and transcription of interview material
{for examples, sece Bollig and Mbunguha, 1997; Brinkman and Fleisch, 1999; Cross
and Barker, 1992; Slim and Thompson, 1993; Sullivan, 2002}, Overall, ethnographic
approaches aim to be ‘actor-oriented’ in their artenipts to convey reality from a sub-

ject’s ‘point of view’, increasingly including those of the researcher as final author and
editor of the ethnographic text (see below). Ethnography tends, therefore, to read as

a conglomerate of interconnected ‘facts’, thoughts, perceptions and contextual mate-
rial and, as such, frequently has been downplayed as less rigorous than analyses pro-
duced using quantitative approaches. Given poststructuralist critique of assumptions
built into the ‘harder’ sciences, however {e.g. Kuhn, 1970; Latour, 1993; Lyotard, 1984;
Nader, 1996}, there seems to be no real reason why the ‘secial facts’ generated by qual-
itative and interpretative approaches should not be considered as ‘real’ and accurate as
those empowered with the confidence of numbers.

Recently all studies which involve methods associated with the production of
ethnography have been reeling from a post-modern questioning of their premises,
aims and circumstances, Clifford, for example, identifies:

symptoms of a pervasive postcolonial crisis of ethnography authority. While the
crisis has been felt most strongly by former hegemonic Western discourses, the
questions it raises are of global significance, Who has the authority to speak for a
group’s identity or authenticity? What are the essential elements and boundary of
culture? How do self and other clash and converse in the encounters of ethnogra-
phy, travel, modern interethuic relations? What narratives of development, loss, and
innovation can account for the present range of local eppositional movements?

(Clifford,1988: 8)
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This crisis has several strands. As identified in Chapter 1, economic and other
inequalities frequently implicit in relationships between researcher and researched,
have contributed to a serious questioning of the legitimacy of fieldwork in Third
World contexts, and, of course, of the notion of ‘the Third World' itself. This, com-
bined with the massively influential critique of the authority of authorship by
thinkers stich as Foucault, has conspired, with justification, to reduce confidence in
the apparent authority of the academic ‘expert’ - who by definition is usually con-
structed within the particular inteflectual morays of the academy and baolstered by
the structural inequality that consolidates decision-making power among thosc
already holding wealth and power, So, for cxample, the social sciences in the 19805
and 1990s increasingly have problematised the ways that structural relations of
power and inequality act to confer spatial and temporal distance between ethnog-
rapher and subject. This distance then becomes cssential to the ways in which social
and economic differences are constructed: authorising dominant and domineering
knowledges (or discourses) of ‘the other’ (e.g. Said, 1978), and making possible the
transformation by which ‘[¢]he Other’s empirical presence [in fieldwork] turns into
his [sic] theoretical absence [in ethnographic writing]’ {Fabian, 1983: xi).

Thus there has been a questioning of the tendency in ethnography for ethno-
graphers to adopt an authoritative viewpoint over ‘a society’ and then construct a
portrait of ‘its’ norms and rules, often in an ‘ethnographic present” tense. The depic-
tions which resulted tended to be timeless ‘still lives’ which may well have accu-
rately portrayed interactions and interdependencies but which did not give much
insight into the dynamics and history of the people studicd. This blindness to
change seems strange in a discipline whose methods are meant to allow the
researcher into such intimate contact with the lives of the people that they are
working with. But the tendency has been surprisingly long-lived. Hutchinson’s
masterly and award-winning book about the Nuer, published in 1996, has the hum-
ble (though by no means simple) aim of not seeking a homogenised image of culture
and society (Hutchinson, 1996: 28-9). Instead she wished to examine how conflicts
of interest and power are worked out within and between diverse interests among the
Nuer peoples. Such a purpose was necessary because of the generations of work
which had gone into explaining the internal logic of a particular social system and
how it works as it does, rather than the potential for change and contestation.

But the criticism is not just of an apparent iack of history, social process of sen-
sitivity to the distribution of power in ethnography. It is alse of the process of pro-
ducing and creating ethnographic texts. The post-modern problematising of
ethnography as first and foremost a writing practice (Clifford, 1986: 2) leaves us
with the uncomfortable phenomenon whereby observation is reduced to ‘the text’
that describes it, and claims to empirical “facts’ are treated with varying degrees of
suspicion (Clifford and Marcus, 1986). Echnographies thus become prey to decon-
struction as socially produced texts and as building blocks in the construction of
accepted discourses (for approaches to textual analysis and deconstruction see, for
vnrmila Becrlar 1001 Seantider 1920 Bvtreme reflexviviie recardine one’s owrl
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tant can also render the production of cthnography as something more akin to indi-
vidual psycho-analysis than as a means of enabling alternative perspectives on the
‘real world’ to gain public space.

Thus the mandate of ethnographers to do ethnography is challenged. And it i3
a potentially paralysing attack. If there is no mandate then the only thing to do is
to be quict: to let other groups and individuals who can somehow claim more pow-
erful or legitimate mandates take over the task. It leaves social scientists writing
about ethnography itself, with cver-increasing reflexivicy.

As one of us has argued elsewhere (Sullivan, 2002), perhaps the time is ripe for
a revitalised, even realist, validation of the way(s) ‘culture’ filters and moulds the
post-modern worlds that we engage in and create as both participants and
observers, While ethnography, like other approaclies to research, has had to shed old
certainties, there are a range of cxciting research foci in this new landscape. Our
ficld ‘sites’ now comprise unrelenting interpenetracions of local and global; the
actors of our research, not to mention ourselves, are ‘permitted’ to have changing
and dynamic identities; and ‘the Bthnographic Other’ is as likely as ourselves to
experience the dislocations and interconnections generated by recent decades of
mass-communications technology. Given these circumstances, and in acknowledge-
ment of the power and wealth differentials still afforded by access to education, cit-
izenship, and so on, it is conceivable that an appropriate role for ethnography today
might be the attempt to provide public space for views that otherwise are likely to
go unheard. Undoubtedly, academic research will flavour these views with selection
by the author, not to mention interpretation and context: it is for the reader to
decide if these are justifiable or not, given the material presented. Following
Gordon (2000), however, perhaps it is time to celebrate the subversive and advoca-
cy potential of independent (as in not-institutionally-driven) ethnographic work -
in consultation with a group, a people, a culture or counter-culture, who, due to
some clement of difference, lacks public voice. Such an approach has become
increasingly important, for example, in attempts ac a ‘corrective and anti-colonial
African environmental history (Beinart, 2000: 270) that emphasises the role of par-
ticular environmental discourses in justifying and extending a colonial hegemony
(Leach and Mearns, 1996).

The danger of reflexivity and of writing about writing is that it can ultimate-
ly only ignore the wider world about which these accounts were written in the first
place. Philippe Bourgois, who spent thousands of hours recording the conversations
and lives of crack dealers in Harlem, was dismayed at the elitism of postmodern cri-

tiques of ethnography. He writes that:

Although postmodern ethnographers often claim to be subversive, their contestation
of authority focuses on hyperlicerate critiques of form through evocative vocabularies,
playful syntaxes and polyphonous voices, rather than on engaging with tangible daily
struggles. Postmodern debates dtillate alienated, subwbanised inteliectuals; they are
completely out of touch with the urgent social crises of the inner city unemployed.
{Bourgois, 1995: 14)
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The critique is important because it has begun to cut short the pretensions and
grander staternents made by anthropologists and social theorists, and has ercour—
aged an openness and co-operation in the task of writing about other people. Both
Bourgois and Hutchinson shared their notes and ideas and carly drafts of their writ-
ten material with the people that they were working with (see also Chapter 11 on
‘Writing and representing”). They debated and discussed them with their subjects.
This cannot hide the fact that they retained fina! editorial control. But the process-
es leading up to these products were different, and we would argue much improved,
from earlier work. Hlutchinson became known as a good conversationalist, and peo-
ple would seek her out in order to enjoy the pleasure of her company, Bourgois had
dealers coming up to him and asking to have their lives recorded arguing that they
were worth at least a chapter in his book. We have cach had similar experiences in
conducting ethnographic research in the context of illegal ‘raves’ and in ‘squatted’
premises in London (Sullivan, 2001), or being asked to visit and taik to herders and
farmers in conflict in Tanzania (Brockington, 2001).

On subjectivity and experience: phenomenological and
embodiment approaches

Subjective and experiential dimensions of research are receiving increasing empha-
sis in the social sciences. Fel aspects, bodily and psychologically, of what people do
increasingly are the concern of the researcher. Another aspect of this relates to the
bearing of the experiences of the researcher on the process of fieldwork, the inter—
pretations of research ‘findings’ and, as discussed above, the writing-up - the
metaphorical ‘setting in stone’ - of the work, Willis, for example, whe, as noted
above, summarised his methodology as ‘meeting people’, also provides a detailed
description of the psychological and ‘almost bodily’ tensions produced within him
as he wrote down and categorised descriptions of his encounters (1981: xxi). In
other words, the experience of research does not end with one’s exit from the field:
it overflows as the sensations produced by memories of place, people and events
conjured up in the process of constructing a written story fiom the feldnotes and
data brought home (see Chapter 11 for a discussion on returning home).

A highlighting of the role/s of subjective experience in research can be con-
sidered in part as a response to the sense that fele experience has tended to be wrir-
ten out of the views of reality legitimised by the European Enlightenment project
that took-off in the 1600s and 1700s. Building on classification and categorisation
as its conceptual cornerstone, Enlightenment thinking left behind a legacy of con-
ventional dualisms between mind and body, culture and nature, reason and emo-
tion, male and female, science and art, and so on (e.g. Merchant, 1980), Knowledge
and research built on these essential dichotomies, however, undermines the seam.-
lessness existing between these categories as often perceived by those framed as
‘Other’. This has been highlighted in feminist and post-structuralist writings {e.g.
Belenky et al., 1986; Fabian, 1983), building on ideas expressed in the theoretical
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ultitmate reason and rationality. In Jean-Paul Sartre’s existentialism, for example, attention
is drawn to the ways that people experience their existence and thereby make choices
based on their experiences (e.g. Sartre, 1969). For Heidegger, emphasis is placed on
human subjects as ‘Beings-in-the-world’ (or Dasein), thus breaking down the distinctions
between individual and context or place (e.g, Heidegger, 1962). Here we have the seeds
of'a phenomenology of being - a philosophical genre centred on the phenomena of the
perceived world as known only through one’s subjective experience of ‘it’,

More recently such thinking has been extended by the extraordinarily influential
social theorist Michel Foucault, in his multiple theses illustrating the ways in which sub-
jective experience and ‘the body’ also are politically and historically situated (Foucault,
1977:1990). By highlighting the nexus of power relationships that legitimate particular
knowledges in particular situations and times in history, Foucault paves the way for an
clucidation of the myriad and experientially-based knowledges of the multiple peoples
excluded fiom power. This clearly is relevant for research in Third World contexts, as
expounded by the Columbian author Arturo Escobar (1995; 1996).

Merleau-Ponty (1962) has extended a thinking through of the bodily grounds
and constraints of experienced phenomena. Thus ‘Being-in-the-world’ is firrther
‘concretised’ as embodied experience - such that ‘embodiment is an existential
condition in which the body is the subjective source or intersubjective ground of
experience’ (Csordas, 1999: 143). Given that we all have bodies and we all experi-
cnce felt, bodily sensations as well as mental reflections regarding these, ‘the body’
and ‘its’ sensations thus can become effective means for communication and inter-
pretation in research. Phenomenological and embodiment approaches to field-
based research and writing thus have much to offer in terms of validating ways of
knowing and experiencing the world that are not easily shoehorned into interview
surveys and quantitative analyses. As such they are becoming increasingly important
in the human sciences (e.g. Bender, 1998; Crouch, 2001; Ingold, 2000; Sullivan,
2001; Tilley, 1994; Weiss and Haber, 1999), Box 4.4 considers some methodological
implications of pursuing a phenomenological approach to research.

Qualitative nat quantitative?

There is a tendency to treat qualitative and quantitative methods as not really com-
patible. Smith for example writes that qualitative methods zre concerned with sub-
Jective understanding rather than seatistical description and analysis (1994: 491). But
statistical descriptions cover all manner of things. As Hammersley points out, it is
hard to get away from statistics (Hammersley, 1992), Any form of words meaning
‘more than’, "less than’, ‘frequently’ or ‘regularly’ and the like are quantitative claims.
Mainy could be put into numerical form. The difference, Hammersley argues, is in
the high degree of precision which statistical approaches use, not in the fact of deal-
ing with quantities. Conversely, however, statistical descriptions alone rarely take on
the systems of meaning which qualitative methodologies seek o uncover.
Qualitative methods could be seen to embrice auantiabive techmiaiee amed 11
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From the quantitative side, an error is 2 tendency to treat qualitative data as
somehow inferior or less ‘real’ than ‘hard’ statistical information. For example, we
have heard well-qualified seminar speakers apologise for offering ‘anecdotes not
data’, as if stories from the field were somehow less rigorous than other forms of
information. All stories have a context and we need carefully to interpret and record

them, as we will see below. But treated properly they are as strong, relevant and
interesting as data that are numerical or otherwise easily categorised
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Qualitative and quantitative methods are not mutually exclusive approaches to
learning, Both can be necessary depending on the question that is being asked, We
have both combined complex statistical analyses of data with detailed qualitative
interviews to learn more about the places and people we were studying, The latter
make for richer and ‘thicker’ descriptions of observed phenomena (Geertz, 1973).
Importantly, we need to choose the types of methods that are appropriate for col-
lecting data on the research questions we might be interested in and to know how
to combine different types of data into powerful and relevant analyses (Box 4.5).

Though it is important to combine these tools, it is rarely easy. Perhaps the hard-
est thing when doing fieldwork is how to manage one’s time. Collecting, cataloguing
and entering qualitative data is exhausting worl. Tape-recorded interviews need to be
transcribed (preferably) or summarised shortly after they are taken, Transcriptions
need to be annotated with the detail of body language and other impressions
significant for the interview. Historical records need to be interrogated, and
written records of meetings need to be discussed with those who were there. Each
encounter generates a string of leads to be followed up and checked. Collecting rig-
orons qualitative data is hard work. Equally, collecting quantitative data of house-
hold surveys or vegetation formations is also demanding. It can be repetitive and
boring. Tt is often pressured and rushed, especially if there is a large sample to be
completed in a set time, as with repeat-round surveys. The fixed agenda of collect-
ing given samples can make it hard to follow up leads and new developments as
they atise, In short, combining the two approaches is difficult. Qualitative data col-
lection does not offer a break to quantitative data collection; instead it offers new
demands. At the same time, rigorous quantitative work on meaningful samples is not
to be taken lightly. Added to these difficulties are the everyday problems of work-
ing in a second language, and in tropical climes where, as both of us have expert-
enced, a researcher may have to contend with z host of aggressive diseases - most
inconvenient for fieldwork schedules.®

Conclusion

We have argued that qualitative research is essential if’ we are to understand what
makes our world meaningful for people. It offers powerful techniques which can
reveal a great deal, and they can also be combined effectively with quanticative data.
As new techniques evolve, those conducting fieldwork are being presented with new
ways of doing research. We have also argued that the claims of publicly conducted
research, and the authority of ethnography need to be carefully considered. In writ-
ing up we need to be suitably but pragmatically wary of transforming and transmut-
ing rich multi-textured field experiences into the written word (see Chapter 11).
Qualitative research requires cognizance of the position and powers of the.
researcher and the politics of doing research. Critical consideration of this process
is an important element of any successful project, particularly given the inequalities
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of engagement that characteriscs qualitative research clearly thus is only as good as
the degrec of critical reflexivity pursued by the researcher. This inevitably means
treading a fine line between this and self-indulgent naval-gazing, If this line is trod
healthily however, it is both instructive and rewarding.

Methodology may just mean a series of meetings with people, but if
researchers are appropriately self-aware, and meetings arc characterised by good lis-
tening, and conversation, we will have much to learn about the world in which we
live. The basic requirement for good research, qualitative or quantitative, is that one
is fiiendly and engaging with people, and open to learning from what they tell you
and from what you observe and experience,
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Notes

1. Though not nearly as recent as Smith suggests when she states that they are ‘a product of
the advent of humanistic geography” (1994: 491). Participant observation is much older than
that, Anthropelogists, following the somewhat hypocritical urgings of Malinowski (Ruper,
1983), were among the first to set about formal {though often ill-defined) feldwork using a
variety of qualitative and quantitative techniques but deing so while all the time ‘immersed’
in the language and norms of their study site. This estzblished, in the British school at least,
participant observation as a central method i any attempt to find out about the wider world.
The Chicago Schaol of Sociclogy is also widcly, though perhaps erroneously, perceived to
have been responsible for promoting qualitative methads in the United States (Bulmer,1984).

2. The term ‘enthcogen’ - literally ‘becoming divine within’ - has been coined by entheob-
otanist Jonathan Ote {e.g. Ott, 1996) and others to refer to substances, normally derived from
plant material, that when consumed stimulate subjective mystical and religious experiences.

3.An extraordinary Hustration of this is Bourgois” book In Search of Respect {1995), an award-
winning and powerful bue disturbing insight into poverty and drug dealing in New York.

4, For some fascinating answers see Willis' book Leatning to Labour (1977), about how young
school leavers accept the lowest low-prospect jobs, or Scotts Weapons of the Weak (1985), about
how peasants in Malaysia resist exploitation by land owners and wealthier farmers,

5. Robert Chambers, PRA’ arch-protagonist, once told one of us (Dan) of a PRA activity
nndertaken among pastoral communities in Bast Africa which had involved a mapping exer-
cise. He spoke with praise of an excellent map produced by one yeuth in only four hours,
after which the research party had had to leave. But how legitimate can this single and rap-
idly produced representation of the lie of the land possibly be? It is good, if ‘results’ are need-
ed, that such material can be so quickly available, but a bigger question is why were only four
hours available for the research in the first place? Problems here relate to whose view is rep-
resented in such PRA ‘products’, the danger of fixing fluid categories in ewo-dimensional
representations of landscapes, and the ways in which land marked as claimed or unused in
one mapping exercise with one group of people might be contested by others whose views
might be occluded in the process (e.g. Hodgson and Schroeder, 2002; Peluso, 1995; Sullivan,
2002).

6. Practical difficuliies associated with data collection are discussed further in Chapters 5 and 7.




