WHY RESEARCH MATTERS: THE RECIPROCAL NATURE OF KNOWLEDGE

Mary Trujillo

Before enrolling in a graduate program in communication, I assumed that the worlds of practitioners who “did” conflict resolution and academics who (only) studied conflict were separate, distinct, and mutually exclusive.  Prior to graduate school, I was a practitioner in various areas of conflict resolution work ranging from client advocacy for people diagnosed with mental illness to teaching mediation to children to Affirmative Action dispute resolution.  My original goal in going back to school was to develop conflict resolution models applicable for multicultural contexts. As one who defined herself primarily in terms of the outcomes of her work, I had very little knowledge of (and therefore very little use for) formal theory or research and certainly no models for activist scholarship.  I assumed a kind of chauvinism based on the presumed superiority of  “real world” experience vs. intellectual constructions.  However, I found that exposure to formal academic research required me to question whether all knowledge is valid and whether all forms of knowing are equal.  Now, as a faculty member in an “institution of higher learning”, I am proposing that we rethink possibilities for future researcher- practitioner collaborations. I will offer my own experiences with research as an example.

Conflict resolution practitioners are fundamentally problem solvers.  We tend to approach situations from a problem-solution orientation.  Our assumptions tend to be experientially based. That is, we give credibility to what we’ve seen or heard as valid sources of knowledge. Our tendency is to focus on the tools we need to address the immediate problem. We tend to be result oriented and dismissive of, if not  suspicious of knowledge without “results.” For our profession, the practitioner’s bottom line is what do we need to do in order to bring about change? From that perspective, it is difficult to imagine that a formal academic structure might benefit the practitioner. However, the benefits are many. First, we are required to question which knowledge claims are legitimate. How do we know what we know? In applying a formally established methodology, one has the benefit of a review of the literature, some level of “testing” of the knowledge claims, as well as a systematic  process of scrutiny  by a community of  interested others. The most striking and practical benefit of academia, however, is access to tools, resources, and information that allow practitioners to convert experience to social change.  

Academics on the other hand, want to know, “What is the nature of knowledge and what is the relation of knowledge to Truth?” Academics have their own brand of chauvinism.  We privilege what is written (not transmitted orally) by scholars like ourselves.  We are dismissive of, if not suspicious of experience without critique. Indeed, we love even the sound of the word, “critique.” We love the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, and may look askance at the work of people who are not really “scholars. ” Our intellectual training teaches, as well as provides the tools for us to be skeptical, cynical, and critical. We  often exercise our privilege to be apolitical, not acknowledging that “legitimacy” of knowledge  is politically determined, socially constructed, and culturally informed.   

However, the Academy and the Real World are not mutually exclusive places. Just as academic settings offer systematic investigations in which to develop theory,  practitioners  bring the ability to  test out theory in the real life settings and contexts where they occur. Practitioners theorize (a.k.a problem solve or brainstorm) in meetings, through case conferences, with colleagues in the parking lots- often sharing information and knowledge informally.  We distill the learnings and make the ever evolving final product (applied knowledge) available for others’ use, often through the use of anecdote.  Clearly, neither a purely academic nor a purely practical approach could be sufficient.  Rather, both approaches cry out for a more inclusive definition of scholarship, one which demonstrates the complementary and reciprocal nature of theory and practice. Further, this new-style scholar can be an activist who is empowered to use research and research methods to bring about social justice.

Initial involvement

As the old adage suggests, much practical knowledge is born out of necessity.  Through three serendipitous occurrences, my notions about  the interrelationship of academic research and practical knowledge  changed  drastically.  First, I lived in a neighborhood that had been the site of several recent murders of young men. Motivated by concerns about the safety of my own and other children,   I joined a community Task Force that had been formed in response to the murders of several young people. The Task Force’s stated goal was to prevent violence. Thirdly, I was privileged to study an innovative approach to critical ethnography with the late Dr. Dwight Conquergood, a true scholar activist. “Critical” ethnography is distinguished by its attention to the political economy of the studied community. Critical ethnographers are interested in analysis of power relationships, as well as observations about cultural forms.  Consequently, as a result of needing both a dissertation topic and a safe neighborhood, I set out to formally investigate what happens when institutions and community based organizations attempt to collaborate for the “common good.” 

The Task Force had been formed about three years prior to my involvement. Leaders and representatives of various community organizations were invited by the local school board to share violence prevention strategies and resources  after several young men were killed. The original group developed a community civility campaign and generally tried to mobilize various community stakeholders, without much success. The group did not have outside funding and much of the administrative support  was provided by the high school’s staff. A friend from the University was a member of the Task Force and asked if I would join. Because I had significant community organizing experience and had worked with a number of the individuals on the Task Force in varying capacities, there was no overt resistance to my involvement. Although membership in the group seemed to be based on status as a community “leader,” I think that I was accepted simply because I showed up and continued to show up.  By the time of my involvement, most of the original thirty nine members were gone, replaced by heads of civic organizations, municipal departments, and social service agencies. The group met once a month, on Tuesdays from noon until 2pm. 

Since the Task Force was composed of leaders of organizations, group decision making and relationships between members held added significance.  Some members participated in the meetings because they felt politically obligated to do so.  I know this because several members confided to me that they felt their agencies would be  negatively viewed if the leaders were not part of the Task Force. (“How can you not support violence prevention?”)  Some others were genuinely troubled by the conditions in the community.  Some members had sincerely and deeply examined their own racial and class biases. Other members were very comfortable referring the “those people.” In general, due to the relatively high stakes of public opinion, and the relatively low level of intragroup  trust, meetings tended to stay fairly superficial .  

* * *

Before continuing, let me warn the reader that this story, like most research, does not have a tidy ending. My research did not transform a violent environment. To this day,  people continue to kill each other.  Many of the same issues that existed before the Task Force was formed, still exist today. Why then, should we care about communication research that does not change the status quo?   At a very practical level, should we assume that talk is just a poor substitute for action? On the contrary, in the case of my work, conflict resolution practitioners need to know how to observe and analyze group talk because conflict resolution practice virtually always involves group work at some level. Knowing how to examine  group  communicative practices across a variety of contexts and relationships  can be used to (1) facilitate group conceptualization of  roles and tasks; (2) strengthen  intra and intergroup relationships, and  (3) foster awareness of  the ways in which cultural identity, community, and conflict intersect.  Further, by detailing what prevents social change agents from, in this case, preventing violence, the practitioner is in a position to facilitate specific corrective outcomes. 

Methodology

Clifford Geertz observed that groups construct "structures of signification" and roles as allegories for their identities.
 As I looked at the Task Force there seemed to be so many symbols, structures, roles, allegories, and identities operating within it that numerous frames of analysis seemed possible. The first step was to design a data gathering strategy that would capture the subtlety and texture of interaction, yet be flexible enough to accommodate that which could not be predicted by theory. In other words, how would I figure out what exactly was going on? As a methodology, critical ethnography offers a "remaking of social analysis" by integrating theory and practice.
 The ethnographic method lends itself to naturalistic contexts, like community relationships where human interaction is "messy" and not always easily categorized. My overall goal was to see and experience the subjective realities of  the community member  as well as a Task Force member.  Both perspectives  were necessary to see, interpret, and contextualize the culture as a whole. This dual perspective simultaneously allowed and required me to fully immerse myself into both worlds. Thus, this method served as a starting point for interrogating and unraveling power relationships, social structures and assumptions operating in both the community and the task force.   In this case, the resulting data exposed the enmeshed relationships between political structures and  communicative micro-structures, between organizational structures and the discourse of community members. I ended up with  the following four strategies for gathering relevant information, a.k.a. data about the local community:

(1) Participant observation 

(2) Content analysis

(3) Survey of citizen preconceptions

(4) Survey of member resources.

 Although each strategy provided a different perspective, offered advantages and disadvantages, and allowed for a different level of involvement with Task Force and community members, most germane to this paper are participant-observation  and content analysis methodologies. In practical terms, a participant observation model meant that I attempted to balance my modes of being and doing in the group. These modes were documented in two ways:  through the use of field notes and ethnopoetic transcription processes. As a participant, I attended task force meetings, subcommittee meetings, and community events for over three years as a working member.  I was involved in developing and evaluating activities, facilitating group sessions, building  relationships with Task Force and community members, and interviewing applicants for the coordinator position.  From my vantage point as an observer, I wrote detailed field notes after every gathering.  In these field notes, I  instantiated types of verbal interactions, frequency of speakers and speech patterns, tones of voice,  indications of non-verbal channels, and especially individual and collective use of language. In some field notes, I  transcribed conversations and interactions through a method of ethnopoetics, which I will describe momentarily. When all my research was completed, I used the field notes to determine categories and themes for analysis. I made field notes to document observable realities as well as my perceptions. The usefulness of field notes is their consistency over time.  Individual documents can be compared to photographs, moments frozen in time. 

 The Case Example
 During the time of the research, I lived in the house where I had grown up. My childhood and adolescence had been shaped by the neighborhood’s Fourth of July barbecues, the trees and vacant lots that were our playgrounds, the sounds of the tambourine and organ spilling out into Sunday evening. Virtually all of the houses and many of the same people who stayed in the neighborhood in the 50’s were there in the late 90’s.  

On the other hand, some of the old familiarity was challenged. I no longer knew the young men who leaned on my car in the evenings, drinking beer and playing their music. Nor was I comfortable telling them to pick up the beer bottles that they left on the sidewalk. No matter how tired I was, I could never forget to lock my car or the doors and windows to my house. In addition, there was a kind of casual violence that hung in the air. Today’s fights, fueled by alcohol, drugs, and guns, seemed to easily become fatal encounters, unlike the fist fights of the old days. In sum, I was ambivalent about my neighborhood, wanting to change it, but also wanting to defend it from its critics.  I found myself in the position of having  potential access to community improvement  resources by virtue of my involvement with the Task Force. In exchange for access, however, I felt obligated to translate, interpret, or otherwise represent a population that was viewed as deficient. In this way, my experience was like that of many practitioners who earnestly desire to make social change but find themselves mired within the limitations of personal experience or, as I discovered in this case, by the confines of organizational structure and discourse.

Participant-observation of the formal meetings provided a very clear picture of the group's discursive relationship to violence prevention. By paying systematic attention to the discourse of both the Task Force and its larger community constituency, I began to observe and track embedded patterns of relating, decision making structures, conflict engendering and resolution processes, as well as overarching values.  
At the same time, I found it necessary to keep a human face on the experience of violence, in order to balance the abstract nature of observing group talk. In the course of three years' work, I made intentional efforts to build  relationships with and be around individuals in the community, as well as Task Force members. These relationships provided insight into the relational nature of both collaborative and ethnographic work.

 In the process, I had to learn about which personal boundaries to establish and keep.  Sometimes the boundaries between participation and observation were painfully difficult to maintain. There were times when someone would disclose information to me as a friend that I could not ethically include in the study or disclose to other group members, even when the information “should” have been out in the open.  In research, as in life, privilege requires a level of ethical responsibility. Rosaldo situates the scholar as a member of a privileged community that has historically used academic forms and practices that manipulate, usurp, or distort the experience of studied populations for the Academy's benefit. He calls out for the researcher to instead use his or her tools for the "full enfranchisement" of diverse groups. Additionally, when the researcher is also a member of the studied population, as I was, the researcher must be willing  to acknowledge that absolute neutrality is neither possible nor desirable. Nor can the researcher become overly self absorbed. To illustrate the complexity of balancing ethical, research and personal boundaries, I offer the following example from field notes. 

Morelia 

She  called and  asked if she could come over. I told her to come on, that dinner was almost ready, and she was welcome. By the time she arrived, I was going over homework. with my two daughters.  Morelia said she was amazed that I cared. My family always jokes about being dysfunctional, or at least non-normative, but I'm sure that to Morelia we are the Cleavers. 
 I offered her something to eat, which she hungrily accepted, and then I left to make phone calls. As she chatted with my daughters, I half listened to their conversations. I know that Morelia always tries to "tone it down" for my girls because she knows that their experience levels are very different, but her conversation is usually still way above my comfort level.
After the girls went to bed, we talked. There were good things like winning an essay contest on one hand, but not getting the job she expected, on the other. She shared her notebook with me. Her poems are very dramatic, honest, graphic, direct, painful, explicit. Sometimes I have to stop reading. She writes about the sexual abuse she has experienced from father, brother, uncles, pimp, strangers. She always ends up, no matter how our conversations begin, trying to make sense of the sexual violence that has characterized her life since she was a child. Sometimes, I can't hear any more.
I offered to let her spend the night at my house when she told me some of thee things that were going on, but she preferred to stay at her brother’s house.  So, I dropped her off at her brother's house which is in a high violence, high drug area of the city. We had to go to the back, through the alley, since she didn't have a key. There were no lights and I felt very vulnerable amidst the men in the alley. I waited with my headlights focused on the house while she broke in. It seemed to take forever and I was relieved when she finally turned on a light to let me know she had made it inside. The question that this raises for me is how do I do ethnography without getting involved? She needs so much help—a friend, a therapist, a lawyer, a different home situation. But I also know that I need to talk with the figures in the shadows, the people on the corners, the kids hanging out in order to get the whole story. This is the dichotomy of participant observation. I have to continually weigh and balance the advantages and disadvantages. 

These notes illustrated what became a growing dilemma.  On one hand, I was a student, a researcher looking for information to complete a dissertation.  On the other, I was a real person dealing with other human beings whose lives were not such that they could be summed up in a chapter on results.  In order to fully comprehend the nature and impact of violence in the community, I had to  be willing to suspend my fears about  dark alleys, judgments about the types of people who committed crimes, and  preconceived notions that what I saw was the only reality.   

Documentation

Documenting my dual participant-observation strategy, one face toward the Task Force, the other toward my fellow community members, was a technique taught to me by Conquergood called ethnopoetic transcription. The technique involves learning to listen uncritically and recording exactly what one hears and sees. Ethnopoetic transcription is the human equivalent of videotaping, tape recording, and photographing. The physical and emotional self of the researcher is the medium for documentation. Like any skill, ethnopoetic transcription is perfected through consistent practice. Through this process, the researcher listens carefully for content as well as nuance for the purpose of accurately representing and reproducing the Other’s voice.   The purpose of this technique is to enable or force the researcher to meet the studied Other as they are, not as who the researcher wants them to be. The voice of the researcher is deliberately silenced in order to "hear" the experience of the "subject" from her or his own perspective. Ethnopoetic transcriptions are usually shorter interactions with relatively fewer voices. They may be used as a part of field notes, or may be separate constructions.  
I offer the following interactions with neighborhood residents as examples of ethnopoetic transcriptions. The examples are followed by analysis of the methodological tool.
   Ex. 1: Ethnopoetic transcription (September, 2000)
"See, Brown is Crips territory.
Dewey and Simpson is GD territory.
They parties be-WHOA!!!
The dead end of Darrow?
They parties always get broken up by the cops.
(Deep sigh) (pause)
But Brown and Church, it's a drug war. Tha's why people always
be gettin'
shot.
They
ALWAYS
in the WRONG PLACE
at the WRONG
TIME!"

The reader should read the words  just as they are written. They should reflect rhythm, spacing, inflection, pronunciation, and tone of the speaker. Ethnopoetic transcription forces the listener to take down the words, just as the individual says them. As a narrator-interpreter, I would likely offer some background information to introduce the speaker to the reading audience. I could say that the speaker was a young man of limited education, whose purpose was to inform me about the community I was researching. As a narrator, I might be tempted to explain the sociological implications or ideological differences. I might even acknowledge my perceptions or feelings about the interactions.  However, ethnopoetic transcription is not designed to interpret; the researcher's opinions or feelings do not matter.  Rather the focus is on the lived experience of the speaker. For the purposes of this explanation, however, I will dissect this verbal communication.  

Explanation:
1.         See, Brown is Crips' territory.
"See" is used to indicate that the speaker is explaining or clarifying information. Brown is a street in the predominantly black fifth ward. The Crips are a gang.
2.         Dewey and Simpson is GD territory.
Dewey and Simpson are also streets in the fifth ward, almost a mile apart, but this is considered the area governed by the Gangster Disciples, another gang. Territory has several connotations. First, territory is a geographical area in which revenue-generating activities, such as selling drugs, are overseen by that organization/gang. Territory also means that recreational facilities, "hanging out," or places of refuge are provided for members of that organization/gang. Both Brown and Simpson and Dewey are perceived as violent places and both have highly visible police presence, especially during the summer.
3.         They parties be- WHOA!!!
Parties are gatherings of people, mostly young, but not always. These gatherings are often spontaneous. Admission may be charged if the party is in a house. Usually, the activity of the party spills over into the streets or yard. Drugs or alcohol are often present, but the emphasis is on having unrestrained fun ("WHOA!!!") Parties near Brown and Church are likely to be livelier and go on for longer.
4.         The dead end of Darrow? 
Darrow is a street near Simpson and Dewey where the street ends in a cul de sac (a dead end).
5.         They parties always get broken up by the cops.
Police tend to intervene fairly early at the Simpson/Dewey neighborhood. One reason might be because the mayor of the city lives near the intersection. The statement could also mean that these parties tend to ("always") end up with fighting, resulting in police intervention. The statement may also imply the speaker's perceptions of the sociability of GD's (a gang) vs. Crips.
6.         But Brown and Church, it's a drug war. Tha 's why people always
On the other hand, when people fight at Brown and Church, it's usually about money for drugs. The speaker emphasizes the words, speaking more slowly, showing inflection, and increasing volume on the words of which the listener needs to be aware.
7.         be gettin'
8.        shot-
9.         They
10.      ALWAYS
11.       in the WRONG PLACE
12.       at the WRONG
13.       TIME!" 
Subtext: be careful at Brown and Church. Innocent bystanders, or people who just want to have fun but aren't paying attention to the social cues, may end up hurt (or dead). And to some extent, it will be their fault. He makes an oblique reference to a recent shooting where one woman was killed and another injured as they stood talking to the intended recipient of bullets in a drive by shooting.  To some extent, the speaker blames the victims.   
 In this next example, I include myself in the interaction.  Because we ascribe meanings and motives to speakers that may not actually be what the speakers intend, this technique is a method of moving the listener beyond her own perceptions.  In this situation, had I not forced myself to focus on the production of sound , my  attention would have wanted to linger on the scar at the base of the speaker’s throat and speculate on how he got it. 

Ex. 2: Ethnopoetic transcription:

(Daniel is an African American male in his late thirties or maybe early forties.  He and I used to live on the same block.  

I see Daniel crossing the street just as I arrive at the intersection.

I offer him a ride.

He's going to the welfare office. He carries a fat manila envelope. My eyes are drawn to a fat healed-over scar at the base of his throat.)

His voice is both deep and hoarse:  

You know, I went to that church over there on Dodge. Is it on Dodge? Yeah. I went there. Got to the door, but I couldn' go past the door. I couldn' make myself go in. Yeah. But I'm gonna go.  I was gonna go
wit' you but there isn' never anybody home at your house. I never see the
car there.  (pause) Yeah. You know I jus got outta jail?

(No, I didn 't know that.  Did he get the scar in jail?)
Yeah, I was in there for a few days. This girl who has a lot of drugs in her life told some lies about me. Said I was in the bushes selling drugs and what not. But see, it's not like that. See, she ain' about nothin' BUT drugs. I like a woman who has a mind.

The ethnopoetic transcription allows me to record the interaction, concentrating on Daniel. Of course, Daniel is also reading me at the same time. His conversational rhythm was slightly asymmetrical and his speech was pressured, suggesting to me that his thinking was perhaps impaired. He spoke "yeah" to punctuate his sentences. "Yeah" was the period at the end of a thought. Sometimes the period came at the end of a statement, sometimes at the beginning, as if the conversation was as much with himself as it was with me.  I acknowledged him when I saw him and asked if he needed a ride. Other than that, the only words I spoke were "No, I didn't know that." Although I rarely saw Daniel, he let me know in the beginning of the conversation that we have something in common—going to church, although he is a little fuzzy on the details. Again, the use of the word "see" signals that his intention is to share information or to explain something to me. In the end, he obliquely compliments me by comparing me favorably to another woman. This attention to the verbal communication allowed me to glimpse into Daniel's daily life, his worldview, his attitudes toward women, his values, and a sense of how he structures his thinking with his language.

 The above ethnopoetic transcriptions and field notes  are examples of participant observation strategies to generate fuller, richer, and deeper perspectives of the Task Force and its community.
Content Analysis

As a second data-gathering strategy, I performed two types of content analysis to explain, confirm, and contextualize the operating assumptions of the Task Force. The idea for the analysis first occurred to me because of the conspicuous absence of discussion about the role of race in violence prevention. In attempting to determine the nature and source of the group's perceptions about race and violence, I turned first to the media to see how the community's thinking was informed. In the absence of a local television outlet, I examined forty-six issues of the local weekly newspaper over a period of eighteen months to see how race, violence, and crime were depicted. I looked for and found links between race and violence, race and crime, and crime and violence. These connections were established through placement of stories (in the "Police Blotter"), descriptions of the neighborhood or exact address of the offense, descriptions of offenders, addresses of offenders, and description of clothing or African American identified artifacts ("a young male wearing a 'doo-rag'..."). I established categories for explicitness vs. implicitness to capture a sense of degree as well as frequency. From this I began to develop a sensitivity to the language. 

I next sorted through public documents, such as previous minutes of the Task Force and grant applications. I began to see similarities in the content and form of language and how violence was conceptualized in racial terms. By systematically tracking language, I saw a pattern of thinking emerge. The thinking of the Task Force mirrored the thinking represented by the language of the newspapers. I observed that although the Task Force did not specifically articulate that African Americans were the intended focus of violence prevention efforts, it was apparent to me from their language that there was a definite perception of race as a variable in violence. The consensus of the discourse was that crime and violence were synonymous, and that the bulk of crimes were committed by a racialized Other. This Other was variously and synonymously depicted as a gang member, young, black, and male and his offenses tended to be  reported as occurring  in one of three minority neighborhoods.  The presence of these commonalities of thought between media and Task Force established the foundation and supported the contention that groups are influenced by their environmental context . 

Within the Task Force meetings, as in life, language functioned as both an instrument and a system of culture, simultaneously reflecting and shaping ideas.  Language and thought formed discursive building blocks which served to subtly reinforce and reproduce members’ perceptions linking crime, violence, and race.   In this way, group members collectively negotiated meanings through specific use of connotation, professional jargon, and oft repeated phrases from the media. In other words, as members talked about “learned helplessness”, “inadequate lighting” or descriptions of “perpetrators”, “lowest achieving students”, “neighborhood action”, to name a few, they simultaneously created a rhetorical identity for the community and distanced themselves, through their use of language, from that community.    

Social distance between Task Force and community was manifested in two significant ways.  First, none of the Task Force members, except for me, lived in the neighborhood.  Second, as heads of social service and civic organizations, they were primarily trained in a model that focused on social deficits.  Essentially, the group was composed of practitioners who tended to see the predominantly black fifth ward in terms of what was wrong with it.  

In addition, the group seemed unable or unwilling to address the subject of race. Instead, the group developed all kinds of code language which subtly equated crime, race, and violence. For example, words like “young men hanging out on corners” or “truancy problems” were encoded to mean “young black males”. “Civility” was a code for an accepted standard of suburban middle class public behavior. Thus, “young men/truants hanging out on the corners posed a challenge to civility.” The implicit imperative in this statement is that the young men must be removed from the corners. I was intrigued by the coded language and began to document how what I saw seemed to relate to what was going on in the meetings. 

Field notes from the intersection of Church and Brown.

Both the Task Force and neighborhood residents noted the presence of people, mostly young men, who “hang out.”  There are two types of people who hang out on the corner. There is the lone young man in the dark. Sometimes there are two or three young men who stand near each other. Sometimes they approach cars directly, sometimes passengers in cars approach them. On occasion, there is the lone young or not-so-young woman peering into the cars that cruise Church Street.   

 The other group of people are what might be called a social grouping.  Young men and women, mostly men, drink beer, smoke cigarettes and blunts, listen to music, and literally hang out on the corner. The fence around the house on the corner has been bent beneath the weight of the partygoers. The visible presence of the hanging out participants evokes a strong response. I suspect that they are a human graffiti, “ a very ambivalent form of human communication”.
  Like most subordinate groups, the street crowd suffers from both too little and too much visibility. Homi Bhabha spoke about “the marginalized, displaced…whose very presence is both ‘overlooked’…and, at the same time, overdetermined.”
 

On the other hand, the group’s insistence on the Racialized Other as the source of the “problem” tended to overlook the pervasive nature of violent conditioning among children in general.  The following field note illustrates this observation. 

Ex. 3: Field note from middle class household outside of the neighborhood

The driveway is an abrupt turn off a busy road.  The house faces the street but the family enters  and exits on the side.  Inside the porch are hiking boots, a 25 pound bag of dog food, an umbrella, a pair of hockey skates and various other accoutrements of middle class life.  Inside the family sits in the living room.    The mother, a middle aged woman with red hair is having dinner and “family night” on this Sunday evening.  There are four children, two preteen girls and two fifteen year olds, one boy and one girl.   The girls are reading.  The boy sits in front of the television set, playing with his most recent gift from his father who is recently divorced from the boy’s mother.  Nintendo blaring, he is James Bond seeking out and destroying his prey.  There are weapons, there is blood as the boy methodically shoots his victims, one by one.  Split screens and geometric images efficiently record each hit.  The techno soundtrack underscores the sterility of the kill.  The boy has just returned from a visit with his father, who shares custody with the boy’s mother. The Nintendo blares.  He is 007.  He stalks his targets, surprising each with gun blast from behind. 

What do I do with all this data?

A second form of content analysis occurred as I typed and read through my three years of field notes, looking for themes, patterns, and other interesting features. I listed everything on pieces of butcher paper and taped the papers to the walls of my dining room.  I categorized first by topic, looking for specific discussions of violence or prevention.  Next I looked for functional characteristics of verbal communication such as  prioritizing the task,  maintaining relationships, and streams of  narratives.
  

Unsatisfied, this sorting led me to discursive elements and processes essential for collaboration. I matched elements, such goals and tasks, identity and role, and norms and rules with specific examples and ended up with numerous categories but no unifying theme. I also found myself with too much seemingly unrelated data. My response was to narrow the scope of the inquiry. Grouping field notes according to themes they illustrated, I chose to examine one year's worth of representative data, instead of three year's worth. 

The issue of a unifying theme was resolved as I forced myself to look at the obvious: conflict was a consistent but overlooked presence. Violence occurs because of unresolved conflict. The meetings themselves were full of conflict over goals and tasks. Conflict was a consistent feeling that I experienced as I attended meetings, thought about the work, and observed interactions between Task Force members. Conflict occurred simultaneously on several levels. I discovered that by positioning conflict in opposition to collaboration, I could see that the various discursive elements worked together to virtually guarantee the following outcomes. 
 Structured observations showed that conflict avoidance was not simply organizational dysfunction, but rather served important economic and political purposes for the group. First, as human and social service funding decreases in many communities, economic competition forces organizations to either collaborate or compete for the dwindling pot of resources.  If collaboration is seen as a survival strategy, “getting along with each other” is a necessary survival mechanism.  While the economic imperative is seldom the sole reason for avoiding conflict, group members may have recognized that overt conflict lessened their chances for future collaborations. Second, there was an inherent contradiction in eliminating conditions that would eliminate their jobs.  Although Task Force members were publicly committed to a course of action  for the common good, this course required competition with other non-profit agencies for funds and social recognition. Third, the public nature of the leadership positions of the Task Force members required an appearance of unity. Literally, they could not talk about this conflict. Thus, code language permitted the group to talk about potentially divisive issues without overt conflict about substantive issues. Consequently, conflict was more likely to be manifested or expressed indirectly, often non-verbally, and outside of  group meetings. Conflict was evident in the following behaviors: Task Force members used questions to make statements; had side conversations; tended to interrupt frequently; and established a pecking order of who was able to speak about what. Further, an executive committee developed an agenda prior to the regular Task Force meeting, in effect deciding what topics could be discussed and for how long.  While many meetings have a prearranged agenda, one must ask to what extent regulation of member speech effectively silenced dissent in this group.

 Ex. 4: Field notes from task Force meeting where the question was asked, “Why can’t we get the guns out of our community?” 
Although I attempted to be “objective”, clearly my opinions and feelings were engaged.  

Cast:
Tom, white male religious leader

Pete, middle aged white male police dept representative with many years of experience

Dana and Pam, two middle aged African American women,  both CEO’s of their organizations 

Ed, African American public school official. Planning to retire, which no one knows

Victoria, a middle aged, well intentioned, but naive white woman.

Chairman, white male head of the largest non-profit in the city.  Very charismatic.

Kathy, a middle aged white woman, a former social worker 

Jean, African American school board member

Art, high ranking public school official, white, very popular.

Connie, middle aged white woman,school board member 
Tuesday, 12:30 pm

Before Task Force meeting begins:
We are in a conference room at the University. There is a massive table dominating the room. Chairs are arranged around the rectangular structure. In one corner of the room, next to the window is a coffee pot, several bottle of water, and  assorted sodas. The police department’s two representatives choose seats together, close to the door.    

Tom: (speaking to police department representative) What happened on Emerson street the other night? (Emerson is a street in an African American neighborhood)

Pete:  Drunk got hit. Man wandered into the street. He’s OK

Tom: I was driving by there and was afraid that there was some neighborhood action.

Dana and Pam come in and choose seats at the opposite end of the table from the police.

There is conversation in pockets. There are guests present, but they are not introduced. Several other African American women come in and cluster around the end of the table.  

Tom: Who’s running this meeting?  The chairman comes in, but  another member who has moved into directing the meeting suggests that the chairman and an official from the school district (Ed) answer some questions about truancy that came up in the previous meeting.

Chairman: Refresh my memory.

Ed indicates that he reports truancy to the county superintendent.

Art: (interrupts) We stopped reporting since there was no enforcement.

Guest#1: Aren’t there state requirements?

Art: Of course.

Police Representative #1: It’s not a criminal offense. The other representative drums his fingers on the table.
Dana: Let’s rewind. (Reviews the discussion of the previous meeting.  The concern was that there were children of school age in the streets during the day when they are supposed to be in school. She thinks that the schools should be able to do something about truant children.)

Victoria: Can’t the police do something?

Police Representative  #2:  It’s not a criminal offense.

Art suggests that a member of the high school staff could ride along with the police and identity the young men in the streets who are not in school during school hours. 

Several people talk at once. 

Kathy: Get the community involved.

Pam: (voice quavering) It’s got to be multi-tiered.  We have to work with the businesses. (She turns away from the group and talks to her neighbor)

Dana: Whose responsibility is it to make sure that kids make the transition? (from high school to successful post-secondary plans; her tone suggests that this is not a question, but an accusation.)

Art: Some of the lowest achieving students have parents who are the latest in registering their kids for school. 

(Since the local media has published much talk about lower achieving minority students, “lowest achieving students” is an agreed upon code  referring to black/Latino students. Like most codes, this one is not stated explicitly.)

Dana: As a community, we have to deal with it before it becomes a problem. 

Ed reports on a strategy that another local community has used to address the problem of “hanging out”. He describes a program in which youth interventionists go out to where the youth are and try to “reach” them.

Jean: The idea is to find out how we might engage the young people in the community. 

Police department rep#2: We hired two men last summer and had two youth outreach workers in two of the high crime areas and tried to do one on one interventions with the young adults.  I thought the program was good, but the money ran out… We’ve started the program again with funding to September….Trying to do the same stuff. We have a contract with –

Jean: We’re talking on two levels.

Tom: The ecumenical action committee has a similar sense of need.  Maybe we could partner with them.

Kathy: I think we should do an asset inventory of the group.

Guest#2: Is there a crisis line?

The discussion grows in a disjointed fashion. The group eventually decides to delegate a subcommittee to map the community’s assets. There are side conversations. Two people leave…

A high school student has come in during the discussion.  She  stands up and speaks in a clear voice: 

I sense that there are people here who don’t care. The first time I came to a meeting, I felt that there was potential, but then we let the hierarchy of ourselves get in the way. (When she said “hierarchy of ourselves”, there was an electric stillness in the room. I suspect this was because her words exposed the falseness and insincerity of the adults, as children’s honesty has to capacity to do. The atmosphere was changed.) Professionalism, professional identity vs. heart involvement. We have to really believe that it is possible.

 There is silence.

Connie: I think we need to move on to the program report.

The energy of the group is immediately dissipated.

Like many community groups of which I had been a part, I began to observe that this group had a definite preference for talking about the issues, as opposed to doing something about the issues. Because much of my professional work had centered around listening processes, through careful and structured observation of the group’s talk about the issues, I began to see over time that their talk was the action. I began to understand as I analyzed the group’s talk in a systematic way, that the members of the Task Force saw themselves as powerless to stop the violence. Talk was their way of addressing the unsolveable. 

In contrast, I include the example of members of a local neighborhood church and their use of talk to address the community’s issues.

Ex. 5: “They will no longer be able to stand here…”

Early hours of a bright Saturday morning in August.


Members of  church in the neighborhood.

Five women and two men walk from the church, covering a semicircle of the neighborhoods east of their building. They walk, leaving flyers about upcoming church events, praying, picking up trash, and making conversation with people they passed. In front of the high school, they gather on the lawn, put down their flyers and trash bags, form a circle and begin to pray.  Father, we thank you for this school, for the resources to educate our children. We thank you for the administrators, the teachers, the support staff, and the students. We pray, Lord, that even as the students enter the building this year, that they will come to know that this is a safe place.  We invite a spirit of hopefulness, of excitement, of friendliness. We bind and cure spirits of drug addition, alcohol use, cynicism, spirits of suicide, gang activity, violence, sexual impurity, lawlessness and disrespect. We ask that you raise up children who will be examples to their peers, who will not be ashamed or afraid. We call forth teachers and counselors who will pray over their charges…

 They walk across the street to the corner of Church and Dodge.  They stop and talk to Janice, a woman who lives in the neighborhood.

“It’s so depressing living here.  I hate the trash, the people who stand- hanging out- taking up space on this corner with their loud music and their drugs.” She shakes her head. “It’s just depressing. I have a seventeen year old son and he wants to get out in the streets.  It’s hard enough, tryin’ to raise him –without this.” She gestures toward the street. 

Once again, the group forms a circle, holds hands, and bow their heads. 

A man prays quietly, firmly, earnestly that the activity on this corner will cease:


Prostitution, drug dealing, hanging out 

can no longer happen.  People will not know why,

 but they will no longer be 

comfortable

on this corner

  They will no longer be able to stand here.

The sky darkens with rain clouds and the group decides to walk back to their church, talking to the people that they pass, handing out flyers, picking up trash, and praying for the neighborhood. 

(For about three weeks the corner stayed completely empty)

* * *

As members expressed their particular values and experiences, the group verbalized wanting to find points of agreement and collaboration, but in reality  usually found more opportunities for disagreement. The one event which the group agreed on was a gun and toy gun buy back. With much zeal, several members of the committee arranged with local merchants to offer vouchers for adults who brought in guns to various law enforcement spots. Children who brought in violent toys were offered certificates for ice cream or movies. Most of the guns that were turned in were old, or non-functioning, not the hoped for sophisticated weapons in use on the street.  Prior to the event, several community members voiced opinions that this was a meaningless gesture and that responses in other cities could predict what the return would be.  The resulting discussion exposed the deep fissures in the group.  There were those who wanted to do something, those who wanted to support the efforts of the organizers, but there were also those who recognized the futility of the exercise.  As a result, the in-meeting talk supported the toy/gun buy back, while outside talk was very critical of both the initiative and of the organizers. Months later, when a group of students from a local university performed a communication audit of the Task Force, a number of group members expressed resentment because they felt that they had been left out of the decision making for this event.    
Eventually, the group reached a stage where they could see the ways in which their goals, strategies, values, or attitudes differed. When that happened, there seemed to be more bickering  during meetings, and more outside-of-meeting criticism of other members and speculation about their motives. Often these differences seemed to be perceived as irreconcilable and there was little effort to address differences in a substantive manner within the meetings. 

Actual structural power imbalances and inequities between group members exacerbated interpersonal difficulties. Because the group was comprised of both community organizations and major community institutions, there were real differences in power and status. The opinions and suggestions of the director of the largest school district, for example, carried more weight and credibility than those of the small grass roots organization. These power and status differences were reflected in the amount of time that leaders of these organizations spoke, who interrupted or disagreed with whom, who sat next to whom, as well as how well ideas were received by the group. Not surprisingly, the organization with the largest budget and whose leader was also very charismatic, was also the leader of the group. Power challenges were discursively enacted as pointed questions, talking over, sitting next to or directly opposite the leader, looking away from or performing other activities, and coming in late or leaving early. Sometimes a member decided to chair the meeting before the chairman arrived. 

Conversely, deference to the leader was enacted by choosing a seat in close proximity, directing comments to the leader as opposed to the group as a whole, maintaining longer eye contact with the leader for visual approval, asking his opinion, and agreeing with his opinions. 

Conclusion: What difference does it all make? 

As I mentioned before, this research did not stop the killing in the community, nor did it directly transform the activity of the task Force. However, the research, based as it was in practice/experience, provided an opportunity to meld the boundary between practice and theory. Additionally, the ethnographic methodology I used was a research tool that allowed new insights and clearer understandings to be generated. One cannot gain new research tools without practice, nor new insights without analytic tools.  Third, because this research was for a dissertation, the work itself allows me to present it both to fellow practitioners in their language and cultural terms, as well as to an audience of academics. 

 What has been most  useful, however, is that as I train future generations of scholars and practitioners, I have a solid body of evidence and examples, supported by a methodology which will enable both scholars and practitioners to do their work more comprehensively. Although description is greatly abbreviated in this essay, the research clearly documents how discourse both reflects and structures thought; how discourse and thought both enable and constrain action; that language and culture are inextricable; and that social change in communities may begin with something as simple as identifying the meanings and functions of language. Ethnographically-oriented strategies can provide a means of seeing the realities of persons other than ourselves. They are especially useful in making evident the political and social realities of marginalized groups.   

Certainly, ethnography is not the only research strategy that can be adapted and used toward a goal of producing social change.  For those of us committed to making a better world, all knowledge can be applied to this task.  Previously rigid categories of scholar and practitioner, within a paradigm of activism, are outmoded and need to be discarded.  Theory and practice nurture, reinforce, and transform each other.
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