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Introduction: Ethnography of
Organizations and Organizations
of Ethnography
Eric Hirsch and David N. Gellner

Ethnography

Social anthropology has some claim Lo have discovered ethnography as a method
(Stocking 1992), and to be the only discipline so far to have put it unequivocally
at the centre of its research activity. But can methods devised and refined in the early
days of anthropology for the study of non-industrial societies be as successful and
revealing in the Study of organizations in the industrial world? What are the problems
and what are the implications of using ethnography in such settings? And what are
seme of the solutions? It is with these questions that the present collection is concerned.

Ethnography is now a popular term. There is ethnography of the classroom
(Hammersley 1983), ethnography of television audiences (Morley 1988}, ethnography
of medical students (Sinclair 1997), and ethnography of the police (Young 1991).
But what exactly is it? Undeterred by the almost religious mystique with which
some anthropologists used to surround the term, we may say that ‘ethnography’

refers (1) fo'a SeFoF ActiVilics; & Way of d0iflg Fesearchi W

tHe product of ihiose activities: T IS e activily: which Somes fiest Thus the practice
of ethnographic fieldwork — fieldwork in which the researcher engages with the
people being studied, shares their life as far as possible, and converses with them
in their own terms (ideally in their own language, i.e. without an interpreter getting
in the way) — gives rise to an ethnography. This was conventionally a book, some-
times called an (ethnographic) monograph, that describes in detail the social life
of a particular place or institution. It is our impression that usage number (2) -
talk of ‘an ethnography’ — is confined to anthropological circles, whereas the other
usage — ethnography as participant observation, i.e. as qualitative field-research
method — is much more widely known, being current in sociology, psychology,
geography, and organizational studies.!

1. For an exceltent survey of the increasing impact of ethnographic method within organizational
studies, see Bate (1997). He distinguishes ethnography (1) as an activity from (2) ethnography as a kind
. of intellectual effort or paradigmm, and (3) ethnography as narrative style; or, more pithily: ethnography
as respectively doing, thinking, and writing. We tend to think that there is no one ethnographic style

- of thinking or writing, but rather different styles of thinking and writing based on ethnography.
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Introduction

The emergence of ethnography as a method in so many different disciplines in
recent years can hardly be put down simply to the influence of anthropology. More
important is the general intellectual history of the human sciences, which may
broadly be characlerized as a long march away from positivism: that is, away
from atiempting to model them upon, and justify them in terms derived from, the
natural sciences.? Thus, apart from any specific demand for doing ethnography,
there has been, quite independently in different disciplines, the discovery of ‘the

client’s point of view’, which may be seen as an aspect 6f gToWinp democratiZation:

or critique of established relations of power? This development in the human
sciences doubtless reflects a still broader cultural democratization. Bate (1997:
1162) quotes the BBC journalist, Michael Buerk, reflecting on his reports of the
first Ethiopian famine fifteen years earlier: today the victims would have to be
given the chance to speak for themselves, to put their own point of view.

Yet, despite (his evidence that many disciplines are beginning both to be
dissatisfied with the jejune results of positivist paradigms and to be aware that
careful ethnographic work is likely to bring far greater insight, there are reasons
lo believe that ethnography will always have an air of subversiveness about it.
Alongside the postulated general cultural movement towards deinocratization, there
is a countervailing trend towards control, measurement, and quantification of out-
puts. Any ‘method’ that insists it tacks a cut-and-dried technique, any discipline
that grants a central position to the voices of the ‘client’ and refuses to prejudge
what they might say, will always be suspect to powerful organizations.

One of the aims of this introduction is to consider the varicus ‘moments’
involved in conducting ethnography — the ethnographic process — particularly as
these are relevant to the study of organizations. As we intend to show, the practical
issues involved in such studies {e.g. access} cannot be divorced from important
questions of theory (e.g. how boundaries are constituted).

Organizations

Qrganizations are many and various, but they all have explicit rules, a divisicn of
labour, and aims that involve acting on or changing everyday life. Weber famously
posited his ideal type of bureaucracy as the most rational — that is, the most efficient
and dispassionate — form of organization, because of its high degree of special-

2. Anthropology, of course, also participated in this long march. Malinowski had justified his
ethnography in positivist terms, as did Radeliffe-Brown even more unequivocally. But the practice
of ethnography has servived and flourished, long after Malinowski’s positivist defence of it has
withered away (Stocking 1992: 240-1).

3. See Mayer and Timms (1970) for social work, Chambers (1983) for international development,
and Mitchell (1993) for psychotherapy.
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ization and its rule-governed behaviour. Sociologists ever since have delighted in
showing, with ethnographic attention to the everyday and the small-scale, how
participants in bureaucracies act to undermine efficiency, either by sticking blindly
to the rules, or by secretly undermining them and the chain of command. Weber's
ideal type may well have been flawed when laken as an account of how bureau-
cracies actually work, and he may well have been mistaken to imply that the more
bureaucratic an organization is, the more eificient it is{ Bul"Weber's"ide '
‘eaplured an tinportant insightynamely-the orgamzauonal asptrat:on 10 be: separate
“froifi the valuis ant inorhs oF ion: sbitreducratic; Sveryday:life: )Organi Zations:

based on r”ﬁlbs that“ﬁfe”féonscwusly setup- and sumelifies changedi Uhlik

Even the smallest organizations necessarily involve conscious monitoring and control
of the relationship between means and ends on a fairly regular basis. Such monitoring
and control implies a conscious disciplinary process whereby organizational leaders
adapt internal structures to their perception of external conditions {(Morgan 1990: 5). Mﬁ{l

Whereas organizations are ubiquitous in the modern world in the societies where 1(0'
anthropologists began to do ethnography there was plenty of social organization UP,
but few or no organizations. Indeed British social anthropology came to bel Nr"‘
identified with the demonstration of how predictable social life could be carried Of E
on without the specialized order-enforcement agencies (police, courts) familiar in
‘developed’ countries. In the ‘tribal’ world, social organization focused on the
household and on kinship. There was little that went beyond it, [ittle that aspired to
separate people from the realm of kinship: age sets, unions of shamans, occasional
messianic movements perhaps, but not much else; and even these did not usuvally
involve anything akin to a salaried personnel. In the modern world, by contrast,
organizations are everywhere, including those three that, even as the early ethno-
graphers worked, were already being introduced into the societies they studied:
the church, the school, and the hospital. : 5,{\, ™ 1

Given that anthropology began as the study of the non-modern in societies ,;.a
without organizations of the sort described, can it contribute anything to their study? "“ﬂ't
In fact social anthropologists in Britain have long carried out, or been connected li N 5 v
to, studies of industrial and other organizations, even though these studies have; h‘
rarely been acknowledged as part of the history of the discipline (Wright 1994). \r‘
The same has been true on the other side of the Atlantic: American anthropologist
were centrally involved, for instance, in the controversial Hawthorne Studies in
Chicago during the 1930s (Gillespie [991). This volume aims to show how anthrop
pologists in Britain today are bringing a distinctive ethnographic experlise to the
study of modern organizations (in many cases having first served an apprenticeship
doing a classic ‘village study’).
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As implied above, organizations, of whatever kind, usually have some sort of
governing ethos. Recent managerialism has tried to codify this ethos, to impose a
‘mission statement” which would encapsulate this ethos and ‘martial the troops’
by means of a single ‘culture’. This crude Durkheimianism has recently been
usefully contextualized and critiqued by. Wright (1998). In contrast to business
managers, anthropologists are inclined to look for evidence of different views and
divergent interests, even if these are based on shared assumptions about how things
should work out (Edwards 1994). Despite a shared governing ethos, many organ-
izations experience, at the same time, entrenched factional ‘warfare’ between
constituent parts (see Chapters Six, Seven, Ten below). Such factions often come
together and act as one when the institution as a whole faces opposition or scrutiny
{rom outside.

Organizations do not exist in a vacuum. They operate in a wider context which
both provides them with the aims they pursue and sets limits to the way they may
operate. This context may be recurrent government funding shortages in the
National Health Service or elsewhere (Chapters Four, Six, Seven), it may be the
capitalist market (Chapters One and Two), competition between laboratories and
individuals for results (Chapter Three), political competition for resources (Chapter
Ten), the need to be able to demonstrate ‘doing good’ through measurable indices
(Chapter Bight), or the spread of managerialism to government-funded agencies.
Rather than working inside an organization, the anthropologist sometimes
researches at the *interface’ between organizations and ‘the people’ (Chapters Five,

" Bight, Nine), a situation for which anthropological skills and awareness can be
argued to be particularly suited.

In his afterword John Van Maanen discusses some long-standing and recent
lines of inquiry in the ethnography of organizations. He not only suggests a way
of thinking about different ways of studying organizations, but also, in reviewing
much recent work by anthropologists or social scientists influenced by anthro-
pology, provides a valuable bibliographic survey of the field. Rather than attempt
to duplicate what Van Maanen has done so effectively, here we concentrate instead
on some of the key issues involved in the ethnographic study of organizations.
These practical issues and their theoretical implications have concerned the
contributors to this volume, as well as many of the authors discussed by Van
Maanen, '

Inside or Outside? Issues of Access

Conventional fieldwork in places such as Melanesia, Asia, Africa, or Latin America
often involves lengthy negotiations with state and local bureaucracies regarding
access to field sites, length of stay, and so on (Clifford 1997: 22-3; Law 1994).
These negotiations and the documents and persons involved are usually left out of

Introduction

ethnographies. But some anthropologists are now beginning to include descriptions
of this process of gaining access because it has come to be realized that the
behaviour of such organizations provides important insights into the way particular
places are locally conceptualized, bounded, and resourced. The organizations
studied here have many formal similarities to these ‘gatekeeper’ organizations in
non-Western contexts. And indeed similar issues of access arise: boundaries and
identities have to be negotiated, and the duration of stay and focus of research
have to be cleared, as several of the following chapters illustrate. For the ethnographer,
adaptability to the circumstances is essential, since, as Buchanan et al. (1988: 56)
remark, ‘negotiating access for the purposes of research is a game of chance, not
of skill’. '

Shared assumptions within organizations often mean that there are precise
expectations of the researcher who stays at length within it. Ouroussoff’s experience
of general indifference to her research providing she fulfilled the duties of her job
{Chapter Two) may be untypical. Large organizations ofien have experience of
management consultants. This may mean that the anthropologist is regarded as a
potential enemy by staff, who assume that he or she is a management consultant
whose report will recommend redundancies (Chapter Four); everyone expecis a
report with art executive summary listing bullet points for action. That there should
be such a report is in some versions of ‘applied’ anthropology the whole point
{Chapters Eight and Ten).

Particular individuals may refuse access; but the planners, whom Abram
(Chapter Nine) expected to be hostile, surprised her with their openness. Certain
categories of individual, as has often been deseribed in the sociology of marginal
groups and as Parker (Chapter Seven) vividly illustrates, simply do not wish to be
studied. Some organizations, such as research laboratories (Chapter Three), have
an established procedure for integrating interested outsiders, but once the outsider
appears to take on ‘insider’ status, problems of appropriate categorization become
apparent. The longer the researcher hangs around, the more he or she participates,
the harder it is to assimilate him or her to the conventional model of a researcher
armed with clipboard and questionnaire. People who were comfortable at first may
start to worry about the researcher as the research goes on.

Access is therefore not something to be negotiated once and then forgotten
about (as the apparatus of ethics committees confronting medical researchers might
suggest). It is, on the contrary, something that has to be both scrutinized for (he
way it transforms the research and continuously negotiated throughout the time
of fieldwork. It is inconceivable, for example, that in-depth open-ended interviews
could be conducted without the researcher explaining what he or she is about and
gaining the interviewee’s consent and cooperation. It is the impossibility of inter-
viewing without consent which is — quite apart from ethical considerations ~ the
main objection o covert ethnography (Sanjek 1983). It may be, however, that
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despite the ethnographer’s attempts to explain him- or herself, he or she continues
to be slotted into the easily understood category of student, a role sufficiently
close to the researcher’s that it can conveniently be accepted (Chapter Nine); in
many cases, of course, researchers actually are students.

It is widely agreed that successfully conveying a sense of ‘being there’ to the
reader is a mark of good ethnography. But what does ‘being there’ mean or entail?
In discussion, Malcolm Chapman made the point that no one (no authority) can
stop you renting a flat in a French village, whereas there are numerous barriers to
gaining access 10 a business, for example. And yet, the mere fact of residing in the
village does not mean that people will let you inlo their homes or their lives.
Particular thresholds or boundaries need to be transcended. What are these? They
are certainly spatial (e.g. being “let in’) and temporal (e.g. people allowing one to
be a part of their activities}. {The nost s;gmf'cant perhaps, i§"that one:has-gained
i W‘_,Nl e mto Tiew’ the*
‘ 8 pe ople”themselifés What
"is this context what aré iis boundanes,‘how are these determined and how are
« these connected (o the local understanding thereby attained? They are certainly
spatial and lemporal, but this lived experience of space and time is structured as
such through particular concepts, ideas, statements, and the way these are realized
in particular social relations. These are the connections at the basis of ethnography

~sone msnght or under

{1and upon which ethnographies (whether the brief case studies found here or the
} jexpanded examples developed in monographs) are constructed: they “speak to the

h truth of how things relate to one another’ (Strathern n.d.: 9).
Specifying Ethnography

What are the differences between doing ethnography and doing interviews? Both
can result in the creation of ‘an ethnography’, so students are understandably
perplexed and wanl to know how they can tell that they are really *doing
ethnography’. Is only sustained participant cbservation in an organization for at
least one year necessary before research can be called ethnography? This is a
question which goes right to the heart of current debates between anthropology
and fields such as cultural studies that also advocate ethnographic research.

. Chapters One and Two, both conducted in business organizations, take up
dllTerent positions on this issue; and the issue recurs elsewhere in the volume.
Chapman (Chapter One), while recognizing participant observation as the ideal,
believes Lhat repeated interviewing can achieve ethnographic depth. Ouroussoff
(Chapler Two) argues that research based on interviews can only result in
ethnography if it is unusually sensitive (e.g. Le Witta 1994). Others suggest that

4. Geertz (1988), Miller (1997: 16; ¢f. Chapter Four below), Bate (1997: 1163).
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the relationship between ethnography and interviews is more of a continuum
(Chapler Three).

Where anthropologists cooperate with economists to conduct research in
manufacturing businesses, even such minimaily qualitative procedures as semi-
structured interviews are perceived as radical (Chapter One), Is it then a question
of what one is trying to achieve in the research which dictates whether ‘immersion’
or more scheduled encounters are appropriate? Furthermore, should the ethno-
grapher pursue his or her enquiries into what happens ‘after hours’, outside of
work, and how this is connected with life inside the organization? There are
certainly advantages to so doing, but only a few of the contributors (o this volume
were able to achieve this. The ethical questions that arise from doing ethnography
are not the main focus of this book, but they cannot be avoided. We include an
evocalive personal account of practical and ethical problems which the ethnographer
trying to combine observation and participation may face —dilemmas that became
especially acute in this case because the ethnographer routinely found himseif in
life and death situations (Chapter Eleven).

Perhaps the key to doing ethnography, whether based on a long-term stay or
interviews, is the achievement of an empathetic of understanding similar to the

- therapeutic situation (cf. Chapter Six). This still leaves unanswered the question
of the distinctive nature of an ethnography (¢f. Thornton 1988, Strathern 1991). Tt
lies, we argue, in its commitment to methodological holism — that is, to accepting
that in principle anything in the research context can be relevant and could
potentially be taken into account — while simultanecusly recognizing that descriptive
holism — the assumption that all social contexts are tightly interconnected social
wholes (cf. Clifford 1988: 104) — is in most cases misleading. Indeed some have
argued that descriptive holism is ideologicaily loaded and especially inappropriate
in the light of today’s increasingly ‘multi-sited’ contexts of ethnography (Marcus
1995), The consequence for the researcher is clear: he or she needs to adopt a
curious kind of cross-eyed vision, one eye roving ceaselessly around the general
context, any part of which may suddenly reveal itself to be relevant, the other eye
focusmg ughﬂy, even obsessively, on the research topic. [This is whatMiller (1997: /

It | §i hfee) Eallsy

i Sntextualized’

kiindlerstatiding.of Whatever Atis: thél:one LSTSUpposed'to belteseardhiiiig:

Finding a Focus

Ethnographic research conventionally takes shape around an inilial plan or proposal
of research, sometimes based on preliminary knowledge of the fieldwork site(s).
However, there is often a disjunction between such intended research and what
happens in practice. Regardless of the extent to which a plan is adhered to, how
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does one set about establishing an appropriate focus? The potential data are infinite;
one cannot befriend, or even interview, everyone (unless the organization studied
is extremely small); so where should one direct one’s attention? This can be an
extreme problem (Chapter Ten) but in most cases the people themselves within
the organization — those with whom one is having day-to-day contacts and/or
interviewing — will suggest the most appropriate focus. To be in a position to
appreciale this, one needs to be open-minded and attentive, prepared to engage
with ‘native’ categories and representations. Each organization will have its own
preoccupations whether they be objects and visitors (Chapter Four), managing
disturbed children (Chapter Six), or sexuality and suffering (Chapter Seven). This
is why the ethnographer has to spend time being open to the concerns of the people
studied, to spend time not being directive. It often then turns cut that a small set of
key concepts provide the crucial insights needed to gain an ‘ethnographic’
understanding of the organizalion (e.g. Simpson’s discussion of the metaphors
used by divorcing couples in Chapter Five). Such key concepts appear to ‘hold
things together” or Lo define the terrain that is being contested.

Focus is achieved with effort and empathy. Recorded information/data and one’s
 recollected perceptions provide the critical, interactive setting where ‘themes’ are
enabled (o emerge out of a particular focus fIii $T6r;l “'ifs_"s‘e‘ﬁfﬁhlﬁ for " @pattern
{Botli if'thie dat eptions diid by fifiplication i How (e paopie stddled preseﬂt
iorder and syslétiatize their 1ives;:Although ethnographers try to be systematic in
some respect or other (surveying all households in a locality, or interviewing all
the nurses on a ward, for example), this has less importance than the methodological
holism mentioned above. To know every nook and cranny of a place is neither
conceivable (even Malinowski was not able to produce a synthetic porirait of the
Trobriands) nor, fortunately, necessary.fT0 SUBEEEtHiF IS to Highlight A important]
(SR and ¢ ﬁn‘”déi"s[éﬁtlmg"that‘lhe foousdetived” from
lthose with: whiain you ‘have: eRteredrintoTeldtions is a foeug ey in il 58
“rder theii Tives arid relalions within (§ay) this particilar vrganizatioial confextf

It is clear, as many have argued, that a degree of reflexivity is essential for the
ethnographer. The researcher has to be clear about his or her objectives and the
limitations he or she is working under. Qtherwise it will appear, as every practising
anthropologist has surely felt, that one has failed to gather ‘enough data’; at the
same time one is faced by ‘too much data’ and the problem of how to “write it up’.
These paradoxes and frustrations are doubtless avoided by followers of more formal
methodologies.

Doing Ethnography

It is part of the poinl of ethno h t there will never be, and canngt be, total
q agreement over what is the best wa o ab uu_t;Eut this does not mean that
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nothing can be said. For the sake of argument we can start from the position of
Bate (1997) and expand. Bate suggests that good ethnography

conveys the sense of ‘being Lhere’ (discussed above);

produces details and conclusions that are unexpected (we would add that this

is the payoff for the — to some people — frightening prospect of research with

pen-ended questions);

3. teflects the polyphony — the multiple voices — of the real world;

ffers a model or theory: it is not just for entertainment. ‘0
67(37&4,01 ooy GRS

f TI'1E§"Iﬁ§t‘ fé”zitijfé;"bi' sornething like‘ it‘”is‘ﬁéé"ésis’zif‘ji“’t’d‘di§Liﬁguis‘h‘ﬁﬁth‘ropolbgy>

lhan many anlhropolounsts do the sense of being there: but whose sense of being
there? The very best travel writing — one thinks of V.5. Naipaul's India: A Million
Mutinies Now — conveys a vivid sense of place and of the very many people whom
the author met and spoke to. It might be accepted as a kind of ethnography since
it is so evidently (at least overtly) about Indians and not about the author himself.
However, it is less than wholly candid about how the material was collected, and
it does not really offer a ‘mode!’ or theory.
To Bate’s list one might add that good ethnography displays at least some of
the following virtues, Tt

5. contextualizes its findings (the methodological holism discussed above);

6. pays altention to questions of power and inequality, by examining the ways
in which some participants’ voices and models prevail over others’ (Chapters
Eight and Nine);

7. emphasizes both what people say and what they do, and [ooks for connections
and disconnections between the two (Miller's commitment to treating people
as material agents: see Chapter Four);

8./ does not restrict itself to *front-stage performances’, but pays equal altention

/ to what people do and say when they are ‘off duty’ and not being watched
(Chapters Eight, Eleven);
@ locks closely at how language is used (see especially Chapters Three, Four,

Five, Nine);
is reflexively aware of the ethnographer’s ambiguous position: empathetically
trying to get at the points of view of numerous people — specialist and lay, old
and young, male and female, powerfui and relatively powerless — and at the
same time attempting to put these together inlo some kind of overall pattern;
11. does not simply seek confirmation of what is already known (i.e. does not
selectively pick ethnographic illustrations for a position already worked out),
but always presents the malerial in sufficient richness that it can be worked

j‘\l\

e
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over by someone else with different interests and different theoretical
dispositions; in other words, the writer attempts to make a contribution to}
‘the ethnographic record’ as ‘the central shared heritage of anthropology”
(Kuper 1994: 117).

Putting it Down and Writing it Up

There are several problems confronting ethnographer of organizations which the
more traditional anthropologist may not have had to face. In the first place, in
order to carry out the research he or she may be employed in the organization and
therefore have to write reporls and carry out tasks like any member of the
organization. Mascarenhas-Keyes (Chapter Ten) argues that the researcher should
adapt the way in which conclusions are presented to the style and ethos of the
organization in question, to ensure that they have maximum chance of being taken
up. Mosse, on the other hand (Chapter Eight), suggests that there is an irresolvable
tension between studying inside an organization, and therefore accepting its aims
and agenda, and critically studying the organization itself. Anthropologists working
for organizations may find that their notes on the organization become a kind of
covert research which it is hard to publish. Inevitably, different ways of writing,
perhaps even different ways of interpreting material, are appropriate for different
audiences: these are likely to include the organization itself and academics, as
well as various kinds of more popular readership.

Put what should be done when these audiences merge into each other? As
Chapman remarked in his oral presentation, Godfrey Lienhardt did not have to
worry when writing Divinity and Experience that the Dinka themselves would
read and assess it (though by the time he died many Dinka had indeed come to
Britain and of these many must have read it). The researcher on organizations
today knows that any ethnography that is recognizable will immediately be read
by the people it is about, and every word must be weighed in consequence. As
Macdonald describes {Chapter Four), the kind of publication thought appropriate
by those studied may be of a very limited and esoteric kind, so that if the researcher
publishes a more accessible description of the field site, it may be met by anger or
outrage. These are tangled ethical and pragmatic issues, which have to be faced
by the anthropologist studying organizations. Those studying more remote peoples
may once have been saved from having to confront them, but this is rarely so
today. Even the Ik have begun to protest at the way Colin Turnbull depicted them
in The Mountain People (Turnbull 1972; Heine 1985}

In this book, the various chapters are ‘finished products’ and little space is
devoted to the question of why the text was written up in one way rather than
another (Van Maanen 1988, 1995). They are the outcomes of a series of strategic
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decisions about how best to describe and interpret the categories and lived
experience of those with whom the authors had the privilege of being engaged, in
either short-term or long-term relations. These strategies are in part dictated by
the established literature and in part by the particular theme or set of themes found
significant for presentation; literary lechniques for presenting an interesting
narrative and argument cannot, of course, be ignored. Intrinsic to this is the issue
of closure: all understandings are partial but once this is recognized it is then
appropriate to write as if one has achieved a relatively complete understanding of
the themes and materials 10 hand. These may be superseded by subsequent research,
but for the particular moment of description and interpretation, it is useful to
imagine one has captured the (partial) truths. In short, although a textual entity
_has been created, one has, more importantly, produced an approximate representation
‘of the way people present and live their lives.

Conclusion: Issues of Symmetry and Complexity

Latour (1993) advocates a ‘symmetrical anthropology’: this refers to the idea that
all institutions and organizations should be studied in exactly the same way, on
the basis of the same assumptions. A high-tech scientific laboratory can and should
Be studied exactly as is a tiny island community: each, he argues, is a particular
configuration or network of actors, where the actors can be humans as much as
artefacts, lines on paper, or any other created object. Latour claims that what dis-
tihguishes such networks is not their difference in kind (science vs non-science)
biit their relative size or scale and stability. In short, particular actor-networks have
the capacity to achieve greater length and durability, but the difference is merely
qitantitative. For Latour scientific institutions are qualitatively no different from
other institutions.

Latour’s argument is both sophisticated and seductive. In many respects its
.ébread among social science disciplines parallels the spread of ethnography as
a form of research technique and written text. His book Laboratory Life, co-
authored with Steve Woolgar, was a key text that marked the beginning of eth-
hography in the post-Kuhnian revision of the study of science. However, as
Strathern (1996) has pointed out in her discussion of Latour and actor-network
theory more generally, there are important qualitative differences between networks
in the way they are ‘cut’ or bounded. This, in turn, has to do with the socio-historical
édmergence and continuity of particular conceptual regimes which are simuitaneously
régiines for ordering the world. Strathern’s particular examble is *ownership’ and
‘property” and the way it places limits or ‘cuts’ the networks, for example, in
scientific discoveries and their patents. This she compares to forms of ‘cutling
networks' in Melanesian mortuary rituals which are not predicated on Western
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ownership/property notions. At one level, these networks may appear to be
‘symmetrical’: Melanesian ‘stopping of flow’ and patent claims on discoveries or
inventions in the West: But once the details of concepis and action on the ground,
so to speak, are brought carefully under scrutiny we see important differences
that cannot be glossed over. This is as true for the institutions and organizations
themselves as it is for the way they come to be represented in ethnography.

There is more than symmeiry at stake here: there is also the fact, attested above,
that organizations have a view of themselves, both for internal and for external
consumption. This means that organizations are not just the sum of their participants’
interactions: organizations acquire a life and a momentum independent of the
people who make them up. Much organizational time and effort goes into
controlling and disciplining those on the inside. These controls can be both subtle
and complex (as Macdonald’s Chapter Four illustrates). Whether this complexity
should be taken to encompass different and incommensurable aims and attainments,
or whether, on the other hand, there should be some uniform method for assessing
different organizations, some single way — suitably adjusted for different types of
organization — of judging their output and assessing whether they produce ‘value
for money' is one of the crucial issues in Lhe field (Strathern n.d.).

Wilh the exception of Mosse’s Chapter Eight, all the chapters deal with organ-
izations within the Buro-American context (and even the ‘aid’ organizalions are
Western-based). In a rough and ready fashion it is possible to separate the various
case studies of this book into three broad categories or types: (1) those concerned
with ‘science’, where the aim is (o produce replicable results (Chapter Three; cf
Rabinow 1996); (2) those concerned with business, which is oriented to the market
and making a profit (see Chapters One and Two}; (3) those concerned with agencies
of the state, including the provision of welfare, where the aim is to embody and
fulfil the wider values of the society (most of the other chapters).

However, the moment such a division is made, qualifications have to be noted.
In the case of science, the laboratory is driven to produce results, but the funding
and/or output is often market-driven and so we immediately see the influences of
business/capitalism. In the case of the firm a not dissimilar problem emerges. For
businesses, the explicit objective is profit or market penetration, but if the firm
rides roughshod over the welfare of its staff and/or its consumers then it may soon
see profits fall. Finally, state and welfare organizations are increasingly being
judged as much by their market efficiency as by their ‘care’, and ‘care’ itself is
increasingly measured in terms derived from the market. In short, within one
organizalion we can perceive the contours of other, separate but also partially:
connected, kinds of organization.

When does the partially connected nature of organizations described here
becoms relevant to the non-Western contexts conventionally studied by anthro-
pologists? Perhaps this has always been the case but the Malinowskian tradition
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‘blocked out’ the organizational features of colonialism and missions.” The
ethnography of organizations may have been ignored by anthropologists in the
past because it appeared (o capture only a part of people’s lives, instead of the
“full’ view supposedly attained in a village setling. Furthermore, studying organ-
izalions has always seemed the preserve of other specialists: sociologists, economists,
historians. Chapman (Chapter One) records his worry that, when doing fieldwork
in Brittany, he should perhaps have been studying the local factory and hospital,
rather than the more anthropologically conventional, but locally marginal, topics
of ethnic identity and fishing.

It is our belief that the same methods can be used for village-level, organizational,
and multi-sited ethnography. The chapters below show in a variety of different
contexts how this is done, what specific problems arise, how they are addressed,
and what the implications are of particular responses to these problems. Whether
the results of that ethnography are to be seen as demaonstrating similarities between
small-scale societies and the modern West, or, by contrast, as showing fundamental
differences, is in the end a matter of philosophical standpoint and interpretation,
depending also on the level and the framework within which the interpretation
takes place. What this collection demonstrates, we hope, is that the anthropologists
now at work in organizations have a distinctive and valuable set of perspectives to
offer, not just on “tribes’ or villages, blt on the modern world of organizations as
well.
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organization from other kinds of studies is its goal: to extend our perception of
cultural difference. From a cross-cultural perspective, the rationalist framework
constitutes local native theory and forms a part of the object of study. As Sahlins
says, rationality is how we explain ourselves to ourselves: it is our rationalization.
Developing a cultural perspective on political economy involves understanding
the relation between this rationalization (our theory of ourselves) and our practice.
Failure to explore this relation, far from extending our perception of cultural
difference, will only succeed in further reifying an ethnocentric idée fixe.

The aim of this chapter is to examine the question of organizational rationality
through the prism of anthropological theory. It contrasts the relations between
sexual liaisons and corporate ethos in two organizations. While in one of them
symbolic sexuality is unconsciously tied by managers (o the driving logic of
corporate success, managers in the other make no such link. I deliberately chose
this comparison to give ethnographic prominence to the profound cultural
differences that can be found to exist between organizations within British political
economy.

The ethnography focuses on the organizations’ Head Offices, both located in
the southeast of England within 200 miles of one ancther. Bion International is a
highly successful multinational manufacturing corporation, itself forming part of
a much larger corporate enterprise, BDC, which holds 55 per cent of its shares.
C&R is a non-profit-making service crganization. Although managers in both come
from all over the British Isles, they share a similar social background in that they
are the first generation in their family 10 have been educated to ‘A’-level and/or
university and consider their entrance into the managerial class as a significant
achievement.

Bion International’

During my initial fieldwork in Bion I attributed no great significance to sexual
liaisons between managers and their secretaries, regarding their affairs as external
to corporate concerns. It was only later, while carrying out fieldwork in C&R
where a radically different attitude towards sexual liaisons prevailed, that I began
lo re-evaluate their significance in Bion. In this chapter I have decided to follow
the logic of this re-evaluation lo emphasize the remoteness of the link between
libidinal desire and economic performance from formal articulations of corporate
exigencies and to bring attention to the role of comparisen in forcing the appearance
of this link.

Bion International, a manufacturing corporation, produces a product with a
high international public prefile. Unlike a society, a corporation has an explicit

7. All names, both of companies and of individuals, are pseudonyms.

—~38 ~

What is an Ethnographic Study?

goal. The accumulation of profit is a legal obligation and directors are bound to
act in accordance with it (Companies Act 1948). Incorporated in 1949, in terms of
both profit and market share, Bion has grown from strength to strength. Managers
and directors are proud to be a part of what is regarded as a highly dynamic and
successful enterprise. In 1979-80, when I carried out the original fieldwork, the
Company employed 7,000 people in the UK®

 An atmosphere of urgency pervades Bion’s Head Office where eight Directors
and 320 managers are responsible for co-ordinating preduction and distribution
between five factories. The managers’ orientation is towards the future of the
company, a future which depends on their capacity to overcome the problems
with which they are confronted daily. On the first of the two occasions on which
the Financial Director agreed to let me accompany him through his working day I
arrived, as he had requested, at 7 a.m. to find him already at work, As early as 6
a.m. the Chief Executive and other senior managers can be found in their offices
preparing for the day ahead.

Even at this time in the morning the Financial Director was under considerable
strain. As the day progressed it became apparent that the pressing issue was whether
a new overseas advertising campaign would bring a return on capital recently
invested. A significant cash investment had been made and he had arrived at work
already aware that there was some doubt as to whether initial expectations would
be met. By the lime his secretary came into his office at 9 a.m., he had a list of
tasks for her to carry out. With a constrained ‘Good morning’, he handed it to her
and brusquely (though not rudely) asked her for a cup of coffee.

When she returned, he told her, this time with less courtesy, to set up an urgent
meeting with the Overseas Sales Director. She seemed to take his manner entirely
in her stride. Speaking on the telephone wilh the Sales Director, his tone was
abrasive as he listed the figures he needed for his meeting with the Chief Executive
in two hours’ time, His day continued at the same pace and with the same level of
underlying impatience. He left his office at 7 p.m., but whether he was able to
leave his work is another matter,

Although every day is not equally arduous, the ability to keep pace and
accomplish tasks under pressure is an important theme in the working life of
managers. Production must keep up with expanding demand, and market share
sustained or improved. The ability to move through the day with speed and
deliberation, maintaining the offensive, being seen to be in control of events, are
all aspects of a temperament considered to be essential to the advancement of
Bion’s interests.

8. 1 was a participant observer between November 1979 and January 1980 (retuening in 1981 as
an outside researcher). [ made return visits 1o Head Office in 1988 and 1994 and to the principal
manufacturing location in 1999,
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From the standpoint of Bion's Head Office, the key to corporate viability lies
in selecting managers whose character traits ensure that skills and experience will
be properly harnessed to corporate objectives. The competent Bion manager is
described as independent and tough-minded, a man of character, who is not afraid
of taking tough action.

These attributes shape and guide a manager’s general demeanour, making him
easy 10 recognize. Selecting the right kind of manager for Bion is considered to
be a fairly straightforward process. Managers scorn the use of personality tests
and other ‘seientific’ procedures designed to improve the quality of new recruits.
Their confidence is well placed: they are very successful in selecting men who
share their orientation to reality.

An important feature of this orientation is the idea that only men can be
responsible for corporate success or failure. The capacity to manage is seen as an
exclusively male attribute, though not all men possess it. The ninety-four women
who work in Head Office as secrelaries occupy the more static administrative
sphere. Both managers and secretaries regard secretarial work as peripheral to the
central purpose of the company.?

By contrast, the most dynamic and challenging work takes place in the
manufacturing division, which also carries the highest prestige. Managers and
Directors in Bion’s eight divisions agree that without the product, there is nothing
to sell and therefore no profit to be made. In terms of routine pressures the biggest
threat to profit is a decline in productivity. Although far removed from the
manufacturing locations, Head Office buzzes with news of events affecting
production. Managers are well aware of the personalities in charge of each of the
five factory locations, and a great deal of energy is spent on comparing their
distinctive approaches to ‘controlling production’ (their term).

The capacity to control is, in the context of day-to-day management, the most
important trait of the tough manager. A critical issue facing the Company at the
time of study was the need to cut unit costs in its largest manufacturing location,
The factory manager’s brief was to improve capital equipment and to maintain
costs (including wages) while not lowering output. Success would depend on the
1,360 shop-floor workers accepting the new techniques, Since the company’s
inception, Head Office and factory managers have held the conviction that male
workers in the manufacturing department (as contrasted with men in processing
or women in packing) overvalue theijr contribution to the production process and
are prone to lowering output when working conditions do not suit them. From the

9. This less essential role is also reflected in the fact that their skills are more easily replaceable
and less expensive to purchase. (Literally unseen by managers are 104 Head Office clerical workers.
There is, unforiunately, no space here to describe the considerable implications for gender and class
relations,)
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managers’ standpoint, the male workers in the five manufacturing departments
have proved the grealest threat to productivity.!®

Reflecting the perceived volatility of production, the Director of manufacture
is informed on a weekly basis of factories” productivity levels and divisional
executives are quick to visit a factory manager if productivity falls below target.
During declines in productivity tensions can run very high (tough managers can
be temporarily defeated) but these are nevertheless routine problems, and precisely
the reason why tough managers are necessary. Despite the high tension managers
also know that the overall pattern of action tends towards the creation of profit,

Although the association between managers’ positive masculine traits and the
capacity to meet corporate aims is not formally acknowledged as such, it is
indirectly expressed in spontaneous discourse. Weak managers are ridiculed for
their failure to act, their failure of nerve, and their generally pathetic attempts at
control. Regardless of the nature of his experience or the quality of his skills, a
weak manager constitutes an economic deficit. His dithering and indecisiveness
will mean, for example, that the energies of his subordinates will not be properly
directed. Weakness denotes dependency, a susceptibility to being manipulated
(particularly by subordinates), and the need to refer to colleagues or superiors for
advice. Thus, weak managers involuntarily undermine corporate interests by
deflecting substantial amounts of energy from the corporate goal.

The contrasting image of the weak manager highlights the most significant
positive masculine trait through which corporate interests are served: the capacity
to behave independently. This capacity is seen as intrinsic to the person, summed
up in the Director of Sales’ quip, ‘You either have it or you don't.’ There are no
training courses designed to instil independence in the weak manager. Needless
to say, weak managers are not contenders in the hierarchical bids for promotion.!!

10. The scope these workers have for lowering output is considerable. The process of production
is continuous: an interruption caused by, for example, a momentary lack of vigilance by a single
worker can, in an instant, lead to thousands of pounds in lost revenue. The line between intentional
and unintentional lapses in vigilance is difficult 1o draw and senior managers — though not always
line managers — are predisposed to assume intention. There is unfortunately no room here to explore
the basis of this conviction. However, changes in legislation have not affected the fundamental
dynamics on the shop floor or managers’ perception of the machine operators. Changeés in Iabour
law and the reduction of workers' rights (Employment Acts, 1980, 1982, 1988, 1990, and 1993; see
Hendy 1993), while increasing managers™ control over production, have simultancously led to an
increase in underlying tension between managers and workers in Bion and the issue of control is as
pressing as before, The difference is that now workers are less able either to voice their disagreements
or act on them collectively .

I1. The few managers deemed to be incompetent are explained in terms of external pressures
such as constraints in the labour market. A position may need to be filled for which there may only
be candidates without relevant skills and experience. A weak manager may then be brought in as a
temporary substitute.
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Although not all managers aim for the top job, promotion to the Board of Bion
is considered the pinnacle of a manager’s career, the point at which his abilities
become acknowledged within Bion and the industry as a whole. As a manager is
promoted his reputation for autonomy is consolidated. Expensive cars, larger
offices, and bigger salaries are emblemaltic of his increased value to the company.
Unlike some other companies, particularly in the financial sector, where moving
on to another company can be seen as an achievement, in Bion leaving the company,
even for a higher salary, is regarded as an admission of defeat,

The board of the holding company lies outside managers’ aspirations. BDC is
composed of men who inhabil a social sphere far removed from those who direct
Bion. The chairman of Bicn, John Holmes, is the only chairman of a subsidiary to
sit on the board of BDC. This is a consequence of Bion’s position in the group as
a whole and does not reflect his social standing.'? Although only one of forty-five
businesses in the BDC portfolio and not the largest or the most profitable, Bion is
the most important manufacturing business in that, unlike BDC’s other acquisitions,
it is the only company Lo manufacture a product with a high public profile. A
positive public image is considered by BDC Lo be vital to the stability of shareholder
value.!?

The relatively ciosed, comprehensively male domain of Bion is supported and
complemented by the presence of women. Relative (o the contribution men make
in meeting the demands of production and distribution, women have less dynamic
significance; but their dependence on men is, nevertheless, deeply significant
insofar as it naturalizes male autonomy. Both officially and in practice, secretaries
depend for their status on their associalion with their boss’s autonomy. By
promoting her boss’s interests and carrying out her tasks effectively, she adds to
her manager's and therefore to corporate strength.'* The dependence of women
complements the positive predisposition of men to behave autonomously. Despite

12, BDC's twelve directors include a number of titled persons who, with the exception of John
Holmes, also sit on the board of at least seven other companles (one is on the board of thirty-five
companies), Holmes holds no other directorships, nor does he have an office in BDC's Lordon Head
Office. In terms of social background he stands well apart, not having attended public school, nor
belonging to a gentleman's club; nor is he listed in either Who's Wiho or Iunternational Whe's Wi, as
the majerity of BDC directors are,

13. Reflecting recent structurat changes in the global economy, in the mid-1990s BDC was bought
by an American mega-national corporation. (For an analysis of these changes see Luttwak, 1999}
The internal structure of BDC, however, remains unchanged and Lord H*#*** still presides as chairman.

14, This is not an expression of passive accommodation. Secretaries actively identify with their
bosses’ power and autonomy, compeling with each other to promote their own bosses® interests,
Somewhere in The Second Sex Simone de Beauvoir makes the elementary but sometimes forgotien
point that if women did not internalize male values there would be no need for a feminist movement,
Unfortunately there is no room here to include ethnographic material showing how the dominant
male perspective is expressed through the secretaries’ competitive behaviour.
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their peripheral status and the manner in which managers characteristically relate
to them, ‘secretary’ is a positive term.

The positive evaluation of women’s dependence extends outward towards wives
and their children. There is an unwritten rule in Bion that managers should be
married by age 30, and the majority are. There is a close consensus that traditional
marriages are to be preferred, in that managers earn enough so that their wives do
not have to work and should therefore be able to enjoy what is regarded as a far
less arduous life of domestic responsibility.

Gender provides a separation between positive and negative expressions of
dependency. The deeply pejorative ‘weak’ cannot apply to women, for whom
dependence is appropriate, The positively valued dependent woman symbolically
highlights the defective nature of the dependent man. In a man, dependence denotes
emasculation, powerlessness, an inherent inability to live up to the male ideal.

Changes in legislation (e.g. the Sex Discrimination Act, 1975) and the appointment
of female managers have had little effect on gender formulations. Because women
are predisposed to dependence, any initiatives taken by a female ‘manager’ are
assumed to stem from the manager to whom she reports. The four women appointed
into management grades so as to avoid public scrutiny and possible litigation are
managers in name only. In practice, female managers are thought of as secretaries. !

What is striking about these shared corceptions of proper manhood and
womanhood is the way they serve to rationalize both the sexual division of labour
and the pursuit of corporate aims. In realizing corporate objectives, managers and
secretaries simultaneously realize what they take to be their own natural potential.

This being the case, one might imagine that once a tough manager is recruiled
his competence would be taken for granted, opening the way for closer assessment
of each manager’s relative contribution to corporate success, The event described
below illustrates, however, that far from being taken for granted, the ability to
demonstrate toughness is essential to a manager’s credibility. Following a slowdown
in preduction in one of the factories in Nerthern Ireland, Martin, a head-office
executive in the Manufacturing division who had been with the company for fifieen
years, flew to Belfast to inform the workers that failure to reach production targets
could lead to the factory’s closure. Arriving unannounced, he went straight onto
the shop floor and, according to his own account, finding the workers he ‘knew’
to be responsible for the slowdown, told them that should they continue to hold
up production they would be responsible for the loss of over a thousand jobs. His
reasoning, presumably, was that his authority as a head-office executive and the
fact that he was one of the men who would be involved in the decision to close a

15. It has proved difficult to find slatistics showing the ratio of female/male managers in
manufacturing; I suspect they have remained relatively static compared with those for other sectors

of the economy.
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factory would lend weight to his threat. Having said his piece, he went to see the
factory manager. His intrusion into factory affairs provoked a row. The factory
manager was furious that Martin had undermined his authority and that of his
thirty-six factory managers.

Head-Office colleagues spoke about this event with evident admiration for
Martin, The story was widely commented upon and elaborated, and the factory
manager became the butt of a number of jokes. However, the factory manager’s
loss of esteem was temporary. He was known to be a tough manager in charge of
a very difficult situation, which for the most part colleagues felt he handled well.
The row was seen principally as being an altercation between two men of the
same calibre. The next round could well go to the factory manager.

From the perspective of head-office managers, the significant details of Martin’s
visit were that he took the decision to go to Northern Ireland on the spur of the
moment without consulting his superiors, that he walked onto the shop floor
unannounced, and, finally, that he gave the workers a piece of his mind. They did
not discuss the consequences of his actions with regard to production levels or
workers’ relations with management. A month later I began {ieldwork in this factory
and had the opportunity to talk to shop-floor workers about Martin's visit. The
incident did not appear Lo have had much impact. No one believed that management
would shut down the factory and his attitude, which they saw as offensive, was
seen as typical of the way many — but not all — managers in this company behaved.

In the weeks that followed Martin’s visit, production levels did improve.
However, because so many factors influence pr&duction, it would be impossible
to assess what sort of effect Martin’s action had. But from the point of view of
understanding what head-office managers consider to be the significant attributes
of a successful Bion manager, the important point is that they were not engaged in
the question of ¢ffect. There was no spontaneous debate, no weighing up the
possible cutcomes of his action. What mattered was the nature of the aim — a threat
—and the manner in which it was carried out. Martin’s actions clearly demonstrated
his autonomy and his determination. He had taken a bold initiative and had not
hesitated to see it through. It was taken for granted that the effect was in alignment
with the company’s economic interests,

Faith in a tie between autonomous behaviour and effective outcome is misplaced.
Whether in Head Office or in the factories one can observe on a daily basis how
giving primary value to visibility of autonomy over actual effect results in rational,
quasi-rational, and irrational outcomes.'® A caleulation of the economic cost of

16. Bion managers skilfully employ the idea of luck to mask discrepancies between the ideal
and the reality. I have described elsewhere the striking example of how managers used ‘luck’ to
rationalize the dismissal of a weak factory manager who had produced the best productivity figures
in the history of the industry (Quroussoff 1993).
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this prevailing hierarchy of values would have to take into account the amount of
energy and time they could have otherwise spent on rational calculation, the cost
of failure to assess whether actions have the desired oulcome, and the cost of not
modifying actions in light of this experience. Calculating managers’ failure to
realize profit relative to investment in capital equipment and human resources
would merit another paper of its own. Here, however, I am concerned with the
more fundamental question of the underlying pressures on managers to place
visibility of autonomy over and above close examination of cutcome. The most
significant of these pressures came to light during an episode involving the
dismissal of a Director.

During the course of my fieldwork, the Director of Manufacture, Mr Sands, a
veteran of twenty-five years, was dismissed by the Chiefl Executive, a move backed
by the board of the holding company. The director, now 59, had worked his way
up the Company, having been brought into its oldest factory as a middle manager.
This factory was suffering from what the majority of directors considered to be
endemic labour-relations problems. The board was in favour of closing the factory
down,

Sands decided not to back the closure, at least at this stage. He argued that
other possible solutions had not yet been fully explored. The disagreement revolved
around the lass of a highly experienced workforce whose value he felt the board
was underestimating. Aimost 2,000 workers, many of whom had twenty or more
years’ experience in the industry, would be lost. The time and cost of training new
warkers had not, according to him, been properly calculated, The Chief Executive
took the view that Sands’ arguments were based on old loyalties and nostalgia and
were indicative of a weakness of character. With the backing of the BDC Board,
he was given a fortnight’s notice.

Sands had been dismissed because nostalgia had weakened his capacity to make
tough decisions. From this it followed that his arguments lacked merit.

For the first week of that fortnight Sands did not appear at Head Office. By the
second week rumours began to circulate that he had spent several nights locked in
his office refusing sandwiches offered him by his secretary. (Director’s offices
have showers and WCs.) Whether or not this was true, during the second week I
saw him walking down a corridor looking dishevelled and unshaven.

Over the days that followed managers expressed concern for his welfare and
suggestions that his evident depression might lead to suicide were taken seriously,
though no one ventured to offer him any actual support. Despite their concern,
the consensus was that he had brought it on himself, He had flinched from making
the tough decision and had paid the price. The obvious contradiction between the
inherent nature of toughness and his sudden change in temperament which
managers implicitly attributed to an act of will, was ignored. During the months
that followed managers deliberated over what he had achieved throughout his
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career. As the weeks went.by these acliievements began to look less and less
impressive. The final conclusién was that, when seen in the cold light of day, his
achievements had been, after all, insubstantial. The slow reinterpretation of old
evenls resulted, in effect, in the rewriting of Sands’ history,

For twenly-five years Sands was regarded as a tough manager. For ten of those
years, from the standpoint of his colleagues, he had successfully run the largest
and most profitable factory, did battle with the unions, and survived at least two
Chiel Executives. He was then promoted to Head Office and eventually to the
Board. He was considered, if not the most, at least one of the most successful
managers in the Company. Before his dismissal, managers described him as
arrogant and difficult to deal with. Although irritating to some, these characteristics
were also evidence of his toughness. Following his dismissal, however, the
‘inherent’ traits that had been a necessary condition of his success suddenly ceased
to exist and twenty-five years’ worth of evidence amounted to nothing.

Sands was not the only one to have his history reinvented in this way. During
the course of my fieldwork, the same happened with regard to two other managers.
One was also dismissed and the other, having been denied a long-sought-after
promotion, left of his own accord.

Managers did not reflect on, discuss, or elaborate the reasons for their gross
collective misjudgement. From their standpoint, they were correct in their
assessment of Sands’ ‘inherent’ qualities then and they are correct now. The
contradiction implied by their sudden revision of his ‘inherent’ traits does not form
part of their conscious frame of reference. The fact that this revision invalidates
the principles which they claim to be the source of the Company’s power and
success goes unrecognized. Nevertheless, despite their conscious claims, the
process of revising Sands’ history not only invalidates his past successes but
simultaneously invalidates the principle that success within the company is
contingent on a manager’s inherent masculine traits,

So, although at a conscious level there is absolutely no doubt that success is
contingent on toughness, at an unconscious level managers also know that as
circumstances change these ‘inherent’ qualities can be overturned. Since managers
collectively engage in Lhe revision of others, each manager must also unconsciously
know that it could happen to him: that is, that the nature of his masculinity may,
after all, be open to question, and that the one thing that is supposed to guarantee
success — constant demonstration of autonomy — in fact guarantees nothing. Hence
it is the threat of his masculine qualities being defective that unconsciously drives
each manager continually to re-assert his masculine traits. Contrary to their con-
sclous perceptions, managers are in fact under continual pressure — what must seem
like an eternal pressure — to demonstrate to their colleagues and their superiors that
they are real men and therefore worthy of the designation *tough’, the designation
they falsely and unconsciously assume guarantees their usefulness to the Company.
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The need to sustain the illusion that usefulness to the corporation is contingent
on inherent masculine traits masks a harsher reality: their economic .dependency
on an entity with power to dismiss them arbitrarily. Managers and directors live
on their wages and have limiled personal capital. Even in times of low unemploy-
ment, many managers have no guarantee that their skills will transfer. Because
managers do not avail themselves of the collective support of a trade union which
would offer both financial and legal support in the event of a disagreement with
the Company, each manager is dependent on his own material resources.!’

The powerful emotional investment in the idea of their own autonomy protects
them from the reality that however hard a manager works, however successful a
manager deems himself to be, the corporation has the power to dismiss him. To
avoid legal proceedings, managers who are dismissed are given generous pay-
offs but, given the powerful investment in the association between the capacity to
meet corporate aims and their self-definition as male, this cannot compensate them
for their sense of defeat, humiliation, and failure. '8

From a conscious perspective, their masculinity is not in need of confirmation,
but is seen as a fixed quality from which their ability, their security, and indeed
their ‘autonemy’ ultimately stems. From an unconscious perspective, autonomy
is an illusion through which managers come to feel they can contrel the uncontrollable.

The conscious yet false premise that masculinity is not open to question performs
a powerful organizational function. In protecting managers from becoming aware
of their own vulnerability, managers are also ‘protected’ from experiencing the
discontinuity between their own personal interests and the interests of the
corporation. It is not simply that managers experience their own interests as aligned
with the interests of the corporation, an assurnption which containg within it the
idea of two sets of interests, but that managers experience personal and corporate
interests as one and the same, thus increasing the motivational force of their
commitment.

Against this backdrop it now seems unsurprising that female sexuality would
play an important role in sustaining the iflusion of autonomy. But at the time of

17, The consensus in Head Office is that to make a case of unfair dismissal gives a manager the
reputation of a trouble-maker and lowers his chances of linding work elsewhere.

18. It is only within the limited context of this study that managers® psychological predisposition
towards dependency is given priority over material dependence on the corporation, Such priority
would fall away were the context to be widened to include the manager’s upbringing and the relation
of his family to the means of production. This issue of context gives some indication of the poiential
theoretical complexities involved in comparing an ideology of autonomy held by people wholiy
dependent on political economy with an ideology of autonomy held by people who have both direct
access to matural resources and the skills to transform them (the Hageners of Papua New Guinea, to
take one example (Strathern [981)).
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the study, I was as blinded as the managers by our shared assumption that the
sphere in which managers exercise their responsibilities for the company is separate
from the sphere of personal relations, the one area of social activity seemingly
undetermined by corporate aims.

The separation between public and private concerns did also generate a great
deal of empirical evidence which further stood:in the way of my seeing the
underlying logic. Managers, for example, do not talk about their wives or children,
or their life outside the Company. To raise such issues in Company time is
considered unprofessional. Qutside official Company time domestic issues are
regarded as tedious subjects for conversation. And unlike in many other companies,
wives do not attend pensioners’ parties or Christmas dinners, and throughout the
course of my fieldwork I had no occasion to meet a manager’s wife or engage in
discussion about their domestic life,

Similarly, talk of managers’ sexual affairs fell into the category of the personal.
Despite the professional way managers relate to secretaries, their own as well as
those of their colleagues, it had of course oceurred to me that some managers
might be having extra-marital affairs.'? It was, however, only as I became better
integraled into the managers’ world, and found myself in circumstances where
managers felt relatively relaxed and not obliged to be seen orienting all of their
energies towards corporate goals, that the subject would come up. It was, for
example, between 7 and 9 in the morning when managers often visit one another’s
offices and discuss matters unrelated to work, or on the long train journeys between
factories that I began to hear of their affairs.

These revelations did not take the form of malicious gossip but tended to be
more in the vein of discussing a bit of Company news. As the months went by it
became apparent that, despite the discreet way in which affairs were discussed,
public display was very much the point. Who was sleeping with whomn was
common knowledge. Although managers never spoke about their own affairs, they
discussed Lhe affairs of close colleagues when they were not present. Their chat
usually revalved around the physical qualities of the women or mistresses (their
lerm).

Al the managerial level, having a mistress serves to enhance a manager’s image.
Managers with mistresses, especially those with particularly attractive mistresses,
are spoken of with admiration and there is a vicarious identification with managers
who succeed in finding a mistress. Managers also boast about one another’s
successes; the effect seemed to me to be very much like one’s home team winning
at football: good for public morale. But what seemed to me to be the more important
point was that having a mistress was not an indication of a manager's capacity o
manage. A tough manager will continue to be a tough manager even if he has no

19. With few exceptions. and in contrast to managers, secretaries are single.
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mistress. Conversely, a weak manager with a mistress, no matter how attractive, is
still a weak manager. By the same token, being a mistress does not increase or
decrease a secretary’s prospects for promotion. For both managers and secretaries
affairs are regarded as a separate, private maiter,?0

Directors also have mistresses and [ knew relatively early on, four or five months
into the fieldwork, that six of the eight directors were having affairs with their
own or another director's secretary. An exception was one director who was having
an affair with a female administrator in the company’s largest factory. What took
quite a bit longer to grasp was that whereas for managers having a mistress falls
into the realm of enhancement, at board level having a mistress is an imperative.

The two board members not having affairs were the Chief Executive and the
Director of Manufacture. Holmes had recently married his secretary following his
wife’s death:; a gap of three months did not raise any eyebrows. Since his new
wife no longer worked for the Company it was widely speculated that he would
soon be looking for a replacement. This speculation was not based on the
assumption that Holmes was a womanizer. He had no such reputation. It followed
rather from what was taken to be a truism, that Bion Directors have mistresses.

The second Ditrecior was the newly promoted Director of Manufacture, the
replacement for the unfortunate Mr Sands. About three weeks after his promotion
I was in the Company bar after work talking to a colleague of the new director. e
mentioned to me that Kevin, the director, was looking for a suitable mistress. I asked
him what he meant by ‘suitable’ and he said, “Well, you know, not someone from
the telephone exchange.” He went on to say that the right sort of girls were few and
far between. I asked him to keep me posted. A month later I was travelling by car
to one of the factories in the North with this same manager and I asked him how
Kevin was getting on. He told me that he hadn’t managed to find anyone and was
in fact very distressed about it. A. director, he said, should not have to find himself
in such a position. In other words, it was his status as a Director that was at issue,
The colleague then asked if I knew anyone who would be *willing to help him out
of this extremely difficult situation’. The problem was that there were no ‘girls’ of
the appropriate status available.

It was following this conversation that [ began to notice that directors’ secretaries
were better educated,?! better looking, and dressed in a sexually more provocative
manner than managers’ secretaries, They were also of a more uniform age (20-26).

20. There are, of course, a range of reasons why secretaries should wish to have alfairs with
managers. Describing these affairs from their perspective would merit a separate discussion and would
not affect the relevant point here.

21. Directors’ secretaries have ‘A’-levels plus secretarial college. Three Directors® secretaries were
bilingual (i.e. overqualified for the job). Requirements at the lower levels are GCSE English plus
secretarial college and some previcus experience, ’
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There was a very particular ‘look’ to secretaries on the fifth floor to which the
olher secrelaries in the building did not conform.

At the time of the original study the emphasis on having a ‘posh’ mistress at
the level of director seemed to me simply to demonstrate a higher level of aspiration
which Directors, with more resources at their disposal, could indulge in. This
aspiration was a privilege of status that, like company cars and executive offices,
widened the division between Directors and their senior managers, providing them
with yet another opportunity to make the distinction manifest. Although I found
the whole issue of ‘posh’ secretaries and mistresses intriguing, relative to the
managers’ intense precccupation with production and distribution and the amount
of energy they pour into profit accumulation, the issue of mistresses did initially
appear to be peripheral to their main concerns.

It took the experience of fieldwork in another organization, one that placed the
public/private divide along a very different axis, to break the categorical given
profit/not sex. Managers and secretaries in this second organization see a clear link
between the private world of sexual affairs and the public life of the organization.
This led me to realize that I had too readily accepted certain indigenous categories
held by Bion managers, namely, the conceptual separation between female sexuality
and corporate success,

C&R

What follows is drawn from an ethnographic study of an organization that occupies
a very different sector of the economy.?? It is non-profit-making and ultimately
depends on donations rather than investors for its existence. The organization
direcily employs 10,000 people, a thousand of them in their London Head Office.
It is here referred to as C&R.

I spent the first day of what was to be an eighieen-month study, between 1992
and 1994, sitting in on a number of meelings in the Chief Executive’s office. The
following morning I wrote up my field notes and at 2 p.m. went along to meet the
Chief Execulive’s number three. I was just getting to the purpose of my visit,
which was to ask if T could attend a highly sensitive meeting later that afternoon,
when he cut me short and said, ‘Are you doing anything right now?' ‘No.’ (0dd
question.) He stood up, picked up his jacket, and walked oul of his office. I followed
him downstairs, across the road, and into the pub. He ordered a couple of drinks
and we sal down. He had brought with him pen and paper and without saying
anything began to draw a diagram. It took him several minutes. When he finished
it he looked up and said, “You will never understand the politics of this organization

22, No attempt is being made here to draw a correlation between the symbolic function of sex in
a particular organization and organizational aims.
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if you don’t know who is sleeping with whom.” He then talked me through the
diagram. The first thing that struck me was that the Bion prescription — wives on
the cutside, mistresses on the inside ~ did not apply here. Both wives and mistresses
were welcome to work for the organization. He explained that some of the long-
standing affairs had produced offspring who could be found playing along side
their legitimate brothers and sisters in the company créche. A year’s fieldwork
proved his diagram to be faultless. This manager’s candour also turned out to reflect
an intense and explicit — certainly compared with the circumstances at Bion —
preoccupation with colleagues’ sexual affairs. It is considered perfectly acceptable
to discuss one's own affairs, the affairs of others as well as all the complications
that follow from having to work in the same organization as one’s wife and mistress,
or, significantly, lover and husband. In C&R organizational politics are rarely
discussed without reference to sexual politics. In contrast to Bion, the lwo domains
are not regarded as separate.??

I - During the second week of fieldwork in C&R I went to see a secrelary in one
of the planning departments to discuss the forthcoming restructuring of secretarial
work. This was the first ime we had met. She opened the discussion by saying,
*You may have already heard that I am having a relationship with C&R’s most
senior Executive . . . well, iU's true.” She went on to say they had being seeing each
other for seven years. I was surprised at the open and matter-of-fact way she told
me this. Guessing what type of response she was expecting, I asked her whether
her relationship with the executive had created difficulties with her colleagues.
She said that it had. It made people both envipus and anxious because they knew
she had the ear of the Director and was in a position to tell him anything she
might see or overhear. She was very keen to get across to me that she did not in
fact do so.

In C&R, affairs were openly recognized as morally problemalic. Not only the
implications for work relations but also the emational effects on wives and husbands
are openly discussed. In one department, for example, 2 number of people were
concerned about a forthcoming promotion that would place a woman who was
having an affair with a married manager next to his wife. Given the size of Head
Office, this kind of coincidence happened infrequently. But what was significant
was the response the coincidence generated among the men and women who were
‘in the know’. They were concerned to find a way of protecting the feelings and
reputations of all three, In C&R to say an issue was not public means that it would
not be raised in a departmental meeting but would have to be resolved by other,
non-institutional means. In other words, a private matter could also be recognized
as a collective concern.

23. InC&R profound, unconscious contradictions revolve around the relation between managers
and those on whom they rely for contributions.
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This followed from the assumption that the quality of working relations
underwriles a ranager’s capacity to carry out his or her tasks effectively. Whether
working relations within a department are conducive to eliciting (he best from
people will to some extent depend on the refations between individual personalities
as well as on their personal circumstances, which are seen as subject to change,
High tension between two managers within the same department, for example,
was initially put down to a disagreement over strategy. Several days later, when
the disagreemenl was slill unresolved, a wider range of explanations came into
play. The personalities of the two managers were discussed as well as the personal
circumstances of one of the managers, which it was felt were hampering his ability
to respond sensibly to a difficult situation.

This is not to imply that some people are neither critical of decisions nor
Jjudgemental when it comes to the way others may be managing their personal
lives. The point is rather that the range of possible causes of tension brought into
the discussion by members of the department assume emotionally constituted
persons, each with his or her own distinct history. People are deemed to have
complex lives that involve spouses and children as well as colleagues. Work and
home lives are seen as lo some extent interdependent. Referring to domestic
problems in work time, and even occasionally allowing domestic needs to take
priority, are just part of life. It is, for example, perfectly acceptable for a manager
to say he has to leave a meeting early in order to collect his child from school; it
would be assumed that he had done his best to make alternative arrangements,
When scheduling meetings, it was not uncommon for managers to give domestic
reasons for preferring one time to another: attending a child’s school play, for
example. When I had to miss an important group of meelings because my own
son was ill, the reaction was sympathetic. And when I returned I was surprised to
find myself in more than one discussion with male managers, comparing the
particular strains of flu our respective children had suffered from that winter.
Showing responsibility towards one’s own family enhances a manager’s reputation.

My own relations with managers improved once they learned that I also had to
negotiate complicated domestic/work arrangements. Because people are expected
Lo be open about domestic matters, a great deal of information about the personal
lives of colleagues accumulates over the years. A manager’s success, or lack of it,
in his job is seen in the light of the person’s particular history, that is, as relating to
a given set of conditions which differ from manager to manager.

Institutional arrangements for selection and promotion reflected this conception
of success. Committees composed of departmental members from each rank —
that is, colleagues with whom one has worked, ofien for many years — follow
procedures well known not just to the members of the committee, but to everyone
in the organization. There are varying ways in which a manager might be assessed,
taking into account his or her skills in relation to the needs of a given department,
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his or her relations with colleagues, and his or her personal circumstances. The
priority given to any of these would depend on the particular department and the
constitution of its committee. Although formal procedures are only one aspect of
a far more complex reality which can include intense, and sometimes vicious,
behind-the-scenes politicking, nevertheless it is the committee as a body that
recruits, promotes, demotes, and very infrequently dismisses a manager.

The ubiquitous threat to livelihood that in Bion is connected to the criteria for
success in terms of a single rigid ideal finds no parallel in C&R. If, for example, a
manager is not considered to be working effectively, a series of procedures are in
place to help him identify and overcome his failing. He is given ample opportunity
for reform and dismissals are therefore extremely rare. In the previous ten years,
only one person had been dismissed: a manager quite low in the hierarchy who
had literally been ‘caught with his fingers in the till'. It is openly acknowledged
that in C&R there are quite a high percentage of incompetent managers incapable
of reform. This is a cause of some frustration for (hose having to work with them:
*having to pull another manager’s weight’ was a complaint I often heard. In C&R,
tolerance of dependence is an institutional imperative. In contrast to Bion, where
the managers’ assumption of autonomy and the will to be tough causes them to
overlook their dependency on the company, at C&R hierarchy is seen as constitutive
of relations between unique persons. The social dynamic is experienced as inhering
in relations of interdependence rather than driven by the need to demonstrate self-
sufficiency.

It is worth stressing that the distinct ways of constiluting relations are not simply
the effects of the organizations in question. When recruiting, managers explicitly
state that they look for not only a candidate with the right skills and qualifications,
but for the kind of person who will “fit in’ to the organization. The capacity to fit
in, however, refers both to the characteristics managers consciously seek and to a
more complex emotional schema to which they do not necessarily have conscious
access. In Bion, for example, managers are concerned to discover whether their
unconscious assumptions about masculinity — assumptions that play such a critical
role in determining how they perceive and experience the organization — are shared
by the potential recruit.

As long as a degree of choice exists, on the part of both the applicant and the
Corporation, there is likely to be a deep homology between the character of the
person and the culture of the organization. It is just as much a case of managers
seeking candidates whose internal reality matches the needs of the organization
as of candidates seeking external ‘objective’ confirmation of their own internalized
reality.?* In creating a synthesis an important function of the process of selection

24, This deep-rooted internalized reality is a product of the experiences of childhood. For a
discussion of the process of intemalization, see Laing (1967).
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is fulfilled which is to provide the shared subjective experience through which the
organization is able to cohere as an entity.

Although there is obviously enough cultural overlap between some organizations
to allow managers to function effectively in more than one, as it happens the cultural
differences between Bion and C&R are so profound as to make it exiremely
difficult, if not impossible, to imagine a Bion manager working effectively in C&R.
This point is perhaps most clearly illustrated by the differences in gender
formulations.

In C&R gender identity is not rigidly tied to the capacity to meet organizational
aims. There are two female heads of department and two female deputy heads. In
contrast to Bion, all four are accepted as full social persons and expected to take
full responsibility for their decisions. This is not to say that promotion into the
senior grades has been plain sailing. Male C&R managers openly discussed their
reluctance to promote women, arguing that it is disruptive to what to them is a
cosy, club-like atmosphere. They are, they say, used to working in a male environ-
ment and it is unsettling and therefore inconvenient to have to [earn how to work
effectively with women at this stage in their careers. Managers who had not yet
experienced working closely with women in senior positions thought it would
take time to become accustomed to it. Those who were already working with them
confirmed such concern. But senior managers also said, with no prompling from
me, that this reluctance, which they think perfectly understandable, is ultimately
indefensible both on ethical grounds and in terms of the needs of the organization.
The capacity of women to manage is not at issue.

For their part, female managers in C&R found the going very hard. Being
accepled as full soctal persons does not mean they are treated as equals. They feel
the standards set for them are higher than for their male counterparts, which they
resent. Whether or not this is the case Is extremely difficult to assess, but all four
of the senior women did feel they were succeeding in meeting these standards.

Unsurprisingly, there is no pressure in C&R for male managers to have either
wives or mistresses. And, although some senior managers have both wives and
mistresses, possessing a mistress is not, in itself, given a positive value: it does not
form part of a collective ideal towards which managers at any level of the organ-
ization strive. The lack of identification between having the capacity to manage
and being a man means that female managers (and for that matter, mistresses) are
considered full social persons, wholly implicated in the world of power. In contrast
to what happens at Bion, the *private’ sphere of personal relations is not identified
with the domain of women and thus split off from the central needs of the
organization.

In C&R, then, a manager’s manhood is not contingent on his achievements for
the organization. It derives from a much wider moral universe that includes more
of his human relations to the world. His qualities as a father, as well as the way he
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orders relations with his wife and mistress, form a conscious part of the frame of
reference through which his manhood is constituted. In C&R it is possible for a
man to be a moral person — a full social person — and an indifferent manager. His
manhood, his very being, is not at the service of the organizalion and as a
consequence he is not driven by the need to act for something outside himself in
order to reconfirm his own sense of self.

It was the experience of doing fieldwork in an organization where female
sexuality is neither central to, nor excluded from, the organization’s main concerns
that shot into relief the symbolic centrality of female sexuality in Bion: more
specifically, the way in which female sexuality is covertly brought in to serve
Bion’s corporate aims, The deep hierarchical motive underpinning the requirement
to have a mistress had been obscured by the absolute nature of the conceptual
separation between the dynamic universe of the male corporation and the peripheral
domain of women.

Bicn managers are driven by the desire to demonstrate toughness. Each “bold
action’ proves (once again) that they qualify as tough men. Achievements are
explicitly addressed to one’s peers and subordinates, and they emphasize a
manager’s ability to determine, and therefore control, the world around him. But
displays of toughness are at the same time, though less consciously, addressed to
the audience above, to the men who hold their future in their hands.

Here we begin to see the real extent and nature of their alienation, Although
not all managers are equally ambitious, there is a powerful consensus that ultimate
success of a manager’s career is the appointment to the Board of Directors. And
for many, over a number of years, the continuing dispiay of their worth and
significance has been orientated towards this goal, a goal which holds out the
promise of control and security. It is difficult to exaggerate the significance of
actually reaching the Board of Directors. Not only is this the top of the British
division, it is considered the most prestigious of all the divisions worldwide.
Although managers can, and sometimes do, take transfers abroad this is seen as a
form of defeat. The real prize is to be appointed to the board of Bion. And managers
who have achieved this goal have years of confirmation that their criterion of
success works.

But the reality at the end turns out to be very different from the ideal. A manager
finally reaches the top, but the top of what? The cars, chauffeurs, and offices that
symbolize the final attainment of absolute control are no protection against the
arbitrary power of those who actually control the Company. The concrete end that

N held reality at bay vanishes. They are now directly beholden to BDC, men whom

they do not know and have barely met. The nature of their relation to their superiors
has changed. They are beholden to men who will not bear witness to their tough
acls’, who are interested in results per se, not in the manner in which they are
achieved. Their strategy for survival is redundant yet the responsibilities and the
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pressures {o achieve are greater than ever before, The reality they cannot confront
is that the source of their power (proof of their masculinity) is illusory; that, after
all, they are mere proletarians: they are, and have always been, expendable
commodities.

The problem for Bion Directors is how to get the threat under control. The
solution emerges from the internal cultural logic. They must confront reality by
the roundabout route of known symbols, in this case by means of performance
and the explicit production of achievements. Proof of real manhood fends off
threats. The problem is to find a way of presenting the evidence to their invisible
audience.

At the managerial level there is no institutional imperative to take a mistress in
order to succeed. Having a mistress at this level of the hierarchy is merely one of
a number of possible enhancements, like wearing expensive suits. It does not in
itself make a manager tough. Nevertheless, a mistress is an admirable possession
and many highly esteemed managers have them. From the standpoint of the
manager, display is very much the point. But what is being displayed if not the
soundness of his performance? The collective ideal contains an implicit symbotlic
association between achievement and potency. But while, for many managers,
achievements alone are enough to indicate potency, others (arguably those with
the deepest concern with their own insignificance) turn the symbolic representation
into reality. The important point, however, is that the symbolic association exists
prior to managers being appointed to the board. It forms part of a more complex
range of unconscious motivations that can be drawn upon as external conditions
create new demands on unconscious life.2s

Froof of potency takes on added urgency when the vital belief in the efficacy
of toughness finds no other means of being sustained. ‘Posh’ women, thal is, women
the directors imagine could occupy the social domain of their superiors, represent
a symbolic communication with the men above. And through what is in effect an
unconsciously held mystical association, directors attempt to display their potency,
their managerial competence, to those who have ultimate power over their labour.

In contrast with the way I had originally understood sexual liaisons, in terms
of the indigenous distinction between public and private, I now began to see a
complex symbolic organization of shared experience whereby libidinal desire and
sconomic performance are unconsciously experienced as iniegral to one another,
Profit as a symbol of polency, a notion that until this fieldwork had, for me, been
no more than a cliché, turned out to be a concretely held creative illusion through
which “privately experienced’ sexual desire is fused with the structure and function
of the enterprise.

25. For a discussion of how sexuality operates as symbol in social hierarchy, see Burke (1969).
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Conclusion

The powerful pressures on Bion managers and Directors to accord a higher value
to demonstrating toughness than to assessing the consequences of their tough
actions are deeply rooted in unconscious self-definitions of masculinity. They do
not result either from inadequate information or from a straightforward misunder-
standing of the facts. The temptation of rationalist theoreticians is to assume that
because conscious thought determines action, a change in the hierarchy of values
and a subsequent increase in the rate of profit could be achieved by ‘rational’
mieans.?d But to think in these terms is to entirely miss the point; namely, that such
an increase in the rate of profit will depend on the outcomes the culture of each
specific corporation can yield. In the case of Bion, these outcomes are determined
by managers interpreting and defining corporate aims through conceptions of
masculinity that limit their capacity to act on the basis of purely economic calcu-
lation. Such deep-seated conceptions, whether in Bion or C&R, are not themselves
created by pressures imposed on managers by the organization. They have developed
historically within each individual manager and are a product of the society into
which he was born.

A more Tundamental understanding of the underlying cultural process through
which these managers’ orientation to realily emerges would entail overcoming
the very considerable practical difficulties created by the profound separation
belween domestic and productive life characteristic of capitalist society. To develop
an anthropological approach to political economy we would need also to observe
these men as husbands, sons, fathers, and grandsons; that is, in the context of
family relations as well as the relation of the family to the means of production.
Taken Logether we would then have an ethnographic account of the refations which
comprise their universe.
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Ethnography in the Laboratory
Christine Hine

Introduction

This chapter aims to illustrate the possibilities and problems of conducting an
ethnographic study within a laboratory. The first section introduces the grounds
for thinking of the laboratory as an organization open to ethnographic study. The
rest of the chapter then focuses on the study which I conducted within & mouse-
genetics laboratory, first introducing the project of which the study formed a part,
then describing the role which I adopted, before introducing a brief summary of
the methods which I used and the results which I gained. The final section of the
chapter maps the work in sociology of scientific knowledge which forms the basis
for the approach taken in this study and draws together some issues arising from
the study which might be relevant in other studies of organizations where
knowledge and expertise are highly specialized,

Laboratories and Organizations

This collection of articles is about ethnography in organizations. At first glance, a
laboratory might seem quite an esoteric field site for an organizational ethnography.
It therefore seems appropriate to consider first what is special about the particular
type of organization discussed in this chapter, the laboratory. That laboratories
are organizations might not be apparent at first sight, looking from within a culture
which gives a very special status to science. The work of scientists is often treated
with a deference that suggests it is far too complex for outsiders to understand,
and ethnographers might well be deterred from trying to enter a laboratory on the
grounds that they would not understand what was going on. It might also seem
that the work of scientists offered little for an ethnographer to study. We tend not
to think about the work of scientists and the facts that they produce as being cultural
artefacts. We generally think of science when it is done properly as being abjective,
by which we mean outside culture. At the end of the chapter I return to the
background which supports a view of science as a thoroughly social practice. For
now, it is probably sufficient to say that there is much to be gained by suspending
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a culluraily specific awe about science. Thinking of the laboratory as a kind of
organizalion is one way of demystifying il.

In what ways, then, is a laboratory an organization? As we might expect of an
organization, it is a very orderly place. It is a task-oriented setting in which people
are employed to do 2 job. It has, like many organizations, a bounded location, Its
membership is quite stable, and there is little difficulty in distinguishing insiders
from outsiders. There are definite procedures by which new members are trained,
and a status hierarchy with distinct ranks throu gh which members may rise. There
are no obvious clients, customers, or users of the organization, but there is a distinct
peer community (other laboratories) to which members orient their work. The pro-
ducts of the organization are made available to this peer community by publishing
papers and giving talks at conferences, The organization relies heavily on routinized
working practices and on documentation. Records of what is done are kept with
an almost bureaucratic obsessiveness. The orderliness and purposiveness of the
laboratory, as with any organization, are created and sustained through explicit rules,
but also through the working practices and embodied culture of the members. On
these grounds there is much to occupy the ethnographer,

There is, moreover, the intriguing possibility that the kind of science which the
laboratory produces might be shaped by the ways in which it is ordered and by
the ways of seeing the world which members share. The laberatory then becomes
a vital institution to study if one wants to know how science is shaped, The laboratory
is reliant on orderly working practices. It also relies to a great extent on recording
and measuring devices which make scientific phenomena visible. Some devices,
such as microscopes, literally make things visible (although it takes effort to learn
to see them). Other laboratory technologies make things visible in less literal but
nonetheless important ways, by producing measurements, traces, and statistical
analyses. These devices too, and the working practices which surround them, can
be seen as constiutive of scientific knowledge rather than as neutral tools which
scientists simply use. Ethnographers in technological settings need to pay close
altention to the ways in which the technology, its effects, and its success or failure
are interpreted {Pfaffenberger 1988). The rest of this chapter attempts to provide
some ideas about how this can be done.

The Study: Information Technology in Science

The study I will be describing was part of a praject that set out to examine the use
of Information Technology (IT) in human genetics research, The original plan
was to provide a counter to some of the hype that surrounded the potential of IT
to iransform science generally (Denning 1991, Maxwell 1990) and specifically to
examine the way in which developments in IT had formed part of the drive for
major funding of an international initiative to map and sequence the human genome
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(Hine 1993). Pre-sensitized as I was by work in the sociology of scientific know-
ledge and the sociology of technology, I was aware that the choices made in the
production and use of laboratory instruments might play a role in shaping the
scientific knowledge which resulted from their use. Also, it seemed possible that
there might be a gap between public stories aboul the benefits of 1T and the more
private accounts of IT in use. Ethnography provided a means of studying the use
of IT in context without prejudging any ways of using it as right or wrong,

i: The project involved a series of interviews with developers and users of IT in
genetics research around the UK. These interviews were semi-structured and aimed
to map the range of approaches to the use of I'T, capturing the words and meanings
of participants in relation to their use of technology and ils role in their work.
These interviews provided a background to the primary part of the project which
comprised two periods of ethnography. The first of these involved a group of
computer developers producing IT systems for the UK genetics community, The
second involved a mouse-genetics laboratory where the systems were in use, For

- now, I will focus on the ways in which the first ethnography prefigured and shaped

the second.

As a member of the computer developers’ tight-knit community, I became well-
versed in both the capabilities of the system and their aspirations for it. My role
within the team was to rewrite the user manual for the system, bringing it up to
date and incorporating changes intended to make it more ‘user-friendly’. The work
of writing documentation is often a low-status and unpopular task: an ideal role,
therefore, for an ethnographer! In addition, it provided a perfect opportunity to
interrogate ideas about who the users were who were to benefit from the system
and become the readers of the manual. The computer-systems developers spent
much time discussing what it was that users wanted from the programs they were
developing (and also talking about the ways in which users should be using what
they had been given). However, many of the working practices which I observed
acted (o exclude users from involvement in the development process. Through
my role as manual writer I became a part of the separate professional sphere around
the development of IT. From these experiences I had a picture of the assumptions
and practices that shaped the technologies which were developed and a not
inconsiderable although sketchily acquired technical knowledge about how to use
the system. In addition, I had a very strong moral picture of the appropriate ways
in which the computer-systems developers considered their systems should be used.

In the spirit of ‘follow the thing’ (Marcus 1995), I set out to find a laboratory
where the information systems I had seen being developed were in use. One of
the series of interviews I was conducting took me o a mouse-genetics laboratory
attached to a large teaching hospital in the UK. The head of the laboratory was
friendly and informative at the interview, and expressed strong views on what
genelics needed from IT and where it could be improved. The laboratory looked
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lively, genetics research was going on, and IT was cestainly being used. Geographi-
cally, the Taboratory was ideally placed for me. After the interview, I contacted the
hiead of the laboratory again, asking whether his laboratory might be prepared to
host me for a longer period of time. Some faxes and letters later, he agreed.

I was surprised how easy it was to negotiate access. Organizational studies are
notariously difficult to secure, and ‘getting in, getting on, getting out and getting
back’ (Buchanan, Boddy, and McCalman 1988) can be fraught with politics. In
this case several factors were on my side. I'1' was already a problem which occupied
the head of the laboratory: he thought that it was not being used as effectively as it
should have been. The ways in which I presented the problem had some resonance
with the ways in which he already saw it, It is also possible that I was seen as a
source of technical assistance, to solve some of the problems more directly, since
I had told him about my time with the system developers. Finally, having visitors
was, I came to realize, a routine event in the laboratory anyway. This being a
prominent laboratory in its field, people would come for varying periods of time
to learn techniques and the members of the laboratory were able (until my behaviour
became particularly strange and un-visitor-like) to fit me in to that general model
of being there to iearn how things are done.

So, poised to enter my second field site, I explained to my own project leader
where | was going. On hearing that I was off to join a mouse-genetics laboratory
he expressed dismay: we had after all gained funding for the project on the basis
that we were to study the use of IT in human genetics. The answer I gave to his
questions raises a more general point about ethnography: the chosen ethnographic
site needs to be rendered as an adequate place in which to study a particular problem
(Rachel and Woolgar 1995). Given that in these times of funding proposals and
dissertation outlines we are rarely free to enter the field and study the problems
which arise from the ground, the issue is not how a problem is to be rendered
appropriate to a particular field site, but how a field site is to be rendered in advance
an appropriate place to study a particular problem,

In the case of human and mouse genetics, the answer depends on a routine
piece of transformation work, which my informant had produced at our first
meeting. The rationale is that it is difficult to carry out certain kinds of genetic
study on humans. Humans do not breed fast enough, and in general you cannot
control with whom they breed. Many of the techniques used in genetics depend
on being able to control breeding and have access to several generations. Mean-
while, mice do breed fast, and their breeding can be controlled. Mice also share a
lot of genetic characteristics with humans, and some portions of genetic material
are highly conserved between the two. So, having taken a problem (a potentially
faulty gene) in humans, we find a similar problem in mice. We then study the
problem in mice to try to find the gene responsible. We then go back to humans,
and look for the same genetic trait in affected humans, So, knowledge is translated
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back and forth from human to mouse and back again. The mouse becomes a ‘tool’
in human genetics, or an ‘honorary human’, to use my informant’s term. The setting
therefore has no necessary and inherent link to the problem being studied. It is
rendered adequate to the problem by demonstrating links: in this case, using the
informants’ understandings to show that a mouse-genetics laboratory can be an
appropriate place in which to study human-genetics research.

In this instance the link was considered convincing and so I joined the laboratory.
I was scheduled to go to the laboratory four days a week for a period of several
months. My plans at that stage went little beyond get there, hang out, watch what
goes on, and try not to break anything!

The Role

On my first day, I experienced a routine which I later found was common for
visitors on their first day in the laboratory. On arrival I was handed a timetable,
which showed the sub-groups within the laboratory, each with a time when a
designated person would explain to me what work they were engaged in. A further
member of the laboratory was detailed to take me out to lunch at the Chinese
restaurant across the road. This structured and informative reception was far more.
comforting than most ethnographers may have to face. However, by the end of
the day I was a mass of confusions. It was fast becoming apparent that I was no
geneticist. I do have a Botany degree, which might be expected to give me some
of the necessary background: but as an undergraduate I had found genetics difficult
and incomprehensible, and it was clear that nothing had changed. Some of the
words and concepts were familiar, but I was unable to follow many of the narrative
links between techniques and outcomes which seemed self-evident to the people
who were explaining their work to me. People were careful to position what they
said in relation to my level of knowledge: they would pause in an explanation to
check whether a word or concept made sense and took my possession of a scientific
degree as some guarantee that I would understand a scientific but not specialist
explanation. I was glad to be treated in some degree as an insider, but, ultimately,
I was confused.

Over time in the laboratory, with repeated explanations and illustrations of
particular procedures and analytic techniques, I became much more comfortable
in that I understood the sense of the stories which people told me about their work.
Without these stories, about the search for a particular gene, or the construction of
a map of a specific region for a specific purpose, the day-to-day activities in the
laboratory would have seemed a meaningless jumble. To the untrained eye many
of the activities look very mundane: moving between laboratery bench and
computer, incubator and dark room, with trays of tiny plastic tubes or fragile slabs
of gel, poring over computer printouts or smudgy photographs, and endless waiting
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for tubes to incubale or gels to ‘run’. It was only by coming to understand the
wider narralives into which the work fitted that I could begin to see how the
difference between something boring, something disastrous, and a major break-
through was forged, My understanding of these génetic narratives was hard-won
and fleeting: now that I have been away from the laboratory for some tlime, I can
remember that they did make sense, but I would be unable to reproduce those
sell-evident links, My aim, rather than becoming a genetics expert myself, was
to understand how the mundane events in the laboratory became meaningful to
the participants, and that involved an appreciation of the wider narratives, the
research careers, and the competition with other laboratories within which they
made sense.

Some understanding of the procedures being carried out was therefore, for me,
crucial to gaining a feel for the life of the laboratory. I had to become, briefly,
adept al understanding explanations grudgingly or gladly provided over coffee,
overheard in the office, and detailed in scientific papers. However, I was never
practically competent in a way that would have allowed me a full part in the work.
Precision in genetic techniques is highly valued and results matter; one mistake
can mean a week’s work wasted. The work is a race against competing laboratories,
PhD deadlines, and the end of funding. In this environment, where participants
have a highly specialized technical knowledge, there is little that the unskilled
ethnographer can offer. As far as the scientific work was concerned, I was very
much an observer. Some people who became friends and key informants would
lake me on for a few days to shadow them or to teach me how to carry out a
technique, although there was no expectation that I would ever carry out that
technique alone. A lot of my time was therefore spent rather uncomfortably hanging
out, trying to look as though I was doing something. I interviewed everyone I
could, and spent 2 lot of lime in the office attached to the laboratory where the
computers were, I checked my email frequently, and absorbed what I could of the
activity going on around me.

As time went on confusion (both mine and my informants’) grew about my
role. It was apparent that I was not like the other visitors. I found myself gradually
becoming constituted as the IT expert. People knew that T was there with an interest
in IT and the perception that I must therefore know what I was doing stuck, even
though I had not mentioned my experiences with the computer systems developers
in my previous ethnography out of a wish not to be aligned with them and not 1o
be placed in a position of carrying tales from one field to another, Al first, [ was
highly uncomfortable with the idea of becoming the local IT expert: after all, [
was there Lo study their use of IT, not to shape it myself. The last thing T wanted to
do was to set myself up as an expert and to solve people’s problems.

Despite these anxieties I can see, looking back over my field notes, that I did
change my role over time and I did accept more and more the role of IT experl.
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The day when I showed a few people how their computer could be used to access
the World Wide Web stood out as the first time I did anything that seemed to
impress people! After this, several people asked me to fix problems with computer
programs or to help them in finding information on the World Wide Web and I
tried to oblige. Part of this, no doubt, is due to my uneasiness about being a person
without a useful role in the midst of a busy environment, and the sense that at
least here was something that I could do. Also, by the time ] was more familiar
with the way in which the laboratory worked, I felt much more comfortable with

- initiating conversations and making suggestions. By demonstrating a new technique
- or offering a different way of doing something, I was showing my compelence

not only with the technology, but also with the culture of the laboratory. By then,
I knew how important sharing of skills was, and how to teach somecne a new
technique. I was also more ready to take a proactive role once I had formed some

A preliminary observations, and introducing new topics and techniques allowed me

to test these ideas with my informants.
Paradoxically, much of what I learned about IT in the laboratory came from
not looking at IT at all, if by that is meant sitting next to a computer seeing how

- jtis used. By looking at the work of the laboratory in its entirety I learned things

which T would not have done had I taken a narrow view of my problem. In the next
section of this chapter I give a brief summary of some observations which trade
on the comparison between laboratory practices in general and the use of IT in

particular.

' Learning from Looking Elsewhere

Learning Practices

I have mentioned earlier the kindness of my informants in taking me on for a day
or two to explain to me a technique which they were carrying out, and to teach me
to do it. These techniques would typically involve a series of procedures at different
locations, moving from one piece of equipment to another, from fume cupboard
to laboratory bench to incubator to dark room, with solutions and tubes and gels. I
would be given a running narrative of the procedure being carried out, how long it
would take, whether we could fit in lunch or coffee at this stage, and explanations
of what the various solutions and gels contained in terms of the mice who provided
the DNA or the chemical name of the constituents. At key stages, I would be
allowed to carry out a procedure and would watch my informant nervously and
try to mimic precisely what he did, not clear at any stage which moves might be

" crucial to our success and which might be trivial. My informant bore patiently

with my constant questioning of “Why are we doing this? Why did you do that?’
Finally, when.I asked why we had carefully washed a slab of glass down twice
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with a particularly (so he warned me) hazardous solution, he said, ‘Because that’s
what the person who showed me did, and it works, so I'm not going to mess with it.’

Further experience in the laboratory showed that this account was not unusual,
There was a strong preference for being shown a technique by someone for whom
it worked. Written protocols giving step-by-step instructions for carrying out
lechniques were freely available, but these were seen as needing interpretation
and as leaving out vital information necessary to make the technique work.
Techniques were fragile and prone to stop working for no reason, so it made sense
lo get as close as possible to the way of carrying them out of someone who had
had previous success with them.

Observation and interaction with members of the laboratory using the computers
showed strong parallels with the learning practices used for laboratory techniques.
New computer skills were often learned by watching someone who already had
success with them, and people spoke nostalgically of a time when there were some
people in the laboratory who liked computers and knew a lot about them and were
able to give a lot of help. In the office I tried and failed to locate a copy of the user
manual on which I had spent so much time when with the computer systems
developers. Written instructions were treated with suspicion or disregard.

Myth and Magic

Looking at laboratory techniques also exposes the extent to which these procedures
are seen as being outside rational explanation. A technique may suddenly stop
working for no apparent reason, and, without the researchers being aware of what
has changed, they may fail to obtain useful results for days, even weeks, at a time.
When lthis occurs, changes to particular stages of the procedure or new batches of
solutions may be suggested, but in the end the advice may consist of a shrug of
the shoulders and a suggestion to ‘Keep trying’.

A similar event occurred one day at the computer. A researcher sat down in
front of the workstation in the corner of the office, and typed in his user name and
password. He was refused access. He tried again, and the same happened. Noticing
his problem, and taking on my new role of IT expert, I leaned across and asked
what was wrong. He explained that the computer would not let him log in. As |
started to launch into a potential diagnosis, ‘I think you’ve got Caps Lockon . . .
he cut me off. ‘It’s OK, it's playing up, it does that with mine from time to time
for some reason.” He looked out of the office and called to another researcher who
was passing to come and log in for him on her password, because his was not
working today.

For this researcher, the computer was not a logical, knowable machine whose
problems required a rational explanation. Rather, it was a complex, almost organic
being which could ‘play up’ without warning just like the laboratory techniques.

Ethnography in the Laboratory

This perception of computers was not necessarily shared throughout the laboratory.
However, the output of the computer programs was often interpreted in a behavi-
ourist way: rather than a logical interpretation based on known processes being
carried out, the interpretation of computer results was ofien discussed in terms of
what looked or felt right, and the underlying processes inferred from that. One
informant told me of a sequence-matching program: ‘I kind of looked at the resulis
and worked out what it must be doing from that’ From the compuler systems
developers I had gathered that scientists were, or should be, deeply interested in
and knowledgeable about the algorithms used by the programs which they used.
In the laboratory this turned out to be far from true.

Common Property

According to computer systems developers, users are distinct bounded entities,
each of whom has and uses his or her own user name and password., The anecdote
I tell above gives the lie to this assumption. Sharing of computer space was common
in the laboratory. On PCs in the shared office, files tended to be stored on the hard
dis¢ drive where anyone could, and did, access them. Researchers tended to use
their own electronic mail accounts, and not to read each other’s electronic mail,
but for access to external computer systems, including the system whose developers
I had spent time with, they all shared the same account in the name of the head of
the laboratory. Inspired by these observations, I decided to explore how this view
of computer space as shared fitted into ideas of space and property within the
laboratory more generally.

In order to discuss the notion of sharing and the use of space within the
laboratory, I used a collaboratively produced map. I drew a rough sketch of the
laboratory and office space and, during a lunch break, I asked the peopie who
were eating their sandwiches in the office to help me complete it. We shaded and
labelied all the places which were thought of as belonging to one person or another.
Each researcher had a portion of the laboratory bench which was held to be his or
hers, and a place where he or she habitually sat in the offices. This led to a discussion
on what was and was not shared, Resources, such as enzymes and solutions, were
in short supply at the time. It was generally accepted that these were not yours:
rather they belonged to the laboratory and you could not reasonably (morally)
keep them to yourself. Similarly, labelling a piece of equipment did not make it
someone's exclusive possession, although it did make it more likely that you would
return it if you borrowed it. Very little in the laboratory was held to be privale
inviolable space or property, and even apparent ownership implied respect rather
than exclusive rights.

Only in relation to ime did it seem that computer usage was viewed differently.
Some members of the laboratory told me that they preferred (o keep compuier
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work for quieter times: outside normal working hours, when the system might be
running more quickly, they were less likely to be disturbed. These were the resear-
chers who were more confident with IT: more likely to be happy working alone,
and more likely to resent the communal approach which the less confident members
of ihe |aboratory took for using the computer. During the day, computer time was
likely to be snatched between stages of a procedure which took a defined time, in
Just the same way as coffee and lunch would be fitted in with a procedure which
would not wait. Laboratory work was seen as the most important feature of the
work, and computing work as a subsidiary which could be fitted in at odd moments.
1 was, however, told by one researcher that she regretted not having done more
computing eariier in her project because ‘it would have been giving me feedback
and telling me where I was going wrong." Generally, the priority of laboratory
techniques over other uses of time went unchallenged.

Locking at time and space tends therefore to reinforce a view of the computer
as something which is fitted into the routines of laboratory work, and which is
incorporated into pre-existirig assumptions about the sharing of space and property.
The computer tends to become just another piece of laboratory equipment, less
exacting in its demands on time than some other procedures.

Transformations of Representations

The results of computer analysis of data were part of a chain of transformations
of representations within the laboratory. On a major scale was the transformation
{from humans to mice and back to humans which I described earlier. On a smaller
scale, laboratory work is about moving from one kind of representation to another,
with the adequacy of the transformation in principle questionable at every stage
{Latour and Woolgar 1986).

To illustrate this point, I need to return to the experience of learning a new
technique. The day, for me, started with the tubes which contained mouse DNA
held in so]ution_. (I never saw a live mouse during my time at the laboratory.) To
these tubes enzymes were added to cleave the DNA, the tubes were incubated to
induce cleavage, and then markers were added. Gel was poured between glass
plates to form channels for separation of the DNA, and the DNA samples were
injected into the channels. These stages called for steady hands and high manual
dexiterity so as not to lose several hours of work by breaking the gel or contami-
nating between channels. An electric current was run across the gel to separate
out the differently sized strands of DNA, and the gel was stained, washed, and
finatly-taken to a dark room to be photographed. At this stage, my teacher leaned
across the gel eager to see if the day’s work had been worthwhile, and I too leaned
across, watching his face, anxious that my ineptitude might have inadvertently
ruined the results. As I watched he smiled, then swept his hand across the gel,
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crumpling it into several pieces. I was horrified at seeing our hard work so casually
destroyed. I had made the mistake of viewing the gel as an end result, rather than
as a slage in a process of transformations. ’

On returning to the laboratory bench with the photograph of the gel, the
interpretation bégan. My informant sat and studied the photograph, interpreting it
for me in the light of what he expected to see, and what would be sensible to see,
He said, ‘Either I did something wrong, or something interesting is happening.’

- There then followed a process of preparing a diagram to show the implications of

this result for the genetic map, and comparison with other people’s resulls obtained
from published papers or databases. The process involves the construction of
plausible stories to account for the observed results, and the results from databases
provide one part of the backdrop against which the decision as to what makes
sense is made.

 Plausible stories involve the alignment of different kinds of evidence. Matching
of DNA sequences identified in the laboratory with those sequenced by others
around the world and stored in computer databases forms one kind of evidence in
leading to the identification of a gene. While the laboratory techniques are used to
identify ‘candidate genes', matches with similar sequences in databases are used
to discuss what would be a sensible candidate, and what could plausibly be impli-
cated in the genetic disorder being investigated. Judgements of the reliability of
database information are based on who did the work and where, and how sensible
they seem in the light of other stories.

A published paper which announces a new genetic map, or identifies the gene
for a genetic disorder, therefore represents the end point of a series of transfor-
mations of representations, and of judgements about what is a plausible story and
what makes sense. The end point requires an alignment of different kinds of
evidence, and no one source of data or information is necessarily privileged. The
results of computerized data analysis and database matching are judged on the
degree 10 which they contribute to the construction of these plausible stories. My
account foregrounds IT as a specific concern. In the work of the laboratory, IT is
only foregrounded at particular times, when there are debates about the working
of a particular package, or the applicability or reliability of results, At other times,
IT is effectively invisible in the work of the laboratory, and the talk is of pulling
out genes and reading sequences. In the published papers of the laboratory, the
transformations of representations which lead up to the results being reported are .

all but absent.

Conclusions

Ethnography was first notably used in scientific laboratories in the 1970s and 1980s.
Up to this point, sociologists of science had tended to be preoccupied with
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accounting for bad science, where results were believed which later came to be
seen as untrue. It seemed that the task of sociology of science was confined to
accounting for what went wrong in these aberrant cases. ‘True’ science was assumed
1o be beyond social accounting and to be adequately explained by the appropriate
application of scientific method. Sociologists and anthropologists began to study
the everyday working practices of laboratories, as part of a move to claim the
contenl of (both “true’ and ‘false’) science for social analysis (Knorr-Cetina and
Muikay 1983). '
Establishing the content of science as open to social analysis entails questioning

same taken-for-granted assumptions: that laboratory instruments provide transparent
windows on reality (Latour and Woolgar 1986); that experiments can be replicated
(Collins 1985); that facts can be readily distinguished from artefacts of the experi-
mental process (Lynch 1985); that facts speak for themselves (Latour and Wool gar
1986); that scientific papers straightforwardly report on the process of fact discovery
(Knorr-Cetina 1981); and that discoveries are recognized as such at the time that
they are made (Woolgar 1976). Ethnographic studies of scientific practice and

scientific discourse (Gilbert and Mulkay 1984) aimed to give accounts of what

scientists do and how they do it the same status as the accounts of any other culture.

In other words, the work of the early ethnographers was to make taken-for-granted

features of our own culture seem strange. Scientific ‘truths’ were to be seen as
embedded in and subject to the cultures which produced them (Traweek 1988).
Among these broadly ethnographic studies there is considerable disciplinary and

methodological diversity (Traweek 1992).

Viewing the content of science as social in this way opens up a whole range of
potential questions for discussion. Once the ‘sacred" status of scientific (ruth is
removed (al least for the purposes of analysis, if not for everyday life), ethnographers
can also begin to track the complex connections between the knowledge-producing
practices of the laboratory and the culture which surrounds and permeates the
boundaries of the laboratory. Attempts have been made to trace the sociology of
scientific knowledge between laboratories (Fujimura | 992), to consider the impli-
cations of the apparent boundedness of the laboratory {Knorr-Cetina 1992; Latour
1987), and to make connections between the products of the laboratory and wider

social, political, and economic concerns (Charlesworth et g/, 1989). Recently, the

proposal of multi-sited ethrography (Marcus 1995) has been taken up by anthro-

- pologists of science who seek to trace the ways in which scientific knowledge

travels beyond the boundaries of the laboratory and is rearticulated and reproduced
in its new settings (Layne 1998; Heath [998).

The sociology of scientific knowledge provides a rich supply of experiences
on which to draw in conducting an ethnographic study in a laboratory. In my own
work I drew on approaches which open the everyday practices of science to inquiry
and see them as crucial in the construction of scientific knowledge. I also drew
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heavily on a sceptical analytic approach which did not give a pr.iori privilege Eo
any accounts of what was going on in laboratory work: M?' questlo'n, however, in
common with that of many current ethnographies of scientific pr.actlce, was ratl?er
different from that of the earlier ethnographers. Rather than making a strong point
about the social construction of scientific facts, I was .concetrne.d 1o tr:‘ace the role
of one particular ‘laboratory technology and the ways in which its design and use
focal experience.
wefl“ahihszzg r?siu]ts whic]; I have described here show how, within a short, focu'sed
period of ethnographic observation, I was able to gain a rich sen.se of the practices
of laboratory work, and the ways in which IT fitted in a2 plece.of labn?r}zitotrly
equipment. The application of an ethnographic sensitivity, combined with t E
specific insights of the sociology of scientific knowlfsdge, allowed me to approac :
the use of IT in the laboratory as a locally meaningful part of the p.rocess o
scientific work, without making judgements about the truth or otherwise of the
knowledge being produced. By focusing on laboratory work as a whole, rather
than narrowly focusing on situations in which a computer was being used, I was
able to show the ways in which IT fits into and is transformed by the laboratory
Se“;l‘i- computer system became incorporated into and tral.lsformed by laboratory
culture, to become a piece of technology almost unrecognizable t(? the computez
systems developers who designed it. The dual-site e.lhnography which1 coml:luct;a1
allowed me to contrast the perspective of the designers of t-he systfam with : 3
perspective of its eventual users. The different beliefs and practices which prevai ‘.3
in the laboratory aflowed a completely different view of the technology _to exist
from the one which the systems developers would have a.ldvocatec-l. Possﬂ?]y the
greatest irony is that the ‘users’ in the laboratory were highly satisfied with the
SySI[:r::l;)mmon with many other organizational field sites, the Iabo::atory i? a s:}:e
of specialized expertise. This raises some speciflic problems' and 1ssut;s ! :l)r -IEh:
ethnographer setting out to enter and gain analytic purchase in such a lle . o
foremost of these issues is that of specialized knowledgf:: how much is nee eq
before entering the setting, and how much needs to be acqunr.ed asan ethnographe]: 7
Understanding the technical content of the work, and learning to understand tech-
nical content are both very useful ethnographically: not.in. Lhemse'lves, but becausg
of the purchase they offer on the meanings which parllc.:lpants g}ve to events an
for the access which they provide to the details of work‘mg practices. {\t the s:llme
time, however, not being a scientist provides Lhe cruc‘lal ethnographic purchase
which comes from questioning taken-for-granted pract_lcles. . ‘
Without a high starting level of scientific expert.ise, it 15. unlikely that in a short
space of time an ethnographer in the laboratory W-lﬂ acquire elno.ugh compe'tince;
to take a full part in the work. Roles are therefore likely to be limited, and withou
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being a full participant it is easy to feel useless or self-conscious. In my own case
I lack[c?d this anxiely through a combination of strategies: accepting the discomfort
as a price to be paid for being there; adopting an apprentice role where possible;
and drawing on alternative skills in IT to contribute to the work. This latter strateg):
I drew upon only in the later stages and reluctantly, but it proved to be useful in
foregrounding IT For discussion at stages when I was keen to explore some of m
earlier observations with my informants, ’

. Any ethnography, particularly one in such a setting, is necessarily partial. There
will be locations and aspects unexplored. In particular, I felt that I was missing
some aspecls by not being in the laboratory at weekends, when I was told some
people did a Jot of their computer work. In addition, many of the researchers had
computers at home, and I was unable (or unwilling) to follow them to their homes
a&nd see what work they did there, The laboratory is only a smail portion of the
lives ?f the people who work there. Strategic decisions have to be made about
what is practical and whal is likely to be the most efficient use of limited time. In
my case, [ chose to focus on the physically bounded location of the laboratory
and tf1e normal working hours. My éthnography was extended outside that space
and time only insofar as my informants told me about their lives outside.

Finally, reporting on an ethnography within a highlyrspecialized technical setting
can also be problemalic: readers need to be given enough insight in order to interpret
the analysis, without subjecling them to a science lesson combined with an
ethnography. In part, I hope I have achieved this by allowing enough time to elapse
bel'or.e lelling the tale that many of the technical details have been forgotten: what
remain are the crucial elements in telling the ethnographic stories:at the héart of
the analysis. el IE

References . o
Buchanan, D., B‘oddy, D., and McCalman, J. (1988), *Getting in;Gétting on, Getting
out and Gelu‘ng back’, in A. Bryman (ed.), Doing Résearch-iii Oi'gdnizations,
London and New York: Routledge, 53-67. ~ - riifs foegiepe
Charlfasw'orlh, M., Farrall, L., Stokes, T., and Turnbull;. D (1989); ‘Life Among the
Scientists: an Amthropological Study of an Australicn Séigiitific ‘Gommunity
Melbourne: Oxford University Press. = =v 35ik el ,
Collins, H.M. (1985), Changing Order: Replicatioi dndvli
Practice, London: Sage. RIS atf sy v
Denning, PJ1. (1991}, ‘A new paradigm for:scien_eﬁ?'fain
(eds.), Computerization and Controversy: Val ]
Boston: Academic Press, 379-82. « 4" <5

-74=

b TEEr

B L O S b S T iz i 4 R R T 5 25 e

T

Ethnography in the Laboratory

Fujimura, J. (1992), “Crafting Science: Standardized Packages, Boundary Objects '
and “Translation™ in A. Pickering (ed.), Science as Practice and Culture, Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, [68-211.

Gilbert, G.N. and Mulkay, M. (1984), Opening Pandora’s Box: a Sociological
Analysis of Scientists’ Discourse, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Heath, D. (1998), ‘Locating Genetic Knowledge: Picturing Marfan Syndrome and its
Travelling Constituencies’, Science, Technology and Human Values 23(1): 71-97.

Hine, C. (1993), “Possibility and Necessity: Science, Ethics and the Technological
Imperative’, paper presented at BSA Annual Conference (Research Imaginalions),
5-8 April, Essex.

Knorr-Cetina, K. (1981), The Manufacture of Knowledge: an Essay on the Con-
structivist and Contextual Nature of Science, Oxford: Pergamon Press.

(1992), “The Couch, the Cathedral and the Laboratory: On the Relationship
between Experiment and Laboratory in Science' in A. Pickering (ed.), Science
as Practice and Culture, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 113-38,

— and Mulkay, M. (eds.) (1983), Science Observed: Perspectives on the Social
Study of Science, London: Sage.

Latour, B. (1987), Science in Action: How to follow Scientists and Engineers
through Society, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press; Milton Keynes:
Open University Press. .

—. and Woolgar, 5. (1986 [1979]), Laboratory Life: the Construction of Scientific
Facts (2nd edn), Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Layne, L.L. (1998}, ‘Introduction to Special Issue: Anthropological Approaches
in Science and Technology Studies’, Science, Technology and Human Values
23(1): 4-23.

Lynch, M. (1985), Art and Artifact in Laboratory Science: a Study of Shop Work
and Shop Talk in a Research Laboratory, London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Marcus, G.E. (1995), ‘Ethnography in/ol the World System: the Emergence of
Multi-sited Ethnography’, Annual Review of Anthropology 24: 95-117.

Maxwell, R. (1990), Information Technology as a way of Reducing the Costs and
Time in Dissemination of Scientific and Technical Information, The British
Library Dainton Lecture, 5 March, London: The British Library Science
Technology and Industry Section.

Pfaffenberger, B. (1988), “Fetishised Objects and Humanised Natvre: Towards an
Anthropology of Technology', Man 23(2): 236-52.

Rachel, J. and Woolgar, S. (1993), “The Discursive Structure of the Socio-Technical
Divide: The Example of Information Systems Development’, Seciclogical

Review 43(2): 251-73.
Traweek, S. (1988), Beantimes and Lifetime: The World of High Energy Physicists,

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

—75-



Science

— (1992), ‘Border Crossings: Narrative Strategies in Science Studies and among
Physicists in Tsukuba Science City, Japan® in A. Pickering (ed.), Science as
Practice and Culture, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 429-65.

Woolgar, S. (1976), “Wriling an Intellectual History of Scientific Developments:
the Use of Discovery Accounts’, Social Studies of Science 6: 395-422.

—76 -

4

Ethnography in the Science
Museum, London
Sharon Macdonald

Why carry out an ethnographic study of an institution? What can be gained from
an ethnographic and anthropological approach? And what kinds of problems and
issues is the researcher likely to encounter? In the following account I attempt to
give some answers to these questions through providing a case study based on
ethnographic research which I have carried out in the Science Museum, London.
My aim is to highlight some of the information and insights an ethnographic and
anthropological approach is able to provide, and to discuss some of the difficulties
of trying to analyse and write about such research.

The Science Museum is itself, of course, a specific kind of institution and therein
lies some of its interest to an anthropologist: Why gather up all these artefacts?
Why put “science’ on public display? How do those working in the Science Museum
see their task? At the same time it has parallels with many other kinds of institution
in which ethnographers of organizations might work. In its creation of exhibitions,
it is part of the culture indusiry— those institutions involved in creating cultural
products (including film, television, newspapers, advertisements). It is aisc parl
of the leisure and tourist industry; it has a research and educational function; and
it establishes links with universities, schools, and scientific and industrial establish-
meats. Furthermore, many museum staff themselves are technically civil servants
and members of public service trade unions, Moreover, as a large public institulion,
it is also subject to many of the same managerial structures, difficulties, and fashions
as are other (especially large and public) organizations. And, like many organizations,
it has well-educated staff, many of whom are actively engaged in reflecting upon
the organization in which they work and who are well able to give accounts of it.
This latter raises a question about what an ethnographic approach can add. Why
not just ask the staff for their account? To address this question, I begin first with
a discussion of the ambitions of ethnography. This is followed by some general
background to my Science Museum research, its aims and context; and then I
offer a more detailed discussion of how these ‘ethnographic commitments’ were
fulfilled (or otherwise) in this research.
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Ethnographic Commitinents

Etlinographic research is sometimes seen simply as meaning *participant observation’:

‘participant observation’ entailing the ethnographer participating in, and observing,
daily life. While “participant observation’ is generally a key dimension of ethno-
graphic research, most anthropologists understand the term more broadly. This is
well expressed by Daniel Miller, an anthropologist who has used an elhnographic
approach to subjects such as ‘capitalism’ and ‘consumption’ in industrialized and
multicultural contexts including Trinidad (1997). He suggests that éthnography is
characterized by a ‘series of commitments thal together constitute a particular
perspective’ (1997: 16). These are:

. To be in the presence of the people one is studying, not just the texts or objects
they produce

2. To evalua_le people in terms of what they actually do, i.e. as material agents
working in a material world, and not merely of what they say they do’ (1997;
16-17).

3. To *long-term commitment to an investigation that allows people Lo return to a
daily life that one hopes goes beyond what is performed for the ethnographer’
(1997: 17). :

4. To holistic analysis ‘which insists that . . . behaviours be considereéd within the
larger framework of people’s lives and cosmologies’ (1997: 17): -

!hey are sludymu The aim is to brmo togelher whlchever méthods seem approprlaté
to try to understand Lhe social life and cultural assumptions of those being studied.
For anthropologists, this is also coupled, implicitly or explicitly; with a:‘relativizing’
perspective —i.e. trying not to take features of the group being studied forgranted
but attempting to see what it is that is specific aboutthem through thinking about
how they might be otherwise. This may be-dorie, implicitly or explicitly, through
cross-cultural exampies. By thinking about how people‘in‘another part of the world
do things dilferently, anthropologists can raise‘questions about aspects of social
life and local knowledge that might mére- usually betakei-as givén and not
questioned. In so doing, anthropological ethnographersigenerally accept that they
may find their research moving into areas that.they had not driginally: expected
because these turn out to be significant in theworids:whichi they are investigating.
This open-ended flexibility is also an important-féatire of aii’ ethnovraphlc
approach.
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Below, | take each of Miller’s ‘commitments’ in turn and discuss each more
fully in relation to my research in the Science Museum. My aim is-to try to show
why each is important and how each can contribute to an understanding of a
particular organizational culture, in this case that of the Scjence Museum. First,
however, I give some background to the research,

LEthnography in the Science Museum: Background

The research was funded under the BSRC's ‘Public Understanding of Science’
programme; and its aim was to look at the kinds of explicit, implicit, and practical
definitions that museum staff made about science, how this was reflected in the
exhibitions that they produced, and what visitors made of this.! The ethnography
focused on the making of one exhibition in particular, an exhibition which opened
in October 1989 as Food for Thought: The Sainsbury Gallery. This is a large
exhibition on the subject of food — particularly changes in food availability and
choice in Britain in the twentieth century — which at the time of writing is still in
place. Ethnographic research on the making of the exhibition took place for the
year leading up to the opening; and further research on the wider Science Museum
context and on visitors to the exhibition continued afier this, with funding for the
project coming to an end in September 1990.

Six members of the museum staff were the ‘Exhibition Team’. They were
primarily responsible for defining the content of the exhibition and for organizing
it into being. In doing so, however, they were in turn ‘managed’ by their superiors
in the Museum (the ‘Head of Public Services’ being their ‘line manager’, he in
turn being managed by the Museum Director), and they were involved with many
others who also played a part in the making of ‘the exhibition. These included
exhibition designers, nutritional advisers (university professors), industrialists {from
whom various food-processing machinery exhibited in the exhibition was acquired},
educational advisers, experts on creating interactive exhibits, picture researchers,
and many others. Because ali decisions about what would finally be included would
have to go through the Team, it made sense.to be based with them. However,
although Team members were based in two adjacent offices and had many collective
meetings, there were many days when different team members were meeting
different consultants or carrying out different activities. Decisions on whom I would
accompany were generally made on the basis of eilher who was willing to let me
go with them (a willingness which was generally shaped by how inappropriate
they thought it might appear to those they were meeting Lo have an ethhographer

1. The research was directed by Roger Silverstone and it was based in the Centre for Research
into Innovation, Culiure, and Techrology (CRICT) at Brunel University,
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accompanying them)? or how interesting I thought it might prove to be. As all
Team members reporled back on their excursions al regular Team meetings as
well as often discussing them informally in the Team offices, I was generally able
to keep a reasonable track of the different activities of members, even where [ had
not observed them directly, though obviously this was less satisfactory than in
those cases where I was able to ‘I-witness’ (Geertz 1988: 73ff.). The same was the
case for telephone calls, an important means of communication in the construction
of the exhibition. Lacking phone-tapping equipment, I necessarily relied on
accounts related. Nevertheless, at the point where all events had to be ‘translated’
into becoming part of the exhibition itself — an ‘obligatory passage point’, as Bruno
Latour (1987) calls it -- I was able to observe that process.

This diréct observational work generally involved me in sitting in a corner of
the offices or other location (e.g. conference room, gallery, stall in Hyde Park)
with 2 pen and notebook. This was not just being *a fly on the wall’, however: |
took my turn making léa and coffee, accompanied Team members to lunch or to
pick up faxes or to check on various exhibits, and sometimes joined in discussion
{mostly by asking questions). In the Team offices, I would also use time when not
much easily observable was going on - e.g. when all were at work on their own
word-processors - to go through the filing cabinets of documents related to the
exhibition. I tape-recorded Team meetings and most other formal meetings, such
as Lthose with designers. I aiso kept copies of as much relevant paperwork as possible
{e.g. the various ‘drafts’ of the exhibition ‘storyline’); and took numerous
photographs of, and many notes on, the actual construction of the exhibition itself.
In addition, I also carried out recorded semi-structured interviews with Team
members at various stages through the process and after its completion; and with
other Science Museum stalf (in order to get a broader sénse of key debates and
issues on the subject of the representation of science and other relevdnt matters)
and various other personnel invelved in the construction of the éxhibition.(e.g.
the Education officer, the Divisional line manager, the Museum Director). The
study of visitors to the exhibition entailed a somewhat- differerit approach and to
some extenl, as I have discussed elsewhere, raises. rather dlfferent questmns and,
therefore, I do not consider it here.? N R TS AT

2. Where they thought it inappropriate it was genem!!y bccause they had had dlft' cully negot:almg
their own access (e.g. to a particular food company headquarlers) In sume cases; théy specifically
thought that a person being contacted (e.g. graphic designers) would he m(erested i know of a
study being undertaken and therefore encouraged me to atlend. . -~ .o e -

3. See Macdonald (1993) and (1995).: I D D VI R TR TOTY RO
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Commitment 1: Being There

The great majority of analyses of museums focus on finished exhibitions, and
generally provide a ‘reading’ based on the content and form of that which is
represented. Such ‘readings’ tend to assume that finished exhibitions are rather
unproblematically the product of dominant class, race, and gender interests. In
recent years, such studies have been accompanied by a growing, though still small,
number of studies of the consumption of museuns and exhibitions. These have
served to highlight the possible variety in visitors’ own readings as well as, in
some cases, particular cultural patterns and readings positioned in terms of class,
race, and gender. As yet, however, there has been very little work on the production
of exhibitions, and that which there has been has mostly been historical ~ based
primarily on documentation —rather than on participant-observation ethnography.
The question for ethnography, then, is; What can this give us that we couldn’t get
from an analysis of the finished exhibition?

For me, one of the interesting and surprising things about the Feod for Thought
exhibition when it opened was the extent to which it did not entirely ‘feel’ like the
kind of exhibition which those making it had envisaged. During the making of the
exhibition, a lot of the discussion in meetings as well as informal talk in the offices
and over lunch had described the exhibition with adjectives such as ‘lively’, ‘exciting’,
‘busy’, ‘buzzy’, ‘fun’; it had particularly emphasized the idea that there would be
*lots going on’, ‘lots of hands-on’, it won’t be boring’. The large flip-chart sheets
produced during the early ‘brainstorming’ sessions show bubbles and words —food
mountains’, ‘cosmetics (food for the face)’, ‘eating out (multi-ethric/ethos of the chef)’,
*hydroponics’ - jostling together; and the early sketches produced by the designers
have what was described to me as ‘a market-stall kind of feel’, with lots of different
well-occupied and even over-flowing areas and cascading potled plants. In the
brainstorming charts, in some of the ideas suggesled, in others that circulated during
the making of the exhibition, and in some of the suggestions for names for the
exhibition, there was plenty of humour. One exhibit planned (and described in a
press release) was Intended to give visitors the ‘experience of being a frozen pea’;
there were early ideas for a robot for hamburger-making and an area for tasting
foods; and Lhe exhibition includes exhibits such as a giant pot of chocolate mousse,
mirrors to make you look fatter and thinner, and a (non-functioning) McDonald’s
food outlet. Names suggesied — many never really intended, of course — included
‘Bread and Butter Show’, ‘Nosh’, ‘Grub Up’, and ‘Feeders Digest’. In the Museum
the Team itself was often referred to, and sometimes referred to itself, as ‘Fruit
and Nut’; and Team members enjoyed a sense of ‘winding up’ more ‘traditional’
members of the Museum staff with suggestions of ‘wacky’ exhibits such as a giant
cup of tea to be hung over the Museum’s central atrium. There was also a sense of
willingness to address controversial and politically difficult subjects: world food
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distribution and famine, industrial food production, food peisoning, diet, including
consumption of fat and sugar. In all of this, the sense of ‘difference’ from previous
exhibitions was frequently expreésed by the Team during Lhe making, a sense of
difference that they articulated (o their gender — an all-woman Team being un-
precedented and frequently commented upon —and to their relatively ‘non-scientific’
backgrounds — most having degrees in subjects such as history and archaeology —
and to their ‘in-touchness’ with popular culture and lay people, which they tended
to see many other Museum staff as not having.

Given this sense of difference, of controversy, and of fun, that infused so many
of the projections of the exhibition, the finished product felt ‘rather flat’ or ‘a bit
disappointing in some ways’, as Team members themselves said to me afterwards.
"This shouldn’| be exaggerated, of course; many visitors, for example, commented
positively on the number of ‘hands-on’ exhibilts and made favourable contrasts
with other Science Museum exhibitions; and some reviewers did likewise. However,
others also commented negatively on the extensive text (*too much reading’); the
amount of text also surprised Team members when they saw the finished exhibition.
There was also negalive comment both from some visitors and from some reviewers
on what they saw as a lack of proper engagement with the politics of food production,
particularly with the role of supermarkets (something which they sometimes linked
to the fact that Sainsbury’s was the main sponsor for the exhibition), |

One interesting question, then, which arose from the study.of. Food for Thought
—a question that I had not anticipated — was why there was a disjunction between
the process that in cultural studies is sometimes referred to as+‘encoding’. (Hall
1980) (i.e. the production of the exhibition), on the one hand, and the *ext’ {i.e.
finished exhibition) and at least some of its ‘decodings’ (i.e. interpretations by
visitors), on the other. What was clearly evident was that justtc ‘read back’ from
the finished exhibition would have missed this disjunction and its sccompanying
complexity. For example, the exhibition could readily be interpreted = in.a manner
which is consistent with many text-based readings «of, miiseum.exhibitions (and
indeed other cultural ‘texts’) —- as a product of dominant cultural interests; in this
case those of food companies and market-led politics. The point-is.not that such
readings are ‘wrong’ or, more generally, that there isnorelation between production
and product, Rather, what is interesting is Aow. an exhibition -envisaged in a par-
ticular way might end up being open.to other-kinds of interpretations: It is here that
an ethnography of production — direct observation of the processes of exhibition-

‘making in this case ~can help to provide answers. More generally; this can also highlight

the complexity of production, moving us beyond the rather simplistic; deterministic
models typical of much cultural studies (see D_u‘.Ga‘y:y 1997.for.a sumimary).#:

4. For an excellent, more general an:il'j.;s'is of thé"ﬁil"féi’éﬁéé!t‘)éfwééﬁ ?mﬁc'il'E:ijll‘h:r:iui'sllidié‘s"‘and
anthropological research, see Werbner (1997). She argués thal the' foriefreigils an “dllegory of resis-
tance’ in which ‘class, race, gender, nation’ are ‘treatéd as analytic terms 2. [which] become stop words
which block analysis’ (Werbner 1997: 41, 45).
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So, in the case of the making of the Food for Thought exhibition, when and
how did it happen that the exhibition became ‘readable’ in the ways that it did?
To give a full answer to this question would take more space than I have here, and
would involve a large number of different features and events, some relatively
unpredictable (e.g. the failure of the frozen-pea experience te be completed on
time), others somewhat unexpected outcomes of decisions about other matters

- (e.g. the ‘invisibility” of the giant chocolate mousse pot to many visitors because

of its size and position within the exhibition — so big one couldn’t easily get far
enough away to see what it was); others a sornetimes unanticipated consequence
of the way in which exhibition-making was undertaken (e.g. the primacy of the
‘storyline’ and the aim to ‘convey messages’); and others a function of particular
museological assumptions at the time (e.g. that visitors could learn belter from
‘interactive’ than from static exhibits). ‘Being there’ certainly highlighted the
numerous events and decisions that played a part in shaping the final outcome of
the exhibition, and the variety of ‘routes’ — or ‘biographies’ (Kopytoff 1986) — by
which different exhibits might have “made it’ to the finished exhibition. It also, of
course, made visible the exclusions that happen during the making — artefacts,
dimensions, and styles of representation which were once contemplated and
perhaps even included until a relatively late stage, but which do not reach the
finished exhibition. These ‘dead ends’, of course, are generally quite invisible to
analysts who only read the finished text. Yet, as historians of science have argued
of ‘scientific failures’ (e.g. Gooday 1997), that which doesn’t ‘make it is no less
interesting for that, and can be highly revealing of the implicit local knowledge
and cultural assumptions involved.

To illustrate these points, let me give an example of a particular ‘exclusion’ or
‘dead end’, for by following this {as sociologists of science, such as Bruno Latour
suggest, 1987) we can see some of the more general processes and tensions at
work in exhibition creation. The example concerns a set of exhibits which in some

5. OF course, we might simply say that any exhibition (or other cultural “text’} is readable in
infinitely variable ways and that these do not necessarily bear any relation to the text anyway, (This
is a perspective sometimes voiced in museumn studies and some cultural studies.} This seems to me
to be not only analytically unhelpful — all we can do is list the variations — but also misguided. While
there is, of course, individual variety in interpretations, and while some bear little relation to the
‘text” itself, there are also identifiable patterns and commonalities in ‘readings’, and it is also possible
to identify where a ‘reading’ is of a different text altogether. (Anthropology is helpful here in making
us aware of how people from a dilferent cultural background might interpret an exhibition rather
differently, as Errington and Gewertz, for example, describe of readings of Wathering Heights by an
American and a Chambri teenager (1987: 128).) Some of the ‘commonality’ is derived from the
common experience of those making the readings (¢.g. experience of other media representations,
shared cultural assumptions about food) but it also relates to particular features of the exhibition.
The task is to identify these and to see how, when, and why the exhibition became readable in these

ways.
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of the early planning documents is listed as ‘Superstition or fad in each area (carrots
and seeing in the dark/garlic and Dracula/salt and the Devil/Shrove Tuesday/Ginger
Bread men)’. Many Team members were extremely enthusiastic about these themes
and one commented to me that this was part of the exhibition that she was especially
locking forward to as she found this ‘more beliefs and superstitions’ aspect of
more interest than ‘some of the, you know, more production, sciency bits’.5 So
why did it not ‘make it?” Looking back, we can see that some of the seeds of its
exclusion were sown early on in the exhibition, though at the time this was not
evident. Originally, the Team had begun to plan the gallery by using particular
foods, or groups of foods, as the focus for different areas of the exhibition. Thus,
peas and fruit, say, or bread and sugar, would be linked to particular production
processes (e.g. freezing, canning, and jam-making; bread-making, sugar production;
pasteurization, and bottling}, lo particular nutritional components (e.g. vitamins,
carbohydrate, protein), and to the *superstitions and fads’. However, when the
Team presented these ideas to a panel of nutritional experts, the latter objected to
the idea that foods be associated with particular nutrients. This, they said, was an
outdated idea which nutritionists found unhelpful: the public should instead be
encouraged to think in terms of foods as containing a mix of different nutritional
compenents. Foliowing this intervention from science (an intervention which we
should note shows that exhibition-making was not a linear process of taking
scientific ideas and packaging them, even though this is likely to be how at least
some of those involved would describe it), the Team decided to reorganize the
exhibition to remove the sections on nutrition and to bring these together in their
own section of the exhibition, later o be named ‘Food and the Body’.

Even at this point, however, the superstitions remained, and indeed, in some
cases these sections seemed 1o be expanding as Team members found more that
might he of interest to include in them. Of significance here was an elision which
Team members frequently made between themselves and visitors or ‘ordinary lay
people’. This, in turn, was associated with their sense of difference from other
Museum staff, and articulated to their gender and relatively low place in the
Museum hierarchy to be allocated the *jammy job® of exhibition-making. So, if
Team members found a subject interesting, they would extrapolate that the general
public was likely to do so also. In doing so, they tended also to regard ‘science’ as
likely to be relatively uninteresting to visitors: ‘science’ needed to be ‘dressed
up’, ‘packaged’, and enlivened by linkage with ‘more interesting’, ‘history and
culture’ topics. This too created a rationale [or including the superstitions and
fads.

6. That identification of ‘superstitions’ and *fads” as separate from other dimensions of the
exhibition — dimensions which by contrast might be thought to be not a matter of *incorrect beliel” —
is itsell of anthropological interest here.
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Their inclusion was overdetermined by another feature too: a desire to include
‘objects’ in the exhibition. ‘Objects’ to museum staff are not simply ‘things’, they
are, in the definitions given to me by two curators, “things to be puton a pedestal
and worshipped’ or ‘anything with an inventory number’. That is, they are specially
selected objects, worthy of becoming part of a museum collection. This does not
mean that they necessarily have to be especially valuable or rare: the Science
Museum collects many examples of ‘everyday” items (e.g. domestic technologies,
or artefacts which illustrate the use of a particular plastic or metal) as well as
more unusual or historicaily singular items. Food for Thought was not, however,
an exhibition with many objects, and indeed those working on it were given job
titles of ‘interpreters’ rather than ‘curators’ (even though all had been curators
previously). This had a good deal of significance within the overall politics and
managerial structuring of the Museum for it meant that, in theory at least, this
exhibition was not to managed by ‘curators’, whose primary affiliation would be
to the objects (the term ‘curator’ being derived from the Latin for to “care for’),
but by ‘interpreters’, whose primary affiliation was to be to ‘the public’. In keeping
with this, Food for Thought was a ‘message-led’ exhibition defined by the ‘messages’
to be conveyed to the public, with *objects’ only being included where necessary
to illustrate these messages. In practice, however, things did not aiways work like
this for often those working on the exhibition would become attracted (o — or
even infatuated with (the language of ‘love’ and ‘irrationality’ was often used here)
— particular artefacts or ideas. Moreover, in response to criticisns from some in
the Museum over the likely paucity of ‘objects’ in Food for Thought, there was a
desire by some Team members to iry to include more objects in order to prove the
critics wrong, *Superstitions’ was a dimension which had originally been thought
likely to include objects. However, objects proved not to be quite so easily forth-
coming or prolific as had been anticipated, and this too was to be a seed towards
its later exclusion.

The demise of superstitions came in a particular intervention which was to prove
crucial to transforming the ‘feel’ of the exhibition. A year before the exhibition
opened, the Team gave a presentation of their plans to the Museum’s Director and
their line manager. The outcome of this was that a consullant was employed to
work with the Team to help them ‘clarify the messages of the exhibition’. ‘Clear
unambiguous messages’ were to become the central determinant of all that was
included in the exhibition: anything extraneous was to be removed. Moreover,
messages were not Lo be a set of separate points, but were to be tightly linked
together in a pyramid structure, such that more specific messages were (0 be subsumed
under more general ones, and all were to fit neatly under what became the exhibition’s
‘central message’: “To help people understand the impact of science and technology
on our food’. Every exhibit was 1o be justified by this ‘rigorous logic’ — a phrase
that echoed repeatedly in the offices at that time, enough to become the subject of
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self-conscious humour (we even drank ‘rigorous’ coffee on occasion). Moreover,
in this period of ‘rigorous’ ediling, ‘science and technology” (as in the newly defined
aim) was given a renewed prominence in a falling back on readily identifiable
institutional status in times of difficulty (a phenomenon which is probably quite
frequent in organizations and which we might call ‘organizational regression”).
Superstitions and fads had no place in this redefined exhibition space.

Following through this ‘exclusion’ — a following-through based on being there
—shows us, Lhen, some of the processes and assumptions at work during exhibition-

making: e.g. the consequences of the thematic model and the drive for ‘clarity’;.

the separation of ‘science’ from *superstition’. It also helps show at least something
of when, how, and why the exhibition became less effusive and challenging than
it had once seemed (hat it would be. But could I not have identified this just from
interviewing staff? This brings us to the second commitment.

Commitment 2: People as Material Agents

The second ethnographic ‘commitment’ — to ‘evaluate people in terms of what they
actually do, i.e. as material agents working in a material wotld; and not merely of
whal they say they do’ (Miller 1997; 16-17) — is clearly related to the first commit-
ment. ‘Being there’, spending months carrying out participarit‘observation, is
premised on the notion that researchers can get ‘more’ this way than by relying on
people’s accounts of what they do. There are a number of reasons why this is so.
First, which takes us directly to commitment 3 (‘Beyond porfofmaﬁce"); those we
are studying may actually wish to dissemble or at least to *tidy up’ am account. In
other words, what they say may be shaped through their owri expectations of what
they think we want to hear, or what they think we should not hear; or what ihey
wanl us to hear. Brving Goffman has famously written aboit so¢ial life in‘terms
of ‘impression management’ (1971) and as consisting of a**front stige’; Wwhere
impressions are reialive]y managed and polished for an (oms'idé)”'audié'ricé, and of
life can be neat]y divided into two distinct realms, analogous 16 thé difference
between a restaurant and its kitchen, is obviously too’ 51mpIe?-Goffman s'account
is useful in helping us to perceive the way in which participahts indy act differéntly
in different contexts. The ethnographer is interested iii'both the fidiit stage aid the
back stage and the interplay between them; whereas aiiacéount explicily reldted
by a participant would be likely to focus on the front'stage: Oiie of ttie-poinits of
ethnography is that the ethnographer should becorne able to-undetstand how those
being sludied are likely to present themselves in paiticilaf-éonteits aiid why. In
other words, through fieldwork the ethnographer’is"leai'ﬁiﬁg ot it Wh;'itfp'eople
say and do bul also what particular utterances and actions miedti: T disciiss these

further in relation to commitment 3. AR an e
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Anather reason for looking at what participants actually de is that it may be
very difficult for participants o describe this themselves because they take it so
much for granted. They are likely to miss out things which an observer might find
highly relevant, e.g. the layout of an office, the physical separation of particular
tasks within an organization, the way in which people dress, or how they talk to
one another, Moreover, participants may simply be too busy getting on with their
tasks to be able to make note of what they are doing, and later they may either still
be too busy to spend much time trying to recount what actually happened or there
may be too much for them to remember in any detail. Certainly, for those involved
in the Food for Thought exhibition, it would have been difficult to give a detailed
verbal account in retrospect, given that so much actually went on. Any such offered
description, as I discuss further below, would likely be framed within a culturally
standardized account of the process: it would privilege conscious decision-making
and clearly formulated plans over the contingent and messy.

Furthermore, action or practice is not necessarily readily translatable into words
for participants (Hastrup 1995). Although it is easy to assume that all actions are
preceded by clear cognitive ‘decisions’, and indeed this is entirely assumed by
much management theory and by the notions of organizational process that operate
in institutions such as the Science Museum, this is not necessarily the case (cf.
Alvesson 1993), Material actions may be simply performed or doue; processes
set in motion may seem to have their own mementum. (For example, when I once

mmmum set about turning the
plans by designers into a finished product, he looked at me in surprise and made
an expansive, opening moverment of his arms which I took to mean that you simply
got on with it. He then showed me around the workshops, pointing out exhibits at
various stages of construction and explained to me aspects of craftsmanship
involved. The direct ‘seeing’ and in situ accounts of particular instances were the
way in which he felt my question could be answered.) Moreover, as some sociolo-
gists of science have suggested (e.g. Latour 1987), we might want to atiribute
agency to non-human actors also (see also Chapters Three and Nine, this voluime):
in other words, in the case of the making of an exhibilion, we might see the outcome
as a result not just of human decisions and actions, but of those of the artefacts
and exhibits themselves. Again, this runs counter to taken-for-granted ways of
seeing the matter both for those involved and for the ways in which most social
sciences conceptualize ‘agency’. Doing so, however, can enable us to attend o
aspects of exhibition-making and the outcome of the process that we might other-
wise ignore: for example, we might note the weight-bearing demands made by some
exhibits which meant that they could be positioned only at certain locations in the
exhibition, so infringing on plans drawn up earlier; or the refusal of the pea experi-
ence to complete itself on time; or the obstreperousness of the chocolale mousse
pot and exhibits nearby in making its very enormity a hindrance to its visibility.
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In the case of the making of the Food for Thought exhibition, there was a
constant attempt by the Museum to make explicit the proceéses and structures
- involved through plans and managerial restructuring, mission statements, aims
and objectives, and the use of management consultants. Some of this could be
seen as part of an attempt Lo lessen the agency of objects; in particular to create
exhibitions which would be much more the result of visible, calculable ‘decisions’
than as flowing from collections and the relatively closed, esoteric knowledge
and practice of a curator. Nevertheless, this ‘making explicit’ was its own particular
kind of cultural account, containing its own selections, assumptions, and omissions.
As such, there were aspects of material practice that such an account would be
unlikely to note, For example, the ‘love’ of particular ebjects that I mentioned above
would have no place in the ‘rigorous’ ‘message-based’ model that was being worked
with. Nor, to take another example, would it be likely to include the numerous
adjustments made as the exhibition was being physically installed. Yet all of these
aspects would have material consequences in the finished exhibition and in its
‘readability’.

Commitment 3: Beyond Performance

The third commitment is to ‘long-lerm . . . investigation that allows people to return
(o a daily life that one hopes goes beyond what is performed for the ethnographer’
(Miller 1997: 17). In our interest in what people actually do, anthropologists aim
not to rely on the kind of performances that may be carried out specially for us.
Again, this can be expressed in terms of an interest in the ‘back stage’ as well as
the ‘front stage’: a full picture means rying to get both (and their variations).”
This is a major reason for spending a considerable amount of time carrying out
participant observation. Even though the ethnographer’s presence is likely to be
something of which those studied remain well aware, it is difficult to maintaih a
performance for outsiders over a long period. I certainly found during my fieldwork
in the Science Museum that some staff, on hearing how long I was likely to be
there, said that as this was for such a long time then they might as well tell me things
which I would ‘find out anyway’. I could also ‘feel’ the difference in the ease with
which those around me talked and behaved as I settled into daily routines in the
offices with them: gossip and jokes, and displays of frustration and anger, flowing
more freely once I had spent more time there. Moreover, by ‘being present over
time the ethnographer should become better able to judge the kinds of shifts in
presentation made for different kinds of audiences and so be more aware of the

7. For an exceltent discussion of “front stage’, ‘back stage’, and impres'sioni’management - and
the ethical problems raised by the ethnographer’s interest in the backstage - seé’ Berreman (1994
introcduction). Voot e
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way in which he or she might be related to in different contexts within the
institution. This ‘reflexivity’ — the attempt to understand how one is oneself
perceived and how this may shape the research — is an important component of
what is otherwise a rather ‘naturalistic’ ambition of trying to observe social life as
far as possible in the contexts in which it generally takes place.?

Returning to the example that I have already described above, it was evident to
me that the disjunction between expectation and the finished exhibition was in
many ways surprising to the participants. This in itself suggests that their accounts,
ethnographically interesting as they certainly were, would not be encugh to provide
an explanation. Moreover, when Team members talked about the exhibition after
it was completed, the way in which they did so shifted depending on whom they
were talking 10; For the most part, the accounts that they pave were decidedly “up-
beat’: they said how pleased they were with the finished product, how they thought
it had a good mix of interactives and traditional objects as they had hoped. They
also responded robustly to criticism of the exhibition. For example, when one review
said that the exhibition was just what Sainsbury’s would have wanted, Team members
recalled examples which they felt indicated the contrary; and when they heard that
it had been said that the exhibition “did nothing for the representation of gender’,
they argued fiercely that just the fact of having some images of women in the
exhibition was different from many Science Museum exhibitions but also that ‘just
because we're women', people should not expect the exhibition necessarily to be
about gender politics. The point here is not that these positive and defensive
accounts by the Team were in any way ‘inauthentic’ or even *not what they really
felt’. There was much that Team members were pleased with about the exhibition
and for good reason. However, their positive accounting was also part of a more
general cultural phenomenon within the Museum: exhibitions and persons were
regarded as inextricably intertwined, with exhibitions seen not just as having been
put together by particular curators, but as being a revelation of their personalities.’
Because of this, and because, of course, exhibitions like any cultural product are
framed and read in terms of the accounts that circulate about them, Team members
worked hard to manage the impressions of the exhibition both during making and
afterwards (at least until sufficient time had passed for personalities to be disen-
tangled from products, for exhibitions to be consigned to an earlier ‘childhood").'?

8. For further discussion of naturalism and reflexivity, see Hammersley and Atkinson (1995).
See also Okely (1996, esp. chs 1 and 2) and Hastrup (1995) for relevant discussion.

9. This is in interesting contrast to the formal public presentation of exhibitions which is as the
work not of individuals but of the institution as a whole, The names of the curators/interpreters who
work on them is not mentioned in the “credits’ at the entrance to exhibitions.

10. The notion of ‘impression management’, and its importance for institutions, has been
elaborated by Goffman (1961, 1971). For some particularly interesting and insightful use of it, see
Berreman (1994) and Law (1994), the latter dealing with managerial practice in an organization.
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The point, then, was just that there was another dimension too which could only
really be admitted in private, among Team members themselves and to those who
they felt were sympathetic to them. I was privileged to have access to this more
‘back-stage’ dimension because I had accompanied them through the ups and
downs of the making process and because I was there alongside as we tidied up,
sorted out loose ends, and mulled over the adventure afterwards.

Ethnography, then, seeks to go “beyond performance’ not because performance
is somehow ‘inauthentic’ but because the ethnographer strives to contextualize
performance in order to understand the factors that made it possible. This cannot
be done if we have only a single account to go on. How then would we be able (o
identify an ‘extraordinary’ event (Cohen 1983)7? It is here that commitment 4 — to
holistic analysis — is also crucial.

Commitment 4; Holistic Analysis

Holistic analysis, as Daniel Miller explains, ‘insists that , . . behaviours be considered
within the larger framework of people’s lives and cosmologies’ (1997: 17). Rather
than focusing on particular behaviours or isolated views, the aim of the ethnographer
is to try 10 understand what these mean to people and how they relate to other
aspects of their experience, One aspect of this concerns the categories with which
we begin our analysis. Although ethnographers today generaliy set out not simply
to look at a particular people but to investigate a specific problem or domain of
life, they nevertheless attempt to explore it within the terms and relationships which
seem Important ko those they are studying. This may mean that they find themselves
drawn into all kinds of concerns that they had not anticipated.

For example, although the main aim of the research which I carried out in the
Science Museum was to focus on ideas about ‘science’ and how it was constructed
in exhibition-making, I kept finding myself drawn into other matters that did not
always [eel as if they were much about ‘science’. The politics of the institution
itself, and more specifically the managerial restructuring, was one of these. It was
the subject of considerable discussion among Museum staff. As I came to realize,
however, it was also crucial to the way in which *science’ was being represented

in the Museum. For one thing, the managerial restructuring was largely concerned
with changing the priorities involved in exhibition-making, placing visitors rather
than collections al number one. This had consequences for ‘science'Tfor it led to
it being defined not su much as an objectifiable practice, located in particular
tangible products, but as a more abstract ‘message-based’ conceptual matter. This
latter, being deflined primarily in relation to the visitor, was also often directed not
o much at general scientific principles as at more individual experiential matters
(e.g. giving visitors the experience of being a frozen pea, inviting them with “trick’
mirrors to see how they might look a little fatter or a little thinner). Moreover, the
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very clear-cut hierarchical managerial structures, in which the different museum
functions became more precisely defined and separated off from one another (each
‘division’ in the new managerial scheme being intended to have its own clearly
stated aims and remit), was precisely replicated in the editing process which led
to ‘superstitions and fads’ being eliminated from the exhibition and, more generally,
to the ‘flatness’ of the finished exhibition. Just as the rigorous exhibition editing
process resulted in eliminating anything which did not fit clearly into the newly
defined structure, however much those involved may have thought certain topics
or objects interesting or valuable, 50 too the larger scale ‘editing’ of the museum
staff — through restructuring, redeployment, and sometimes redundancy — meant
that only tasks and personnel which had a clear aim and place within the overall

- structure would remain.!! The emphasis on *accessibility’ and ‘clarity’, like the emphasis

on ‘experience’ and ‘messages’ and the broader maiters of managerial restructuring
and, beyond that, Thatcherite politics, then, were not somehow separate from science,
but were part of the means through which it was constituted for the public.

This is not to say, however, that ethnographers must necessarily delve into every
nook and cranny of the lives of those they are studying. It is, rather, a case of
attempting to understand the context in which whatever we are exploring operates.
Ethnographers do not necessarily, therefore, have to follow those they are studying
home (cf. Hine, p. 74 ). Although one might certainly learn some interesting matters

. about those who work in an organization by doing so, not only is access likely to

be difficult but also, especially if those studied make a distinction in their lives
between *home’ and ‘work’, it may not reveal much about the organization itself.
More useful than details of individual lives might be going beyond those who are
the direct focus of the study to try to understaid other similar or related contexts.'?

11. Ishould note that while [ have identified a close correlation between the processes involved
in exhibition making, the wider managerial restructuring, and wider still processes of a cultural
emphasis on ‘the public’ as ‘consumers' rather than “citizens’, I would not wish to give the impression
that these would always map neatly on to one another. If this were the case, it would be possible to
just ‘read ofF” a finished exhibition in relation to broader cultural politics. However, there always are
exhibitions and museums which are critical of, or out of keeping with, the dominant political directions
of the time. It is more useful, [ think, to see each of the junctures between these ‘levels’ as a site of
potential contest or struggle for definition. Thus, the Museum was not entirely putting Thaleherite
principles to work; and nor were those creating the exhibition simply going along with this. This is
why the Museum and the exhibition are more complex than the deterministic account would expect.
What is interesting in this case, it seems to me, is that in many ways it was the organizational/editing
model — something which was regarded as somehow ‘neutral” or ‘objective’ — which was responsible
for the ‘flatiening” of the exhibition.

12. For another example in relation to “science” which takes a still wider approach than my own,
see Emily Martin’s Flexible Bodies in which she explores ideas about the immune system as far
afield as ‘outward bound’-style management training courses (Martin 1994).
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Thus I found that visiting other museums and heritage siies and talking to staff
there, and atiending museological conferences, and reading newspaper coverage
of museum matters, helped me to understand more about the ‘museum world’ (as
it was sometimes referred to), its cosmologies, and its contests. This in turn helped
me to ‘situate’ assumptions, processes, and contradictions involved in the exhibition
\fhich I was looking at in detail.

Anthropological Expertise?

Commitments, of course, are not as easy to keep Lo as to state and they can raise
their own particular difficulties. Being allowed *back stage’ and witnessing ‘beyond
performance’ raises problems of confidentiality, privacy, and trust. Confidentiality
and privacy of respondents are Tikely to be hard to maintain in the case of a singular
instilution which cannot easily be disguised {cf. Chapman, p. 31). The ethnographer’s
crossing into domains usually restricted to outsiders can create difficulties over
what can and should be revealed. Berreman (1994) describes this as an ethnographic
dilemma of trust: being allowed ‘back stage’ may implicitly entail being trusted
* not to divulge that which is kept back stage. Institutional conventions, as in the
Science Museum, making a sharp distinction between critical reports produced
ior internal consumption, and impression management — ‘goed PR’ — for external,
can lead 1o difficulties over forms of writing and publication. Such difficulties can
be compounded by a specific version of the trust dilemma which is also an ethno-
graphic version of curatorial ‘object love’: having been deeply entwined in the lives
and views of those with whormn I spent so much time, I felt a sense of protectiveness
towards them. Yet at the same time I also felt critical of some of the things that
they had done. These different impulses were not easy to marry; and all made
wriling an especially awkward process of negotiation and expression. The negotiation
was both with myself — between my analytical and protective sides—and with museum
staff. Having agreed to host the study, naturally they were keen to read its outcomes.
T have written about some of the reception of, and negotiation over, my accounts
of the Science Museum elsewhere (Macdonald 1997). Here, I want to look at the
writing problem slightly differently and to ask, as many in the Science Museum
did, especially in the face of some of my work, what was in it for them? Being
aware of, and highlighting, complexity, or pointing to the commonality with broader
cullural changes, may be all very well, and it may well help move beyond certain
academic simplifications (e.g. delerministic readings of exhibitions) as I hope to
have shown, but is it in any way usefi/? Much though I think that we should resist
judging knowledge predominantly in terms of its utility, the quesﬁon is a legitimate
one from the perspective of those who have hosted an ethnographic study. Why
should they agree to let somebody hang around for months on end, taking notes,
asking questions, and tape-recording?
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Of course, this goes back to issues of access. Few organizations are likely to
grant this without some expectation of results which may prove useful o them. In
the case of the Science Museum research this was implied through the title of the
ESRC programme — ‘the public understanding of science’ — under whose auspices
the research was conducted rather than through any particular promised picce of
writing, though from early on I said that I hoped to write a report for them and I did
50. The reception of this, however, reveals some of the potential problems with an
ethnographic approach from the point of view of managers within an organization.
Having, through the fieldwork, become well aware of the format of management
reports, 1 atiempted to set my own report out as clearly as possible, using numbered
sections and short paragraphs; and on the advice of one member of staff who read
a draft, I included a bullet-pointed summary of the key points which, my advisor
said, was all that would be read by senior museum staff. When I was told by the
Exhibition Team manager that she had been told to ‘implement all [my] points’, I
realized my advisor had been rather optimistic even on this score (on that occasion
at least), for very few of my points could be turned into improvements to the now
finished exhibition. But did this make the research ‘useless’ to the museum?

The problem here, I think, is a particular version of an old anthropological
chestnut; the generalizability of anthropological findings or, as Hastrup (1995)
puts it, translation of ethnographic experience into a form which can ‘travel’ {cf.
Clifford 1997). The line manager who instructed the ‘implementation’ of my report
saw a title and research on a particular exhibition and, logically enough, suggested
that the outcome be applied to that exhibition. But my account was mainly of its
production; and such generalizability as there was concerned processes of production,
Most of my report was set out in terms of the innovalions that the Team saw them-
selves (o be making, how each was implemented, why, and how it turned out. Insofar
as such innovations (e.g. the use of the pyramid organizational structure discussed
here, or of a multimedia approach) were ones in which many in the museum world
were interested, I saw this as offering concrete information on what can happen
when you try to put them into practice, together with my own anthropologically
informed discussion of some of the possible pitfalls. This was where its generaliz-
ability lay as I saw it — as a kind of cautionary, and sometimes inspirational, tale
for future exhibition-makers, And this indeed is how it has been taken up by some
at least. By comparison with the prescriptive recipes offered by many museum
consultants — “This is how you should do it!" — mine is, however, a fairly modest
and even cautious form of travelling. Perhaps I should have been bolder? Perhaps.
In some ways that is an attractive proposition. However, the kind of complexity
that ethnography highlights also gives good reason to be cautious of simple
prescriptive recipes; and, rather than aping much current practice, I think that
anthropologists should be bolder in arguing for the potential helpfulness of their
perspectives. The museum story that I have told in this chapter is, after all, about
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problems with simple or ‘rigorous’ models whose full implications (in this case
for the politics and poetics of the finished exhibition) are scresned out by the very
‘single-focus perspective’ that such approaches produce.!? It is to just such matters
that anthropologists can usefully draw attention. And just as Malcolm Chapman
argues from his experiences with the business world (Chapter One above), this is
something to which many of those working in organizations are likely to be sym-
pathetic, aware as they are from their own first-hand experience that practice is
rarely (if ever) as described in textbooks.

But merely to recount a general story of complexity, of actions having all kinds
of implications other than those expected, is not enough. As with any anthropological
account, we need to be able to *lift out’ more general patterns, connections, and
dilemmas from direct ethnographic experience. The ethnographically based text
needs not just to recount managers’ own experiences back to them but to try to
highlight the way in which certain implicit models (e.g. the ‘direct through-put’
knowledge model inberent in the way in which this exhibition was organized) or
cultural assumptions {e.g. that ‘messages’ need to be expressed in words) lead to
unanticipated effects (e.g. the *screening out’ of certain, and in some cases polii-
cally important, knowledges or an unexpected predominance of writing in the
finished exhibition). It needs to show how highlighting those modeis and assumptions
in future can help avoid such effects. This entails analyrical reflexivity: a process
of careful reflection upon the cultural context and processes examined with a view
to identifying the particular formations of knowledge and practice operating within
that organization. This is something for which anthropologists are well trained,
used as they are to looking and listening carefully, to following their respondents
where they lead them (often literally as well as metaphorically), to gathering
multiple perspectives and contextualizations, to recognizing that apparent minutiae
and mundane activities may be highly significant, and to ‘relativizing’ that which
is observed, i.e, conveying how it might easily be otherwise. All those ethnographies
which anthropologists read in training and continuing anthropological engagement
provide not only possible models of ethnographic practice and anthropological
theorizing, but also intellectually provocative examples of how some of our most
basic cultural assumptions — about, say, the nature of personhood, material culture,
time, or what is judged valuable in life — are far from universal. They help-t
highlight not just ‘how things are’ (or appear to bg)-buf also, crucially, 'howShey
might be otherwise’. This, I suggest, is what t{fe ‘anthropological imagination’
(cf. Mills 1959) can, and should, offer.

13. Marilyn Strathern makes a similar point when she writes, ‘Anthropologists have no need to
aggrandise their own accounts; in any case, (o do 0 Tuns the risk of failing to see the work that aggrand-
isement does in human affairs’ (1995: 180).
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Swords into Ploughshares: Manipulating
Metaphor in the Divorce Process
Bob Simpson

Introduction

This chapter aims to show how an ethnographic approach can be used to understand
the ways in which complex life transitions are generated and experienced in
contemporary Britain. The case in point is that of divorce and separation. Out of
the complex tangle of legal, economic, and secial threads which make up this
increasingly common transition in the life course, it is the day-to-day use of
metaphor on which I have focused. More precisely, I demonsirate how an ethno-
graphic approach illuminates different metaphorical complexes at work shaping
the experience of divorcing couples as they move between different institutional
contexts. Such an approach is important because the experience of divorce and
separation {s not so much an event as an extremely complex organizational process
which effects a significant re-arrangement of emotional, economic, and legal ties
and attachments. In recent decades this process and its longer-term consequences
have becorme a common feature of family life but it is one which, in anthropological
terms, is under-researched and under-theorized (Simpson 1998).

The particular aspect of this process which I would like to discuss here concerns
the legal and welfare mechanisms encountered by couples when they formally
end their marriage by means of divorce. When the divorce process is set in train a
number of organizations, agencies, and professionals come into play to adjudicate,
arbitrate, mediate, or advise upon the difficult and painful conflicts which arise
when couples begin to dismantle their joint investment in family and home.
Furthermore, the organizational back-drop is far from static. Organizational and
institutional configurations change as legislation is adapted and reformed. This
was evident, for example, in the ideological shift from ‘parental rights to res-
ponsibilities” which underpins the 1989 Children Act, and in the move away from
conflicted and adversarial divorce, which the 1996 Family Law Act seeks to loster.
Change is also evident as different professional groups compete for ascendancy
in the growth of occupations stimulated in response lo rising divorce rales
(McCarthy 1996).
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At atime of serious personal disorientation a couple may thus find themselves
being dealt with, both as a couple and as individuals, by a plethora of professionals
each with their distinctive legal and bureaucratic domains and discourses. In a
conflicteq divorce a couple may find themselves at different times in discussions
with solicitors, judges, barristers, probation officers, mediators, social workers,
doctors, counsellors, benefits officers, housing officers, estate agents, and many
others. In organizational and bureaucratic terms, the divorce process is not a clearly
defined transition. For the couple, it entails passing through a kaleidoscope of
organizational cultures which interlink and overlap and which are apt to leave
those passing through confused and disempowered regarding their objectives,
purpose, and procedures (Simpson, Corlyon, McCarthy, and Walker 1990; cf.
Collins 1994). As one man I interviewed put it when being asked about the role of
the Court Welfare Officer in his case: ‘You’ll appreciate, I've been to see 50 many
pecple in the last three years . . . [ didn’t know where they fitted into the network
and I didn’t really know in what order one should be seeing anyone like them in
similar circumstances.’ At a time of profound personal disruption, men, women,
and, on occasion, their children find themselves passing through some unfamiliar
organizational contexts each of which shapes, directs, and gives meaning to this
complex transition. The sphere of family life, which is usually taken to be private
and discrele, is apt to be made uncomfortably public in the pursuit of justice,
welfare, and the ‘best interests of children’ after divorce,

On the face of it, the organizational management of divorce is an unlikely context
for an anthropologist to explore and it is my aim in this chapter to illustrate some
of the analytical possibilities that open up once the stuff of ethnography begins to
accumulate in notebooks, tapes, and the memory of experience. The first part of
the essay considers the novel methodological strategies that might be used to
conceplualize ‘the field’ in studies such as this. In the second part, a series of
illustrations are given of the way that metaphors are used by professionals and
their clients to make sense of conflicts arising from divorce. These illustrations
demonstrate that the mechanisms available to deal with conflict are not linear but
are themselves the subject of change and contention; the adversarial paradigms
which previously underpinned family law have been progressively supplanted by
ideologies which promote private ordering and the privatization of domestic life,
Careful attention to the [anguage of divoree as recorded in the various contexts and
encounters that make up the divorce process enables one to move from the fine-
grained reality of, say, an exchange between a husband and wife in the context of
a conciliation appointment, to the broader ideological landscape within which
divorce is situated. The final section presents a short case study which shows how
in one particular divorce case different metaphors were used in different organ-
izalional setlings. However, before considering metaphor in detail it is necessary
10 place this research into a broader context.

~ 100 -~

Swords inte Ploughshares

Ethnography: Process versus Place?

My involvement with the study of divorce and separation began in 1985 when I
joined a multidisciplinary team of researchers engaged in a major divorce-related
project. On the team were lawyers, economists, and social policy experts. I, a
recent anthropology PhD, was brought in to work with another researcher on the
qualitative dimensions of client satisfaction with the divorce process in general
and dispute-resolution procedures in particular. Earlier research in this field had
been criticized because it failed to examine the client perspective’. In other words,
attention had been paid 1o professionals, processes, and outcomes, rather than to
the fact that there were people being passed through these systems and, furthermore,
that they might have things to say about the experience (Walker 1989). The project
on which I was employed would be different from earlier ones in that considerable
resources had been committed to eliciting and understanding the views of those
who were directly experiencing the processes the project was secking to evaluate.
A cohort of couples would be identified as they entered courts and conciliation
services and ‘followed’ as they passed through the domains of judges, registrars,
solicitors, welfare officers, and conciliators. In this endeavour an anthropologist
was deemed a useful addition to the disciplinary mosaic because it was assumed [
would be (a) ‘good’ with the natives, (b) able to deal with the sensitive situations
they would be experiencing, and (c) in possession of knowledge of kinship, and
therefore might have something interesting to say about the changing shape of the
nuclear family which was ultimately what the project was all about.

As it turned out, what I thought was going to be a brief sojourn in the world of
sacial policy turned into a rather longer stay. Over a seven-year period and under
the auspices of a variety of research centres I was engaged in a number of projects
related to divorce and spent many hours in discussion with divorcing and divorced
men, women, and (occasionally) their children. I attended court hearings and
appointments, observed conciliation appointments, and interviewed conciliators
and court welfare officers. Research projects undertaken covered post-divorce
issues such as custody and child contact, use of welfare and legal services, housing,
conflicts and dispute resolution, and most recently a study of post-divorce
fatherhood (see for example Ogus ef al. 1989; McCarthy and Simpson 1991;
McCarthy et al. 1991; Corlyon ¢t al. 1991; Simpson, McCarthy, and Walker 1995).

The research projects undertaken during this period were, to a large exient,
driven by the policy agenda of the time. High on this agenda, then as now, were
the unprecedented levels of divorce in England and Wales and the substantial costs
engendered by changes in the way that families are structured and resourced after
divorce, Of particular interest to those responsible for dealing with divorce and its
consequences was the question of conflict: “Who catches the fall-out when the
nuclear family explodes? as one writer pithily expressed it. The social and economic
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costs of dealing with divorce-related confTicts had risen inexorably and looked set
to continue doing so. Disputes over children, finances, and property were finding
their way in increasing numbers to the doors of the courts and of welfare agencies.
These disputes were seen to create direct cosls in the form of legal-aid expenditure
lo fund the pursuit of settlement through litigation and indirect costs such as rising
wellare dependency and increased health provision. Longer-term costs were believed
to arise from supposed links between family breakdown, crime, and poor school
attainment.

Much of the debate triggered by these developments in the 1980s and early
1990s focused on reform of the legal machinery to process divorce and, in
particular, on the theory and practice of conciliation (now more generally referred
to as mediation). Drawing upan a broad tradition of dispute resolution which
combined elements of interests-based negotiation, community justice, and traditional
methods of dispute resolution, the emerging conciliation movement in the UK
offered an attractive alternative to conventional adversarial models of conflict
management. Its appeal was based on two sets of claims. The firs( was that con-
ciliation would provide benefits to divorcing couples and their children by reducing
conflict, focusing on children, and empowering parents. The second, rather more
pragmatic atiraction, was that this method of dealing with disputes could save
considerably on legal costs and also increase administrative efficiency.

The original concilialion-project research developed out of government concern
1o evaluate such claims. The two questions which the research team set oul to answer
were: first, did conciliation save money by making the resolution of divorce-related
disputes cheaper to manage and, second, did jt improve the quality of the process
by generating more effeclive agreements and relationships afler divorce? The latler
issue was deemed to be particularly significant in mitigating the impacts of divorce
on children.

Throughoul this period I was part of a loose network of researchers, academics,
and practitioners engaged in the production, promotion, and dissemination of
empirical research and its findings. The relationship between the producers and
consumers of this type of research is a complex one. The mocdel of the policy machine
lubricated and adjusied with the benefit of research input is idealistic to say the
least. An apparent hunger for information to service the policy process is contradicted
by the fact that government is highly selective and discriminating in what is
appropriale material when it comes to policy considerations {Weiss 1986: 221-3),
Inevitably, attempts to formulate research agenda with these possibililies and con-
straints in mind shape the form and content of the research undertaken. For example,
research must address clearly identifiable questions, it has to be turned around
quickly, its methodologies have to be crisp, and its results easily condensed. Divorce
as a complex, contingent, situated process must necessarily be recast as a simple
mechanistic one for which it is possible to assume clear commonalities from case
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to case. As an anthropologist I was clearly expected 1o lean in the direction of
‘extensive’ data and away from ‘intensive’ data (Geertz 1983; cf. Leach 1967).

Indeed, as an anthropologist working in a multidisciplinary team addressing
such questions, I felt as though I was on a steep learning curve which often ran
counter to my intuitions about the ways that people, communities, and organizations
operate, Stimulating though the experience was, I felt that many of the strengths -
of an anthropological perspeclive were at best diluted and at worst rendered
completely redundant in this setting. Take, for example, the notion of community.
Community is central to any notion of participant observation as typically conceived
within the methodological canon of social anthropology. There has to be some
ongoing collectivity in which the anthropologist can locate her- or himself; without
this it is difficult to develop a holistic picture of how that collectivity is given form
and meaning by those who are committed in some sense or other to its continuity.
However, as I soon found out, there is no community of the divorced, or at least
not in the conventional sense of the term. Entry into marriage is marked by ritual
and witnessed by representatives of state and the wider community of family
members. What is being celebrated, to a greater or lesser extent, is the induction
of a couple into the normative categories of Western domestic, sacial organization.
Divorce, however, is quite the reverse: it is the movement out of these calegories
into unpredictable social terrains which on the face of it suggest fragmentation,
isolation, and finality vis-&-vis the collectivities which went before. The “kinscripts’,
to borrow Carol Stack’s term (Stack and Burton 1994), available to those who
formally exit nuclear family arrangements are stifl in the process of being writlen
in Britain today. From a research perspective the problem would thus appear to be
twofold: on the one hand the emergent collectivities of family life after divorce
are difficult to study using ‘extensive’ research methodologies, but on the other
hand their fragmented nature means that they are also difficult to study using con-
ventional participant-observation approaches. In short, an altogether different
conceptualization of the issue needed to be considered.

My own work in this field led me to explore ways of studying divorce and its
aftermath as an expression of kinship which is not so much ‘after nature’ (Strathern
1992) as after affinity (Simpson 1998). The co-resident, heterosexual, nuclear
family which is stable through time and made up of recognizable and predictabie
roles and relationships can no longer be taken as the blueprint for domestic life in
the West. On the contrary, the life-course as il is centred on family and parenthood
ts increasingly fragmented and dispersed. The boundaries between public and
private, market and household, interest and emotion are redrawn to accommodate
individualism and democratization into the cultural and social fabric of family
life (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1995). The conduct of family life is no longer
discretely separated off from a ‘heartless world” (L.asch 1977) but is in many
respects shot through with it. An important dimension of this shift is the changing
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role of organizations and institutions in the re-structuring of family life, especially
after divorce. Indeed, it would appear that in future the extent to which civil and
market institutions will mediate the experience of family and domestic life will
increase significantly (Robertson 1991).

In order to capture these fundamental changes in domestic and family life in
the late twentieth century, novel methodological strategies needed to be considered.
One which carries considerable appeal in this context is the idea of multi-sited
ethnography (Mareus 1993). The idea of a multi-sited ethnography has developed
oul of a recognition that traditional ethnography — typically associated with the
intensive study of a single place or context — fails to capture crucial connections,
associalions, and relationships that transcend particular localities. Failure to
incorporate these wider connections into research obscures crucial dimensions of
social and cultural life. For example, Hastrup and Olwig (1997) demonstrate the
importance of this theme in relation to migration, identity, and the connections
which are sustained between migrants across space and time, As many of the articles
in their collection reveal, the impact of migration can only be understood by
following people, sometimes literally, in order to track their connections. Other
multi-sited ethnographic researches do not just present new ways of study but
also posit new objects of study, such as in Ginsburg and Rapp’s ethnography of
reproduction and new reproductive technologies {Ginsburg and Rapp 1996) or
Haraway’s account of how recent developments in science and technology impact
upon ideas of nature and woman (Haraway 1991). I would suggest that many
contemporary Western family arrangements might usefully benefit from a multi-
sited ethnographic approach. In recent decades the family has become less part of
‘lhe essentialistically based architecture of unambiguous identity’ (Beck 1997:
1539) and increasingly dispersed, individualistic, voluntaristic, and public in
character. As a consequence it is only partially accessible to approaches which
presume discrete families and households.

It perhaps ought to be stressed at this point that at no time during the researches
which I undertook did I think of what I was doing as a multi-sited ethnography. On
the contrary, for much of the time I yearned for a single site within which I could be
anthreopologically at home. I consistently failed to find such a niche and, like some
Jjobbing social scientist, turned my hand to all manner of methodologies and strategies
for data collection as I played my part in actualizing the grand plan known as the
‘research design’. Playing my part involved exploring different perspectives on
the divorce process: interviewing a parent here, a solicitor there, observing a couple’s
appointment in a court one day and another’s session with a conciliator the next.
Throughout my immersion in the burgeoning services to cater for the growing
number of divorced and separated couples I continued to note conversations and
contexts, and I lape-recorded interviews and conversations for later transcription. It
was only with hindsight that the mass of interviews, observations, and encounters
began to take some sort of ethnographic shape.
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The principal direction in which I have taken my analyses to date has been to
focus on the continuities established at divorce. In other words it is not just about
endings, but also about the beginnings of new kinds of social relation (Simpson
1998), Here I touch on a different aspect of this process, namely the role that
organizations have begun to play in shaping and reinforcing certain kinds of
relations after divoree. In the next section, I present an illustration of the analytical
possibilities when data is gathered from a variety of institutional contexts all of
which contribute to the creation of transition and passage. The data I rely upon is
primarily language-based and focuses upon the way metaphors are used in different
institutional contexts. The data is the kind which is culled from notes and transcripts
of meetings and interviews during the course of prolonged fieldwork which is then
sifted through in order to try to answer the question *What is going on here?’ One
rarely knows the significance of particular conversations or dialogues at the time
they occur and careful recording, both of what was said and of one’s immediate and
often intuitive commentary on it, is of the essence.

Close attention to the use of language in context, that is, not just what is said
but how it is said, provides the means to access broader landscapes of culiure,
ideology, meaning, and identity. For example, I was able to sit in with a judge
during his day-long processing of Children’s Appointments (also known at that
time as Section 41 Appointments). Such meetings normally took place in his
chambers; there were no wigs and no oaths, just a few minutes’ avuncular chat in
which he elicited information from a sad and often fearful parade of mothers and
fathers about their proposed arrangements for their children after the divorce. In
the absence of a more rigorous divination, the arrangements so described are
quickly rubber-stamped and one case ushered out as the next is ushered in.
However, this judge ended each of his meetings with his own particular incantation:
*You may not be husband and wife any more but you are mum and dad for the rest
of your lives.” For some reason this simple statement struck me as being particularly
poignant and meaningful: the enactment of a special kind of knowledge which
produces for the ethnographer what Strathern has recently referred to as the ‘dazzle’
effect (Strathern 1999: 6-11). Indeed, in my subsequent attempts to theorize kinship
relations after divorce, the phrase proved to be an important encapsulation of the
problem which divorce poses for the categories of Western kinship and the ‘official’
solution to this problem. In effect, the judge was asking parents to ponder on the
verities of Western kinship: ties made by means of law (that is, being a husband
and wife) are reversible whereas lies in nature (that is, being a mother and a father)
are not (cf. Schneider 1968). Although divorce re-arranges and terminates the
conjugal relationship, parental and, more specifically, paternal rights and responsi-
bilities are expected to continue. In other words, mothers generally live with their
children after divorce whereas fathers are expected to maintain economic and
emotional links to them. Or, putting this opposition into social-structural terms,
notions of patrifiliation are increasingly separated from and brought into conflict
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with the facts of matrifocality, a conflict which the state is keen to resolve or at
least ameljorate.

Metaphors of Conflict and a Conflict of Metaphors

The example of the judge given in the previous section illustrates how, by
unravelling a small snippet of linguistic and observational data, it is possible to
oscillate between the particular contexts of people’s experiences and the broader
ideological and cultural frameworks within which these are suspended. Ethnography,
as process and as product, is the device whereby events and structures are read
one from another and conveyed in written form. In this section I want to take this
notion further by paying attention to the way metaphors are used in different
contexts within the divorce process. Again, the method relies on recording people’s
talk in formal seitings such as interviews as well as in more informal conversations
withoul necessarily being able to predict what data is likely to become meaningiul
and informative, Paying attention to these exchanges as discursive talk and narrative
rather than as sources of factual information opens up the possibility of exploring
‘experience near’ concepts, that is, ones which are used *naturally and effortlessly’
by an informant to make sense of experience (Geertz 1983: 57). Paying attention
to metaphor is particularly useful in this regard because not only does it reveal
how people make sense of experience but also how in different institutional settings
different metaphorical uses nudge participants towards different kinds of experience.
First, however, a word about metaphor,

Metaphor is oflen taken to be the preserve of the poet and the writer for whom
it provides a means to heightened forms of expressivity. In this sense, metaphors
in language are performing a sort of meta-activity. However, there is a more prosaic
approach to metaphor which locates it at the very heart of human experience.
Following a tradition which includes Ricoeur and Lévi-Strauss, metaphar is taken
as a linguistic device which uses experience from one realm in order to make
sense of experience from another (the Greek metapherein means to transfer). Often
the way thai metaphor works is to take a difficult concept which is not easily
arliculated, deseribed, or understood and to render it concrete, tangible, solid, and
thereby comprehensible and communicable. For example, from aboriginal clans
(Foxes and Bears) to crowds of football supporters (Magpies and Canaries) people
make sense of their relationships to one another and to other similar groupings by
analogy wilh natural species and their apparent differences (Lévi-Strauss 1962,
1966). In this sense, metaphor is not simply a linguistic ornament, but is the result
of a creative act fundamental to human consciousness and understanding. Metaphors
are not simply individual creative acts, however. They also belong to a community
of experience and are, therefore, in a sense shared and maintained by the people
who use them on a regular basis. This process is a highly dynamic and generative
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one with metaphors not merely suggesting passive similarity but actively making
connections and asserting similarity. For the researcher, being alert to the way
that different contexts are brought together and in particular to the role of metaphor
in this process is to glimpse the work of cuiture. Metaphors thus provide important
paradigms for the organization of experience and as such are deeply political; they
are an integral part of the power structures prevalent in a society, community, or
institution. As Lakoff and Johnson point out, “Whether in national politics ot
everyday interaction, people in power get to impose their metaphors’ (Lakoff and
Johnson 1980: 57). This point is particularly important when it comes to under-
standing the way marital breakdown is managed within systems of adversarial
justice and the current quest for alternatives {Collins 1994). Understanding the
role of metaphors in these different settings is thus just one way in which access
can be gained to the underlying organizational and institutional cultures which
currently structure the divorce process.

In the context of divorce, the important role played by metaphor becomes
particularly evident when professionals and clients try to articulate the pain and
complexity of post-marital conflict. However, the point I wish to make here is not '
just about metaphors of conflict, but about how a multi-sited ethnographic approach |
brings out a conflict of metaphors. Let me illustrate this point by beginning with
Lakoff and Johnson’s elaboration of the *argument is war” metaphor (Lakoff and
Johnson 1980: 4-5). In the West, they contend, there is a powerful metaphorical
complex which pervades everyday language when it comes to thinking and talking
about conflict. Quite simply, in talking about arguments, conflicts, and disagreements
we slip easily into the metaphors derived from warfare and armed conflict. The
language of war thus provides a handy and powerful device to make sense of
rather less dramatic processes of argumentation. This metaphorical complex shows
a high degree of “coherence’ (Lakoff and Johnson 1980) and, in Schén’s terms,
constitutes a ‘deep’ metaphor, that is, one that determines ‘the centrally important
features’ of the system being considered (Schén 1993:149).

My own experience of people talking about divorce does not contradict Lakoff
and Johnson's general proposition. Unsurprisingly, professionais and their clients
draw upon the service of metaphor extensively as they try to make sense of the
conflicts which swirl around the breakdown of intimacy, domestic interdependency,
mutuality of parenting, and economic cooperation. For example, probation officers,
judges, social workers, and even couples themselves will tatk of divorce in terms
of ‘combat’, ‘fight’, the ‘rough and tumble of family work’, and ‘battle’. The
outcomes of such encounters result in ‘wounding’, ‘injury’, ‘pain’, and even ‘blood
on the floor’. Divorcing parents will become ‘entrenched’ in their positions and,
as one man said in grim assessment of the state of a dispute over access to his son,
‘the battle Tines are drawn’. In any war there are ‘innocent victims’ and “casualties’
and in divorce these are often identified as the children. As such, one mother
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expressed the need Lo keep her children ‘shielded from the flak’, that is, protected
from the arguments which raged between her and the children’s father. However,
in the brutality of marital warfare it is not uncommon to find allegations that
children themselves are being *used as a weapen®. In a further elaboration of this
melaphorical complex, a recent television documentary talked about how some
parents in dispules over contact and residence were opling to use the ‘ultimate
weapon’, that is, making allegations of child abuse against their partners.

The nitty gritly of divorce is enacted in a number of different spaces and these
toa are understood in metaphorical terms as places of competition and combat.
Thus, the space set aside for the purpose of confrontation may be described
relatively benignly as a ‘playing field’ which somebody might feel the need to ‘level’
or carried out in rather more ominous setlings such as an ‘arena’, ‘ring’, or ‘battle-
field’. The professionals involved with divorce may also carry and reinforce these
metaphorical usages. One judge commented how a particularly belligerent client
had *opened up the batting” with a question about a social worker’s qualifications
and compelence. Another judge commented: ‘1L is not the task of the judge to
jump into the arena and act as a sort of untrained, amateur, Court Welfare Officer.’
In another telling example, an informant spoke of needing his ‘gladiator’ (i.e. his
solicitor) with him in the arena (i.e. the court) for a forthcoming hearing over
disputed access.

A particularly rich vein of violent and conflictual metaphors is drawn from
interpersonal combat sports such as boxing. Men in particular slip easily into the
exlensive repertoire of metaphors generated by this sport and its variants. I have
heard men complain that in trying to resolve conflict their partners are ‘not playing
by the rules’ or are doing things that are ‘below the belt’; they then feel that “it’s
time to take the gloves off’. When things become particularly difficult, there may
be a realizalion that ‘we're just going to have to slug it out’ and when that becomes
too much, it may be time to ‘throw in the towel’. Finally, the idea of divorce as some
kind of pugilistic contest is given state reinforcement by the tendency of courts to
report divorces publicly in the same way as all other civil disputes, that is, as a
one-to-one encounter of the ‘Smith v Smith’ variety.

In the following example, several metaphors are brought together in one
informant’s atlempt (o explain to me the differences and similarities between going
through the courts and going through conciliation meetings to settle a dispute over
child access. In a discussion about the role of the conciliator operating in the court
the man was critical of what had happened because the conciliator had not been a
good ‘referee’ and he went on to comment: ‘It was the difference between a street
brawl and a boxing match: same end result, you end up with black eyes and bloodied
noses. Same end result, just a different way of doing it.’

The above metaphors were all noted in conversations about a legal system which
is essentially adversarial, that is, one which deals with divorce as a kind of contest
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or dispute which is governed by rules of legal procedure and which is presided
over by a judge whose role is that of ultimate arbiter. However, few cases ever
reach adjudication by a judge and they are in fact resolved by a combination of
private agreement between parties and negotiation on their behalf between solicitors
and, on occasion, barristers (Davis 1988, Mnookin and Kornhauser 1979). In most
cases the faw provides a remote backdrop against which the day-to-day business
of adversarial negotiation and contestation between husbands and wives and Lheir
legal representatives is carried out. Nonetheless, it is at this level that we encounter
the extensive systematicity of metaphors among professionals and their clients.
As I have indicated, the dominant metaphorical complex which occurred in general
conversation about the divorce process was one which tends to see divorce in terms
of battles to be fought and victories to be won, and the majority of disputants
would seem to have little problem in casting the process in these terms.

One of the major claims of advocates of conciliation in the UK has been that it
provides an alternative to the above system (Parkinson 1986: 67; Walker 1991:
262). Many such advocates took their cue from the Finer Report of 1974 (Report
of the Committee on One-Parent Families) which was acclaimed at the time as
bold and farsighted in identifying ways that the legal process might impact
negatively on the lives of divorced people and in particular those of their children.
The Report advocated radical alternatives for dealing with family matters in the
courts. It was in the Finer Report that the seed was sown for conciliation as an
appropriate way of ‘assisting the parties to deal with the consequences of Lhe
established breakdown of their marriage’ (Finer 1974: para. 4.288) and thereby
‘civilising the consequences of the breakdown’ (ibid. 4.311).

However, as King and Piper have argued (1990: 83-6), much of the energy
which has gone into establishing the legitimacy of conciliation has involved a
denigration of the law, or at the very least an attempt to displace legal discourse
with ones imported from psychology, psychotherapy and other ‘psy” discourses.
These discourses operate with relative rather than absolute notions of truth and
seek to reframe conflict by focusing on interests rather than rights. Parents are
advised that court procedures are slow, unhelpful, disempowering, and likely to
be bad for children (King and Piper 1990: 85). By contrast, conciliation offers the
opportunity for parents Lo retain control of their disputes and to discuss their dif-
ferences rationally in ways that will minimize damage to their children, High on
the conciliation agenda is joint decision-making and joint responsibility for the
future welfare of children.

Not surprisingly, the ‘argument is war’ metaphor is not particularly compatible
with this approach to dispute resolution. Indeed, attention to the metaphors used
in mediation settings reveals a subtle but significant shift in language use. Mediators
endeavour to introduce a different metaphorical repertoire to describe the disputes

_presented to them and, furthermore, will try to challenge their clients when they
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slip into the “divorce is war’ complex. The metaphors preferred in mediation settings
are consistent with an ideclogy that draws upon ideas of freedom and personal
expression rather than the regulation and direction which informs the legal
management of marital disputes. Mediators will seek to undermine and discredit
clients’ use of warlike metaphors and replace them with metaphors of organic
growth and movement. As one mediator pointed out, “We try to use the experience
of divorce as an opportunity for personal growth, not defeat.’

Whereas the divorce is war metaphor is apt to leave people *stuck’, ‘entrenched’
in ‘a war of attrition’, the mediation intervention draws heavily on the image of
divorce as parl of a journey. The primary objective of those dealing with divorce
in this way is to keep their clients moving. As one judge put it: ‘The right word
at the right time might set the wheels of conciliation turning.” The idea of motion
is very imporlant because it is itself a metaphor for inner states of growth and
change. Such metaphors flow thick and fast in mediators’ descriptions of their
practice: “We moved quite quickly’, *We were going too quickly’, ‘I went as far
as I could go with . ., ‘I felt we had reached a milestone’, “We were on the right
lines’, “To do real work with her she would have had to knock down those barriers’,
and so on. Parents themselves are apt to realize the switch in the dominant metaphor,
One man commented regarding the inappropriateness of an adversarial stance
in a conciliation appointment, ‘It was as if we were trying to score points off one
another.’

The shift in metaphorical usage identifiable in (the move between different
conlexts is readily apparent in the practice of mediators, However, it was evident
that in some contexts different metaphors were brought together iike immiscibie
liquids. Conciliation is ideally a voluntary and non-coercive process. However,
when practised in a court seiting or non-court setting by people strongly associ-
ated with authority and adversarial proceedings, it is apt to acquire some of the
baggage of those processes. For example, I have heard judges talk of welfare
officers adopting a *conciliation stance’ or referring to the ‘deployment of con-
ciliation’. The militaristic and hierarchical feel of the process is further reinforced
in court settings by referring to those invoived in this process as ‘conciliation
olficers’.

Finaily, the conflict of metaphors is something that mediators themselves are
increasingly alert to. John Haynes, a leading trainer of mediators, incorporales an
awareness of metaphor into his writings on mediation theory and practice. His
training.malterials (Haynes [996) provide direction on the way that mediators might
consciously manipulate metaphors to manage and resolve conflict. He provides
examples of how in a medialion session a mediator might move towards the
resolulion of a dispute by continually re-framing client metaphors, that is, turning
their swords into ploughshares.
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The Case of Mr and Mrs Tate

Mr Tate left his wife and two children (8 and 11) suddenly and without warning.
There followed a difficult peried during which communication between the couple
was almost non-existent and his contact with the children was infrequent and imregular.
After three and a half years Mrs Tate applied for a judicial separation because she
wished to formalize arrangements for the children’s residence and their contact
with their father. Both Mr and Mrs Tate were keen to pursue their different griev-
ances over one another’s behaviour through the courts. Although initially reluctant
to go down the judicial route each had come to the conclusion that getting clearly
defined orders made was the only way to deal with what each perceived as the other’s
recalcitrance and unreasonableness. He wanted to bring under public scrutiny her
vindictiveness in preventing the children from having contact with him. She wanted
to highlight her deep concerns about his long-running problems of alcoholism
and the parental irresponsibility that this engendered. In court, neither of these
issues was aired. At the Children’s Appointment (5.41) the judge quickly identified
the couple’s lack of communication as an impediment (0 any agreement over
arrangements for the children. He referred the case to the Court Welfare Officer
(CWO) who spoke 1o the couple outside the court. He suggested that they should
find a way of arriving at an agreed solution or run the risk of the judge making
directions that neither of them would find acceptable. This rather ominous threat
was presented alongside suggestions that the couple might benefit from the use of
the local conciliation service. This view appeared to be reinforced in the couple’s
subsequent discussions with their solicitors. Mr Tate’s solicitor had phrased it to
him as follows: ‘If you bounce ahead and get an order, it'll be against a backeloth
of bitterness and resentment so you might as well try to get where you have to be
through agreement rather than forcing it on your wife.” The whele court episade
caused a good deal of frustration Lo the couple neither of whom [elt they had been
heard. Mrs Tate in particular felt that the judge and the CWO had ‘taken sides’
with her husband.

Mr and Mrs Tate each approached the idea of conciliation with suspicion and
some trepidation. Indeed, Mrs Tate refused point blank to enter into a joint meeting
with her husband. She was concerned that whenever they presented as a couple he
always seemed to appear the more plausible and reasonable of the two and therefore
gained the upper hand in negotiations. Two single appointments were thus set up
which were, despite Mrs Tate’s apprehensions, followed by a third joint appointment.
Following this appointment, and a good deal of carelul shuttle diplomacy by the
mediator, regular contact between the father and the children resumed and the
relationship between Mr and Mrs Tate improved significantly. In interviews some
five years after the appointments the couple each spoke highly of the importance
of the mediator’s intervention (Mrs Tate described it as a ‘turning point’}.
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What the mediator appears to have achieved in this case was twofold. First, a
context was provided for the couple to air (particularly in the individual appointments)
all the issues which they felt had been overlooked and made to appear irrelevant,
unreasonable, or silly in the court setting. However, as is invariably the case in
such conflicts, major personal issues were blocking the possibility of resolution.
He had grievances about finance and property, had acquired a new partner, and
was coming lo terms with the end of a long-running alcohol addiction. She had
lost both her parents around the time of the separation, She was also angry that
due to him she and the children now found themselves living in poverty which had
a serious impact on the children. Both parties were nursing substantial levels of
pain and anger following the ending of the relationship. The mediator had some
success in getting each of the parties to acknowledge the other’s feelings and to
understand that their actions were not borne of irrational and unthinking malice;
as Mrs Tate put it, *she took both sides equally’. Second, the mediator had been able
to bring the focus onto the children as the object of their shared rather than their
competing concerns.

The dominant metaphor used throughout the accounts of Mr and Mrs Tate and
of their mediator is one of movement. There is recognition that in the court they
were ‘in deadlock’, *at loggerheads’, and ‘going round in circles’. The move into
the conciliation process saw them ‘coming through the tunnel’, *moving towards
agreements’, and *breaking the deadlock’. As Mrs Tate commented, ‘It’s been a slow
Jjourney to where I can chat with him.” In the mediator’s account the image of a
journey also appears frequently. The mediator described herself as having had to
‘make a lot of the running’ and in reflecting on the case drew together a cluster of
metaphors of movement and direction:

It would be very easy to get, you know, totally bogged down .. [] . . and in the end we
might not have got anywhere with it. And 1 felt I had to keep on being quite persistent
and 1 felt that with both of them, Certainly the husband, his instinct was to back off and
she tended to side-track all the other issues . . [] . . . it was difficult to keep her on track,
I mean [ couldn’t do it at all. .. [butf. .. because there were such big issues between
them and yet at the same time I had to keep her on the main track of things and deal
only with bits I could actually deal with.

Conclusion

In this chapter T have drawn attention (0 the role of institutions and organizations
and their role in shaping the experience of divoreing couples who come into contact
with them. Thus, what I have presented has been not so much an ethnography of
organizations — that is, one that focuses on the spatial and bureaucratic existence
of organizations — but an ethnographic account of organizational effects. In other
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words, organizations are made up of rules, values, ideologies, strategies, and objec-
tives which are enacted in practice on a daily basis and which have varying degrees
of impact upon those who come into contact with them. In methodological terms,
I have highlighted how careful attention to linguistic usage in different settings
shows how couples going through the divorce process may be predisposed Lo see
their conflicts in different ways. Thé notion of a multi-sited ethnography is
presented as one possible way of capturing this aspect of complex life transitions
in contermporary society. My analysis reveals a tension between constructions of
the divorce process as enshrined in traditional, adversarial legal processes on the
one hand and alternatives to that process such as conciliation/mediation. The latter
are informed by an amalgam of ideas drawn from negotiation theory and various
‘psy’ discourses; they direct their users toward self-conscious revision rather than
acceptance of normative prescriptions (Giddens 1991, 1994; see also Rose 1990).
The shift to ‘deep’ metaphors of growth and movement in the management of
post-marital disputes is thus pedagogic and not merely instrumental; the process
not only resolves disputes but educates ‘clients’ in how to individualize and
democratize the arrangements which increasingly characterize contemporary family
life.

The processes I have described here have been in train for well over a decade
and continue to be worked through in present-day legislation. One of the most
recent manifestations of the shift towards private ordering and privatization of the
domestic sphere and away from state regulation of the family is to be seen in the
Family Law Act 1996. This Act has as one its major objectives an aspiration first
mapped out in the 1974 Finer Report, namely, burying dead marriages decently
rather than subjecting men, women, and children to processes likely to exacerbate
already painful situations. The way in which this is to be achieved is by seeking to
minimize distress to the parties and their children should separation occur, and by
promoting continuing relationships, particularly between parents and children. The
emphasis throughout the legislation is on a conciliatory approach to marital
breakdown and its aftermath. The Act seeks to formalize and clarify the networks
of professionals identified in the earlier parts of this chapter. In future, parties to a
divorce will experience a combination of information giving, marital counselling,
and mediation through which the pain of divorce will be assuaged, and its un-
pleasantness sanitized. Under this legislation, parties will be steered away from
traditional, adversarial legal forums and encouraged to seek out the kinds of expert
discourse which will enable them to fashion their personal and family relationships
anew. Legislative developments of this kind pose new challenges for understanding
the way law and policy shape family life. As Donnan and MacFarlane suggest,
anthropology should be concerned with ‘cultures of the policy professional, in pene-
trating and uncovering the perceptions and work practices of those who seek to
make their definition of the world stick’ (1989: 6). An ethnographic approach which
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can incorporate the dispersed networks and partial connections which characterize
the working of modern legal and welfare institutions is an important step in

understanding not only how definitions stick but how these definitions are contested
and subject to change,
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Observing other Observers: Anthropological
Fieldwork in a Unit for Children with Chronic
Emotional and Behavioural Problems
Simon Pulman-Jones

Introduction

This chapter discusses the opportunities presented by some similarities between
the practice of ethnography and the life of organizations. It is likely that the ethno-
grapher of organizations will share much, if not most, of the social and cullural
background of the people being studied in the organizational context. The question
of such broad affinities, covered by the literature on “anthropology at home’, is
not what will be considered here. Rather, I shall focus on two factors of particular
relevance to the study of organizations. The first is the likelihood that the ethno-
grapher will share a common intellectual background with those she or he is

‘observing in the organizational context: {hat the broad tradition of sociological

understanding that informs the ethnographer is also a significant factor in the identity
and purpose of the organization. The second is that ethnographers and organizations
share a common ‘instrumental’ nature,

The common intellectual background and the commeon instrumental nature make
it likely that the ethnographer will find that she or he will be using an intellectual
toolkit, a set of fundamental intellectual resources, that also plays a significant role
in the life of the organization. Organizations, and ethnographers, make interventions
in the *natural’ continuity of social life. Unlike social forms such as family or kin
groups whose primary purpose, if they can be said 1o have a purpose, is to reproduce
themselves, most organizations have an instrumental purpose which is the basis
of their identity. They have to define the world that they work on before they can
set to work, just as do professional practitioners of social description such as
ethnographers. Their engagement with the world therefore involves a basic
repertoire that begins with namingfidentifying/defining, then proceeds to invelving
the phenomena defined in the ‘work’ that they exist to do, and finally makes
syntheses or decisions. They are likely to share the predicament of professional
social describers in having a limited repertoire of logical possibilities for describing
the social world on which they work. The phenomena with which Lhey engage
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will be apprehended either as discrete atoms linked by relationships, or as a
continuous fabric of relationship awaiting separation. And amidst all of this, in
common with ethnographers and other intellectual workers, they will measure what
they do to some extent through the difficulty involved in getting it done.!

The common intellectual resources to be considered are therefore those related
to the requirements of organizations and ethnographers in performing instrumental
processes on the world, and to the repertoire of possibilities available for describing
the social world in terms of continuities and ruptures, of relatedness and separateness.
What follows is a case study illustrating the affinities between the ways that ethno-
graphers and organizations make beginnings with their material, and the ways in which
theoretical preoccupations familiar to anthropologists may also play significant
roles within organizational contexts.

Case Study

The case study that follows is based on fieldwork carried out at the Child and
Family Department Day Unit of a large mental health clinic in a large city in Britain
between April 1992 and July 1994. In order Lo have access to the Unit I worked as
one of a liandful of unqualified volunteers. I have changed all names of people,
places, and institutions in order to preserve the confidentiality of my informants.
The Unit provides a therapeutic school-like environment for twelve children between
the ages of five and thirteen with severe emotional and behavioural difficuities.
Children are referred to the Unit after coming to the attention of a local government
Education Authority and being ‘staternented’ by an educational psychologist as
having special educational needs. As a placement of last resort the catchment area
of the Unit is the whole of the nerthern part of the city. The broad aim of the Unit
is then to provide education in a therapeutic environrient, combined with specific
treatments such as psychotherapy, in order to allow the expression and management
of the child’s perceived problems with a view to return to “mainstream’ educational
provision. In practice few children return Lo the mainstream and most of the work
at the Unit is focused on management: helping children and parents or guardians
to stabilize rapidly deteriorating situations, even if this means no more than
providing a secure and calming environment during the school day so that problems
are not as bad as they might be at home during the evening and night.

1. In the course of this chapter | do not mean to suggest that the parallels [ draw between ethno-
graphers and organizations are definitive. Organizations can be seen, and see themselves, as both
‘instrumental’ and ‘natural’, working both on the world and to ensure their own reproduction. The question
of the relative balance of these elements in an organization’s identity is a useful one. | am emphasizing
certain similarities as a strategy for enriching the ethnographic process rather than as a way of defining
elhnography or organizations.
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This setting provided a situation in which there were psychologists, psychotherapists,
and psychiatrists who work within a broadly similar tradition of social description
to that of anthropologists, with similar fundamental intellectual resources and from
a similar professional position. They manage the social reproduction and occasional
innovation of ideas about how to treat the prototypical category of person, the
child. It provided me with an opportunity to look at the relationship between the
production and the consumptioh of concepts of the person, while remaining close
to the material processes of social exchange in the movement of children, and
responsibility for children, back and forth between families and professional carers.

Children who are placed at the Day Unit of the Clinic’s Child and Family Department
stay there for a period of up to three years. There are no specific rules or procedures
governing the length of stay of a child at the Unit, this being decided by the interplay
of several factors. Ideally, from the point of view of the Unit itself, a child would
stay until he or she had been able to take full benefit from the Unil, leaving when
staff began to observe a maturity and composure significantly beyond that of the
majority of the other children. This is felt to take approximately two to three years.
In practice, however, the child’s period of stay at the Unit is determined by many
other factors, such as the effects of budgetary constraints on the referring Education
Authorities, which have to meet the costs of keeping thé children at the Unit, or
the progress of arrangements with fostering or adoptive homes for the children.
As aresult, the period that a child stays at the Unit may vary from a few months to

over three years.
Methodological Affinities between Ethnographer and Organization

The business of social description and prescription which is carried out by the
Unit is directly comparable to the project of social description in anthropology.
The first stage involves the defining of terms: classifying the child; setting out the
objectives and points of reference of ethnographic research. The second stage
involves establishing the relationships between the previously defined terms: the
participation of the child in the life of the Unit; the participating ethnographer’s
observation of the subjects’ lives in process. The final stage involves a synthesis
which includes the terms and the relationships between the terms in a formulation
which can be translated into and used in other contexts: the child’s prognosis; the
ethnographer’s theoretical observations. This sequence is common to intellectual
activity in general. The value of drawing attention to it in this coniext is that the
ethnographer of organizations may be able to observe that just as she or he faces
the practical problem of marshalling available resources of attention to best effect,
s0 too the organization, in fulfilling its instrumental objectives, has to structure
and direct its attention. In the context of my fieldwork at the Unit this similarity
was particularly evident because of the specifically forensic nature of the work
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done at the Unit. Just as T was struggling to be a successful participant in the Unit
while also trying to discover aspecis of life at the Unit which I could relate to the
body of anthropological theory that had brought me there in the first place, so too
the staff of the Unit were struggling to manage the practicalities of dealing with
severely disturbed children while at the same time saving some attention in order
not to miss any signs of abuse or pathology which, il they consliluted adequate
evidence in the relevant statutory or medical context, might entail significant
consegquences. In this case the affinity between the ethnographer and the organization
is easily seen, both sharing investigative, forensic aims. Most organizations, being
instrumental, share this characteristic to some extent. In organizalional settings
where there is a task to be delivered or a problem to be solved it will be useful for
the ethnographer to be aware both of her or his own problems of marshailing
resources of attention and of similar problems faced by the organization and those
who work in it.

Social Definitions

The arrival of a new child at the Unit is a process that begins with an educational
psychologist working for a local Education Authority or a local government Social
Services department making a referral to the Clinic’s Child and Family Department.
The referral is the point in the process at which the Clinic first becomes aware of
the child, and is the beginning of a period during which, if the child is judged to
be an appropriaie case for treatment by the Unit, and the referring authority is
ahle to fund the placement, the Unit will get acquainted with the child. The process
of acquaintance takes several forms and operates at many different levels. At one
extreme is the exchange of psychological assessment information between the
referring educational psychologist and the educational psychologist at the Unit.
Less formal is the process by which the history and diagnosis of the prospective
new child is communicated through a chain of meetings to the staff of the Unit. This
process involves some of the technical descriptive terms of the psychological
reports, but also relies heavily on an anecdotal shorthand that identifies the new
child by comparison with children already known to the Unit. At the other extreme
is the process by which individual staff and children weigh up the new child as he
or she gradually becomes part of the Unit. Between these extremes are many other
contexts in which the child and the Unit have to get to know each other, reflecting
the fact that the Unit is a highly complex organization, the purposes of which are
worked out at all available registers of social life.

This process of acquaintance is a necessary consequence of the fact that the
Unit is an instrumental organization functioning as a part of the interventions made
by the stale in the lives of its citizens. The Unit is directed towards social phenomena
(the child and family), which it describes in order to accommodate them to ils
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own terms of reference. What follows is a process of continual redescription until
a final prescription (the parting diagnosis and prognosis) can be made.

The Acquaintance Phase

It might be said that it is inevitable that a newcomer will be given a different kind
of attention to that given to someone who is well established within a particular
environment. In the case of the newcomer, information is required which could
not have been gathered until the arrival within the new environment. 1 would argue,
however, that the mode of attention paid to new arrivals at the Unit does not entirely
correspond with the need (o put together a picture of the newcomer which suits the
Unit’s aims and terms of reference. The distinctive form of attention paid (o a
newcomer does not retax once encugh is known for him or her to become a part
of the Unit: it is not just a question of information. Rather, the intensity and duration
of the period of acquaintance are dependent upon the relationship between the
different modes of attention that the Unit operates through the career of a child in
the Unit. At any one time, the Unit operates a variety of modes of attention in
relation to the children, which can be divided into three basic phases. The first
phase is that of defining, of labelling, and of static definitions, the most extreme
form of which is the Statement of Special Educational Needs which places on an
Education Authority the statutory obligation to provide appropriate education and
care for a child. The second, central, phase is that of process and narrative, in
which attention changes from the level of labelling and definitions to the relation-
ships between those partaking in the life of the Unit. This is where the Unit ft?els
its unique ethos to reside, where the organization is most sirong and comprehensive.
The thitd and final phase is that of the diagnosis in which the significance gathered
from the second phase is translated through the layers of staff meetings and
discussions to establish a point from which the child can move on.

Focus on Symptoms

Gemma was a seven-year-old girl, large and strong for her age, who had been
placed at the Unit because her behaviour had become too difficult for the special
school for children with moderate learning difficulties (MLD) at which she had
previously been placed. Though she could appear calm and content, her speech and
learning were severely below the norm for her age, and she was prone to sudden
violent tantrums. She spoke in a bizarre and idiosyncratic way, beginning a sentence
with a few intelligible words, but then trailing away into jumbled words and phrases,
accompanied by knowing looks from coyly up-cast eyes, as if she were posing a
riddle to be deciphered.
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Gemma’s mother was from the isle of Harris in Scotland. She had moved to
Perth at the age of thirteen and her parents had divorced at about that time. She
had moved to London with Geruna’s father about five years before my fieldwork
and had subsequently split up with him. She lived with Gemma and two younger
children, and the father of the younger children, in a high-rise council flat which
Social Services’ staff had described as very untidy and dirty. They shared the flat
with several pets which Gemma’s mother said that she kept to compensate for the
open spaces and ‘nature’ she missed in Harris. There had been long-standing fears
by Social Services about Gemma’s mother and step-father’s violence, and about
possible sexual abuse by Gemma’s natural father, who made occasional visits to
the fla.. .

Al the beginning of her time at the Unit almost every aspect of Gemma’s
behaviour was a focus of concern; indeed when the Unit's senior child psycho-
therapist gave a brief presentation of her work on ritual satanic abuse, mentioning
that one of the factors associated with cases of satanic abuse was the keeping and
misuse of exotic pets, the fact that Gemma had mentioned that her step-father
kept pet tarantulas in the flat gave rise to a frisson of suspicion that satanic abuse
might be involved in her case. By the end of Gemma’s first month at the Unit it was
well established that there were significant grounds for suspicion of sexual or physical
abuse. Attention shifted away from anecdotal evidence about Gemma and her
family, and away from the existing education and Social Services case files, to the
discovery of fresh evidence of on-going abuse, particularly in the form of bruises
and other marks on the body. :

As a result, staff started 1o focus less on the analysis of the pictures Gemma
was drawing during the day in the classroom and more on her physical appearance
as she arrived each day at the Unit after the night at home. Each morning when the
children and the staff assembled for ‘news’ (morning assembly) in the hall space
at the start of the day, the staff would exchange glances as they looked at Gemma
for any signs of fresh bruising. On many days there were new bruises to be seen
on Genuma’s arms, legs, neck, or face and Gemma, aware of the attention, would,
coyly and without making eye contact with any of the staff, turn her body and lift
her skirt or jumper so as to make her bruises visible. On the occasions when no
bruises were visible, the staff’s attention would often fall on the fact that her clothes
were either very worn or very dirty, causing further concern that she was being
neglected. On those occasions when other children were commanding the attention
of the staff she could make herself the centre of attention by such oblique strategies
as falling off her chair or running into the alcove around the fireplace, behind the
ring of chairs the children and staff used for the meeting. Direct attempts by the
staff to question Gemma about her bruises caused her only to turn coyly away, or
to respond with incomprehensible mutterings. During this period the attention of

everybody was closely fastened on the signs that could be detected on or from
Gemma,
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The End of the Acquaintance Phase

The particular form of attention that I have described as being operated by the

Unit during its period of acquaintance with a new child is not entirely a function

of the need to gather information. If that were the case then one would expect that

form of attention to last for as long as the need to gather information about the

child, What other factors might bring about a change in the form of attention paid

to the child?

Gemma was the focus of serious concern about possible sexual abuse from the

moment she started at the Unit, this concern manifesting itself principally in the
daily monitoring of bruises and signs of neglect such as dirty clothing. There was

a clear and pressing need to do everything possible to protect Gemma and (o stop
her being hurt. Enquiries made by the staff directly to Gemma’s mother on the
occasions when she came for meetings at the Unit, and through her ‘Home/School

Book’, which Gemma (like all the children) took home every night for her parents
to read the class-teacher’s comments about the day, were answered with tales of
Gemma's clumsiness at home, given as the cause of all Lthe bruises. Indeed Gemma
was clumsy, often falling over as a quite transparent way of atfracting attention, but
concerns persisted and the matter was referred to Social Services. In the meantime,
though, I noticed that after a couple of months.the attention paid to Gemma's bruises
began to wane. I was very struck by the fact that though, as far as I could see, Geinma
wasg as bruised as she had been at the height of concern about her, she was no
Jonger the subject of the attention of the Core Team staff at the morning assembly,
and that attention paid te her cryptic comments in the classroom had also fallen
off. Attention was now paid to Gemma for a different reason, for she had begun to
display some of the behaviour that her previous school had found difficult to cope
with and which until this point she had not shown at the Unit. She starled Lo have
tantrums which developed without warning (or so it appeared) and which would
begin as a sulky unresponsiveness. When asked what was the matler, or asked
why she was not joining in with the rest of the class, she would jump up and run
away, shouting angrily, ‘Leave me alone, | hate you, I hate you.! When this occurred
in the classroom she would run out into the hallway and then up the main staircase
and into the winding corridor that passed through several fire doors and unlit
sections through to the far side of the upper floor where the therapy rooms were.
When somebody followed her to check that she was safe, and to bring her back if
possible, she would scream and shout even louder, kicking and struggling violently
if any attempt were made to take hold of her hand, and repeatedly demanding what,
in the circumstances, was impossible: to be left alone.

Gemma had begun to explore the Unit's reaction to the behaviour which had

seen her rejected by her previous school, and in so doing she demonstrated that
she had left the period of acquaintance, of close and anxious attention, and moved
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on to the main, central phase of the Unit’s career with a child, that in which the
repertoire of relationships with staff and other children is explored within the
context of the closely defined spatial world and timetable of the Unit. The signs
and behaviour which had drawn such anxious and intense attention when Gemma
first arrived remained and, it might be assumed, required just as urgent attention,
but {rom now on they were more or less overlooked.

I observed the same thing happening with other children, A six-year-old boy,
an elsctive mute, was the focus of excited attention during his early period, as
stalf vied to discern whether his mutism stemmed from a genuine inability or an
arch refusal to talk. Yet when he too started to run off into the building, and put
himself in danger by climbing onto precarious high places, interest in the minutiae
of his expressions when trying to communicate waned. In many other cases I
observed chronic anxiety about minute symptoms of behaviour or affect suddenly
fade as the children became incorporated into the life of the Unit.

What explanations can be given for this observation? It would certainly be true
to say that in the case of a child such as Gemma, for whom there is serious anxiety
because of possible sexual abuse, it is to be expected that when the initial urgency
of the suspicions of abuse has been succeeded by the frustrations of trying o
establish evidence and proof of abuse in conjunction wilh the statutory authorities,
discouragement at how little can be done, despite the very distressing strength of
the conviction that the child has been abused, will make the maintaining of an
urgent vigil for signs of abuse seem of little use. When the child has newly arrived
at the Unit it is understandable that everything might seem to be at stake; both in
terms of the future of the child and in terms of the reputation of the Unit in relation
to the referring authorities and the previous place of education. When, after a few
weeks, it is apparent that the world will not fall apart if the Unit does not immediately
reveal the truth of the child’s condition and history, it is also understandable that
the anxious close focus should be relaxed.

But [ think there is a different explanation for the change between the close
attention of the early phase and the broader attention of the middle phase. Because
of the way the Unit has to work, the initial phase of naming and defining is inherently
unstable. The process that begins with the Statement of Special Educational Needs
and ends with the anxious gaze of a member of the Unit staff looking for definite
signs of abuse or psychological disturbance — a process which aims to fix a picture
of the child, so that he or she can become an identifiable and appropriate item to
be moved beiween parts of the education and mental health care system — is
anathema to the central process and ethos of the Unit which - far from fixing
positions and identities — is designed to provide a safe and tightly defined context
within which to allow the elements of the child’s psychological identity to shift
and reform into more manageable arrangements. The paradox is that the Unit needs
somewhere Lo start, but from that point onwards aims to undermine the tyranny of
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such starting points by working to multiply and shift perspectives. Such a range
of perspectives may be seen in relation to a particular item of behaviour such as
incontinence, which might be seen in the home environment as a rebuke to the
authority of the parents; in the classroom at the Unil as a sign of a desire to withhold
consent 1o participate in social groups and in the ‘growing-up’ of education; by
the Unit's social worker as the occasion for a sharing of opinions from the whole
of the family network; by a paediatrician as possible evidence of urinary tract
trauma with slight possibility of sexual abuse; or by a psychotherapist as the articu-
Jation of a desire or intention largely unrelated to outside contingencies but of
immense significance at that point in the narrative of that particular session. The
basis of the ethos of the Unit is that as large as possible a range of different per-
spectives on the child will be found by the stalf in the course of the Unit’s daily life
and that the child will be helped to manage life more easily if he or she is able to
internalize a broader repertoire of perspectives.

I have already drawn on the fact that the Unit shares a common intellectual
tradition with the social sciences, and operates, in a highly practical and contextually
embedded form, a system of analysis that shares basic structural features with the
social sciences. | have suggested that parallels can be drawn between the phase
during which the Unit becomes acquainted with a child and the necessary starting
point of sociological analysis in which social phenomena must be differentiated
and defined. The necessity for a point of departure is in both cases a necessary
evil: flawed and provisional. From the psychodynamic perspective, the early
persistent and anxious focus on the newly arrived child is an invitation for
something to happen with the child rather than for it to submit to definition. From
this perspective it might be said that definition is perversely insisted on in the
early phase, until the child, and the Unit's view of the child, are provoked into
breaking free into the daily life of the Unit.

Affinities between the Ethnographer and the Organization

Having discussed some basic ‘methodological’ affinities between the ethnographer
and the organization, I now turn to theoretical affinities. I have already noied that in
my fieldwork at the Unit I shared an interest in the child as a prototype of personhood
(from my anthropological perspective} with the people that I was studying (from
their clinical perspectives). Awareness of theoretical debates was very much a part
of the life of the Unit, even for those members of staff with no formal theoretical
expertise. o
By being equally an educational and a psychiatric/psychotherapeutic institution,
the Unit takes on the contradictions between these two approaches. The main
contrast in approaches is between one which sees the child as part of a network of
family and wider social relationships in the context of a life career, and one which
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sees he child in isolation as the vehicle for the expression of symptoms of his or
her psychological pathology. This contrast can be described as being between an
exlensive outlock and an intense internal focus and, while it is most often seen as
the difference between the perspective of the leacher and that of the psychotherapist,
itis equally present in the debates and struggles within the psychiatric team between
behavioural and psychotherapeutic approaches, and in the competing claims of
differing educational philosophies or requirements. Containing the contradictions
between these different approaches (rather than being a Behaviourist or a Therapeutic
Unit) is often talked about by the staff of the Unit as almost impossibly difficult,
“but ultimately it is felt that the difficulty is worth enduring because it allows the
fullest possible treatment of the children. This difficulty presented itself in many
different ways, but particularly where psychotherapeutic treatment, practical
management of difficult behaviour, and disciplinary measures in response to
seriously unacceptable behaviour came into conflict, During the period of my
fieldwork, violence within the Unit was felt to be permanently at crisis level. Physical
assaults, the throwing of sharp or heavy objects, and spitting (directed both at other
children and at members of staff, predominantly the teachers and nursery nurses)
happened several times daily, but periodically there would be an incident of such
severity, or the sustained level of violence would become so intolerable, that the
teachers and the nursery nurses would demand that a formal set of procedures be
drawn up so that violent behaviour could be responded to by the temporary
exclusion of children from the Unit. The psychiatric team vigorously opposed the
exclusion of children, maintaining that the therapeutic environment must offer
the children total containment. On several occasions the teacher in charge of the
_Unit took a unilateral decision to exclude a child, insisting that she had to protect
her staff. On these occasions the psychiatric team made it clear that they felt that
the teachers and nursery nurses were failing the children. On a day-to-day ad hoc
basis there were ‘behavioural” elements to the treatment that the children received.
That is to say that the children were treated as if they were separate from the Unit
and their behaviour could be modified if the Unit acted on them through such
measures as the withholding of access Lo the garden at playtime or, in extremis,
being excluded for a few days. But the open-ended therapeutic commitment 10
regard the children as belonging to the ‘psychodynamic’ whole of the Unit as a
therapeutic environment was maintained in the ultimate refusal to draw up any
guidelines setting out specific responses, such as exclusion, to unacceptable violent
behaviour. Only through keeping faith with an unwritten treatment ethos was it
felt that the Unit could continue its unique blend of treatments.
In the work of the Day Unit there is a link between the staff’s ability to balance
and reconcile the contradictory models of personhood — those reflected in the
educational and the therapeutic elements of the treatment — and the child’s ability
10 know himself or herself more correctly in order to be able to live more successful
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Being couched belween contrasting modeis of the person, the atom-self of boundary-
drawing behaviourism and the inter-subjectivity of the psychodynamic, therapeutic
tradition, the practical, working psychology of the Unit is a constant process of
testing and reproducing the prevailing conditions of and for the nature of
personhood, of the balance of boundaries and continuities in personal and social
life. Strong, though only partly rationalized, links are made between the effort to
understand and the effort to live successfully, so that a part of overcoming the
gross difficulties of the lives of very unhappy children is the overcoming of meta-
physical difficulties by the professionals charged with responsibility for the children’s
welfare. It was true for a majority of the children that their behavioural problems.
were so severe that they, their families or carers, and the staff of the Unit were
faced with the constant imperative that if no improvement could be made the
children would have to be, for example, taken into care, or moved (o a secure
psychiatric ward, or faced with drugs-based medical treatment. And thus practical
problems of how to deal with the children during their day at the Unit were forced
together with the problems of understanding both what was ‘wrong’ with the
children and what could be done for them. Many of the children, including Gemma,
were thought to present varying degrees of autism. But the theory that autism
might exist in varying degrees is a controversial one. Some of the children
presenting autism-like symptoms were thought by some members of the psychiatric
team to be suffering from neurological problems that required urgent drugs-based
medical treatment. Other members of the Unit's staff were convinced of the
significance of a mild form of autism in these cases, while yet others just saw a
desperately unbappy and withdrawn child. These diagnoses were thrown into
constant competition through the system of daily and weekly meetings in which
the staff, in groups varying in number from two to the whole staff, discussed how
the Unit dealt with the children. The result of this was that people were aware
both of the troubled history of the children outside and within the Unit and also of
the various competing explanations for the problems, and the attendant different
solutions. So in the daily, constant crises with the children, for example, in instances
such as when it began to become clear during the course of an early morning that
something was very much amiss with Gemma, the energies of the staff would be
mobilized simultaneously to providing practical containment and comfort and to
achieving some form of resolution to the intractable questions about diagnosis
and treatment that the worrying behaviour gave rise to. Staff at the Unit live with
the sense that if they could only, in that moment of erisis during the day, understand
the truth about the nature of, say, autism and the relative merits of psychotherapeutic
or behavioural approaches to treatment, then they could offer some hope of relief
‘to their desperate charges. The urgency of the predicament thus makes it seem
¢ that the overcoming of difficulties of understanding is very closely related to the
ctical problems of managing a specific child in the Day Unit.
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These theoretical concerns were very much a part of the stafi’s constant
discussions about the children and about the nature and adequacy of the treatment
that they were receiving. The sense of the importance of theory did not depend on
consistent and coherent understandings across all members of staff: it consisted
move in the awareness that there were always two basic and fundamentally opposed
approaches. Terms such as ‘behaviourist’, ‘therapeutic’, ‘psychodynamic’, ‘systemic
therapy’, or ‘phenomenological’ were used, not always strictly accurately in theo-
retical terms, to recognize the existence of antagonistic approaches which often
entailed mutually exclusive rationales.

The importance of these ‘theoretical’ preoccupations was not limited to abstract
discussion. They were reflected in the daily life of the Unit and in some of its
most intractable problems.

The division of the staff of the Unit into two separate teams was both the most
controversial issue and that which caused the problem that seemed most inescapable
during the period of my fieldwork. The names themselves caused frequent gnfmbling.
The Core Team (the teachers, the nursery nurses, and the administrative secretary)
felt that *core’ as opposed to ‘psychiatric’ implied ‘basic’ as opposed to ‘specialist’.
At the same time the Psychiatric Team (two psychiatrists, a social worker, an
educational psychologist, and a child psychotherapist) felt that ‘core’ implied

- ‘indispensable’ while ‘psychiatric’ implied ‘external, optional extra’. On several
occasions I heard discussions of the origins of the two labels, there being no
consensus as o who had initiated them or how long they had been in use, There
were two alternative labels, Educational Team and Clinical Team, which were
occasionally used, pointedly, in meetings, but they were never used as the universal
shorthand for ‘the other lot’. There were indeed significant descriptive shortcomings
to both labels. Only two of the five-strong Psychiatric Team were psychiatrists.
Nevertheless, Psychiatric Team and Core Team remained the labels by which the
two groups were known and in which rivalry and resentment continued to echo.

One basic fact divided and distinguished the two teams. The Core Team were
with the children all the time and the Psychiatric Team were not. For the Core

Team attendance at the Unit meant arriving before the children and leaving after
they had left, united in containing the children throughout the day. For the
Psychiatric Team attendance at the Unit meant leaving the main Clinic building
down the road and arriving at the Unit in order (o attend regular meetings, therapy
sessians, or one-off meetings that occurred during the Unit's day. Whereas members

-of the Psychialric Team tended to come and go individually, the Core Team arrived
and left all at the same time. They gathered together for cups of tea or coffee
before the children arrived and after they had left, their solidarity at the beginning
and end of the day resolving its uncertainties.

The conflict between the continuous solidarity of the Core Team and the instru-
mental intervention of the Psychiatric Team was [requently evident in disagreements
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that occurred during the weekly Community Meeting, or during subsequent
discussions about the meeting. The Community Meeting, in which ail of the staff
and all of the children met together in the dining room seated around the walls in
a circle for exactly half an hour for the acting out of the community’s ‘psycho-
dynamics®, was often extremely disturbed and chaotic, giving rise to very worrying
behaviour from the children. It was to be expected that the Psychiatric Team, for
most of whom this half-hour session represented their only direct contact with
children other than those with whom they were involved in therapy sessions, would
be more alarmed than the Core Team by the extremes of behaviour often seen in
the Community Meeting. The Core Team could more easily see such behaviour as
the expressive climax of a period of anxiety or unhappiness that a particular child
was undergoing, and have confidence in the fact that the child would return to a
more manageable state, whereas the Psychiatric Team were inclined to see such
behaviour as a sign that things were far more out-of-hand than they, in their absence
from the Unit, had assumed. The result would be that the Psychiatric Team would
insist that a particular child, or sometimes the Unit as a whole, had reached a state
of crisis which required an urgent response and wholesale re-evaluation. By
contrast, the Core Team would respond that no such crisis existed and that the
behaviour that had so alarmed the Psychiatric Team was either the result of
particular circumstances, such as the temporary absence from home of one of the
child’s parents or a build-up of anxiety before the half-term holiday, or part of a
period of emotional acting out that had been observed over a longer period and
which the Core Team were confident would be resolved positively by the under-
standing and strategies that observation had given rise to.

The different responses to worrying behaviour in the Communily Meeting
illustrate the contrast between Core Team and Psychiatric Team attitudes: continuous
solidarity, observation, and long-term strategy were opposed to the isolation of
significant symptoms of behaviour and the need for urgent instrumental intervention,
In practical terms this is an effective and complementary opposition, the deficiencies
of each outlook being offset by the other, but in the conflict between the two staff
teams it was rarely seen as such,

If the Core Team were the custodians of contingency, the Psychiatric Team, for
their part, offered the benefits of being freed from contingency. They saw the
children in highly formalized contexts which were sufficient in themselves, without
any continuous supporting context. In contrast with the Core Team’s internal life
in the Unit, which was based on a shared knowledge and experience, with shared
responsibility, of all that went on, Lhe work of the Psychiatric Team was often
unseen by the rest of the Unit. Members of the Psychiatric Team arrived at the
Unit during the day for appointments and, having been let in through the front
door by the administrative secretary, they passed unnoticed by the children and
the Core Team staff to the rooms on the upper floor where they held meelings
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witlt each other or with children and members of their families, or where they had
therapy sessions with the children. The practical basis for the Psychiatric Team’s
experience of time in the life of the Unit was the model of appointments in a daily
diary, characterized by specific times for beginning and ending, with the absolute
separation of one appointment and the next marked by the logistical requirement
to travel between appoinltments in different buildings, ot in different parts of the
same building, and to keep on time. The theoretical model underlying this practical
fact, and reinforcing it, was that of the ‘therapeutic hour” of fifty-minute consultations,
the beginning and end of which are observed rigidly and absolutely so as to mark
the absolule distinction between quotidian time and therapeutic time.

The Psychiatric Team did not, therefore, share the Core Team’s sense of conti-
nuity with the child, Seeing children on separate occasions, they saw them differently
each time, noticing changes more readily than the Core Team (or, as the Core
Teamn often insisted, seeing changes where none had really taken place), Whereas
it was the role of the Core Team to manage continuity it was the role of the Psychiatric
Team to enable change. Within the firmly policed boundaries of the therapy session
new meanings are created for child and for therapist.

If the Core Team’s continuity forms a part of the linear progress of the child’s
social career in life, and this is seen as a horizontal continuity, the therapy session,
by-passing the threads of contingency, aims a vertical probe into the psychological
history of the child. Whereas the Core Team staff member in the classroom is
placed within the spatial disposition of other containing presences and the
certainties of the unfolding timetable, the Psychiatric Team member in a therapy
session is alone with the child in a bounded world in which space and time are
collapsed into the therapist’s focus on the psychodynamic significance of the child’s
behaviour.

The contrasting models of time and space that I have described above in relation
to the roles of the Core Team and the Psychiatric Team, which each imply different
models of personhood in their atlitude to the children, are not entirely exclusive
to each team. The antagonistic pairing of the two teams, together with the
requirements of their respective roles, commil them towards one model rather than
the other, but both, as mutually reinforcing opposites, are always co-existent.

“The Split’

So far I have described the way in which a bagic repertoire of complementary
ideas about personhood, rooted in the same traditions of social description as inform
the ethinographer, structured the treatment the Unit offered the children. But this
binary opposition between logically complementary poles was not restricted to
the level of ideas about the work done, for it was underpinned by the structure of
the organization itself.
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During the petiod of my fieldwork at the Unit it was undergoing a change inits
organizational structure which amplified its anxiety about its identity. When I began
my fieldwork, in the spring of 1992, the Unit was run jointly by the local Area
Health Authority, through the Clinic, and Council ‘A’ Education Authority. Council
‘A’ employed the teachers, then numbering three full-time and one part-time,
covered the cost of educational materials, and provided the children’s lunches.
The Clinic was responsible for the health component, employing the nursery nurses,
the psychiatrists, the educational psychologist, the psychotherapists, and the social
worker, and providing and maintaining the building. The division within the Unit
between health and educational components of its treatment was thus underpinned
by an organizational split. Though the staff of the Unit worked closely together
they were divided by relationships with quite different employers.

At the time of my arrival at the Unit two factors seemed to threaten its continued
existence. A financial crisis, combined with a change of policy, led Council ‘A’ to
withdraw its support for the Unit. At the same time a debate had begun within the
Clinic as to whether it should opt out of the control of the Area Health Authority
and become a Trust under the provisions of the government’s Health Service
reforms. A draft proposal for the structure of the Clinic as a Trust was being drawn
up and it had become apparent that the large Edwardian house that was used by
the Unit would represent one of the Trust’s most significant realizable assets. This
implied that the building should either be sold to raise money for capital investment
in the Clinic, or be kept in use for a purpose commensurate with its high asset
value. There was doubt as to whether the Child and Family Department Day Unit
could generate enough prestige and fees (o justify its use of the building.

The climate of uncertainty and anxiety over the institutional status of the Unit
persisied until after the end of my fieldwork in July 1994. It provided a permanent
thread of controversy through all of the many staff meetings, and though finally
resolved by the Clinic gaining Trust status in the autumn of 1994, the new pressures
of survival in the Health Service’s ‘Internal Market’ mean that certainty about the
Unit’s current institutional status is mitigated by an unpredictable market in which
Education Authorities placing children at the Unit now have to pay fees which are
nearly ten times what they paid when the health component’s cost was being
absorbed by the Health Authority.

The changes that took place between 1992 and 1994 had profound implications
for the treatment ethos of the Unit as well as its institutional structure and the job
security of its staff, As Council ‘A’ Education Authority gradually withdrew from
the Unit the batance of power shifted towards the health component of its treatment.
The institutional split between the Clinic and Council ‘A’ had maintained a balance
of power between the Core Team and the Psychiatric Team, This allowed their
relationship and the definition of their respective roles to remain to a cerlain extent
uncontested. The withdrawal of Council ‘A’ put the Core Team on the defensive
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and exacerbated conflicts over roles. The Psychiatric Teamn were concerned to
defend their role as interpreters of the children’s behaviour by defining the teachers’
role as primarily educational as opposed to therapeutic. The Core Team, on the
other hand, criticized the Psychiatric Team for their lack of practical involvement
with the children, believing that the Psychiatric Team’s reluctance to spend time
with the children outside their own consultations reflected their attitude that the
‘educational’ component of the treatment should be merely that and that the teachers
and nursery nurses should not attempt to interpret the behaviour of the children.

It was in recognition of the extraordinary strains that the Unit was undergoing
that the head of the Child and Family Department at the Clinic agreed for some
money to be provided for a therapeutic consultation for the staff of the Unit. An
outside therapist would visil the Unit to take sessions aimed at working through
the difficulties of the relationship between the two teams. This move was a logical
extension of the fact that the relationship between the staff groups was regarded
as being one of the most significant psychodynamic entities in the life of the Unit,
with the weekly meeting of the whole staff, the ‘Friday Meeting’, being regarded
as the arena in which the psychological dynamics arising from the two teams’
work with each other, and with the children, could be explored in order that they
be better exploiled in the service both of the children and the staff. The children’s
day at the Unit ended alter lunch on Fridays in order to make time for this staff
meeting, and the consultation took place in this Friday afternoon slot, without the
children,

The first session of the consultation was in November 1993, It took place in
the large Edwardian house used by the Unit, though the experience of exposing
the troubles of the two teams to oulside attention was difficult, and different, enough
for there (o be much discussion about which room in the building would be most
appropriate, In the end, for want of any more suitable space, the consultations
took place in the hall space where the children had their morning assembly, or
‘News’, and in which the Friday Meetings, which had become so bitterly contested,
took place. Though there was a wish to find an alternative venue to the place of
the staff’s weekly battles, finally it was acknowledged that the bitterness of the
split could not be escaped merely by finding another room and might as well be
faced in its usual setting. The session began by everybody introducing him- or
herself to the consultant, Roberta — with the exception of Mark, the psychiatric
senior registrar, who arrived fifteen minutes late. Roberta said that Mark’s lateness
might be able to stand for everybody’s reluctance to face the problems of the two
teams’ relationship, a rele which he accepted with good humour, Roberta then set
the session in motion by asking everybody to go away and draw a picture to
represent their view of the Unit. Spread out in rooms throughout the Unit, the
staff spent the next twenly minutes drawing pictures on large pieces of paper, then
bringing them back to one of the classrooms, where Roberta hung them on the
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wall so that they could all be seen together. The novelty of the experience brought
the whole staff together, excited comments being made about how well everybody
had done to produce such interesting pictures. Roberta looked at the pictures one
by one, asking for people to speculate as to who was responsible. At this stage Ll?e
atmosphere was still good-humoured, the unfamiliar experience of forensic
attention normally directed at the children being directed at the staff themselves
causing a solidarity of defensiveness of the whole staff group against Roberta.
But more negative and searching comments began as the predominant theme of
the drawings became clear. What was most striking was how many of the staff
had represented themselves in isolation.

Once each of the pictures had been identified the euphoria caused by the novelty
of the situation began to subside. There was a general sense of shack that so many
of the pictures showed only the person who had drawn them, without any reference
to the wider work of the Unit. ‘What a difficult job you all have, feeling so alone
in your work’, said Roberta, and the discussion slowly pelarized in response Lo
this observation. Members of the Psychiatric Team said that it was typical that so
many of the Core Team had drawn themselves with the children without any
reference either to the Psychiatric Team or to the world outside. On the other hand,
the Core Team resented the fact that members of the Psychiatric Team had represented
the Unit as 2 whole as a problem. They felt that the Psychiatric Team’s detachment
allowed them to view the Unit as a problem rooted in the Core Team, The meeting
ended with Roberta suggesting that it was a positive step that everybody had been
able to acknowledge how much they all suffer from the bad relationship between
the two teams, but despite this attempt at a positive gloss the atmosphere was
depressed and angry. .

The consultations with Roberta continued through into 1994, with sessions
arranged approximately twice a term, at irregular intervals because of Lhe.need to
secure continuing funding from the Clinic. Though the sessions were unanimously
felt to be very valuable, it could not really be said that they had a positive cffe_ct.
What they had in common was that they always served to emphasize and polarize
the split between the two teams. .

Eventually Roberta suggested that there must be a reason for the staff to c?m g s0
tightly to the split; after all, in session after session they had shown more delermmau_on
to identify and define it than to heal it. She suggested some reasons for the neccssr%y
of the split in the Unit. Splitting, she said, was an important concept in psychodynamic
theory and work. The child split the mother’s breasts between the good and th'e
bad; the one that provides and the one that denies. The children placed at the Unit

were tormented by deep splits between the good elements of their parenting and
the bad elements, the abuse. Maybe it was the burden of containing such deep
splits which drove the children mad, and the reason for the split between the st_aff
teams was that they were relieving the children of the burden of unendurable splits.
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Or, from another perspective, it could be thought that the children were projecting
into the staff a split between the good, desired parent and the bad parent. The staff
would then be, maybe a little too unwittingly, playing out the children’s fantasies
of warring and destructive parents.

Roberta’s suggestions were welcomed by the staff, who agreed that they seemed
destined to take on and to live out a deep spiit. But the question remained, was
this a good thing? Were they amplifying the torment of the children by perpetuating
the split? Might it not be more important for the children to be presented with a
mode] of unified containing care? Was the staff split, therefore, dangerously failing
the children or providing them with the invaluable opportunity of being relieved
of an unendurable burden? There seemed to be no answer to this question.

DilTiculties were perpetuated rather than resolved. The consultation ended with
the recognition that if the split between the two teams serves to relieve the children
of the difficulty of living with deep internalized splits, the difficulty has only been
removed to another level. The split which relieves a difficulty becomes in turn the
new difficulty. Of course it is a fact that many difficulties of the work of the Unit
cannot be resolved, only better endured. Every day, siluations with the children
canfronted the staff with conflicting imperatives, imperatives that counselled
intervention and non-intervention, often with equal and simultaneous urgency. The
difficulty which was so characleristic of life in the Unit was the measure of being
torn, or balanced, belween the conflicting imperatives, and the difficulty of
antagonism between the two staff teams became the paradoxical measure of
solidarity in the service of the children,

Conclusion

It was clear 1o me as I undertook my fieldwork that T was not the only social
theorist at the Unit. Indeed, at the same time as I was applying my knowledge of
social theory to what I was observing, the staff of the Unit were acting out social
theory in the daily business of their work. We were, truly, close intellectual cousins,
and the nature of our affinities and our differences was mutually illuminating.
This affinity between social scientists and organizations has deep roots in
sociological ideas about social structure. When Mary Douglas describes van
Gennep’s metapher of society, ‘as a kind of house divided into rooms and corridors,
the compartments carefully isolated and the passages between them protected
by ceremonial’ (Douglas 1975: 55; van Gennep 1960), she might be describing
the labyrinthine Edwardian house of the Unit, or indeed the interior of many
organizations, It is important that the ethnographer is not blind to this affinity.

2. Similar enduring staff conflicts are described by Melissa Parker in Chapter Seven below.
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The case study that I have given in this chapter is of an ethnographic context in
which it was very clear that the ethnographer and the subjects of the ethnography
had much in common, but it will be equally true in other organizational conlexts
thal awareness of certain basic similarities between the ways of working of the
ethnographer and of the organization will enrich the ethnographic process. Secing
others as both expert and ‘folk’ social theorists allows the ethnographer to be better
aware of her or his own position as both specific expert and participant in a much

broader tradition of social descriplion.
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