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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this thesis is to offer an ethnomethodological analysis of institutional
life at St. Nicholas’, a community home for deviant adolescent boys. I have been particularly
concerned to examine the therapeutic mode of reasoning which the staff so often employed in
interpreting the boys’ behaviour as the surface manifestation of their underlying emotional
disturbance. This constitutes the main focus of chapters three and four. The psychological
problems from which the boys were typically seen to suffer were routinely attributed to their
past, punctuated as it was by a variety of deprivations. I examine the construction of such
historical links in chapters five to eight.

To procure the material necessary for a detailed empirical exploration of institutional
discourse I spent a year and a quarter “in the field” at St. Nicholas’. In addition to my everyday
observation of myriad institutional routines and practices I also recorded the vast majority of
staff meetings and case conferences, and photocopied dozens of case histories. This form of data
collection provided the empirical precision necessary for the methodological purpose in hand.
I attempted to bring to the data an anthropological sensitivity. This involved the partial
suspension of my normal, practical orientation to the world. By dint of this distancing process
one is able to identify and analyze the common sense methods through which institutional
realities are accomplished. These are usually concealed by their very proximity.

By subjecting the empirical material to such close methodological scrutiny, “children
with problems”, or “disturbed adolescents” emerge not as the starting point, but the product of
the social knowledge and discursive procedures through which staff called their environment to
account.
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PREFACE AND CHAPTER SUMMARY

This thesis has indeed proved to be a “problem child”. It took long in its conception,
and has developed slowly and painfully. Thavelavished years of attention uponit, and responded
to its multifarious demands. And it has been greedy; a fact for which one must blame the parent
in part. It has kept me up at night, interrupted my social life and depleted my finances. Like
every mother I wanted my child to be perfect, and it has taken many years to accept what is,

hope, good enough.

The project which has come to fruition in this thesis began about eight years ago when
I gained permission to observe the workings of St.Nicholas’. I brought to this project a range of
theoretical preferences which flavoured my orientation from the outset. Ihad, throughout the
second half of my sociology degree, cultivated an appetite for ethnomethodology which I found,
of the range of perspectives to which I had been introduced, at once the most stimulating and
radical. Although I later developed an interest both in post-structuralism and hermeneutics
which have influenced my understanding of social processes, it is ethnomethodology - and the

works of its arch exponents - which has remained the driving force.

As such the site of my ethnographic fieldwork was of less significance than my
determination to pursue a particular form of research and mode of analysis. Regardless of the
actual setting, I was committed to the idea of an empirical piece of research conducted along
ethnographic lines, in an organizational context amenable to the in-depth analysis of participants’
working practices through, in particular, the methodological device of tape recording. My

ambitions for the Ph.D were broadly structured by these a priori concerns.

The institutional setting which I selected was, however, of considerable substantive
interest to me. I have always retained a concern for “topic”, the specific characteristics of an
organizational site, in addition to a fascination with the formal methods which cultural members
share. I was for instance, following an earlier six month placement in a childrens’ home
(see page 42), interested in the knowledge and procedures through which staff constructed
“problem children” as “children with emotional problems”. The community home was an
excellent context in which to observe this process. For although the residents had been
“diagnosed” by a series of professionals prior to arrival, the definitional process is never

complete, and the staff at St.Nicholas’ were artfully engaged in accomplishing working



interpretations of the boys and their behaviour for the practical purposes in hand.

While committed to the belief that the boys’ institutional identities were the end product
of a complex web of social practices rather than the starting point, what remained to be
discovered was how such an accomplishment was discursively realized, and through what
methods of practical reasoning. Only by virtue of intensive empirical observation of everyday

institutional life could such discoveries be made.

Of course I had certain inklings about the substantive nature of institutional discourse,
some of which proved to be productive trails, others quite misleading. For instance, I entered
the field with a sense that what was distinctive about a therapeutic mode of reasoning was the
imaginative ways in which its exponents played upon the documentary method of interpretation.
While it took long empirical experience and analysis to refine this rather crude insight and to
begin to perceive this “play” in figurative terms (see chapter 3), it was none the less a fruitful
lead.

By contrast, I started the research with the hunch that each of the different professional
groups - the residential social workers and teachers within St.Nicholas’, and other groups such
as field social workers, psychologists and psychiatrists from without - would each employ a
distinctive mode of discourse which would be apparent upon analysis. Indeed, this inkling was
given a degree of substantiation in the second month of fieldwork on the occasion of what I saw
as a breach of the professional boundaries. This occurred in one of Damian Tanner’s case
conferences when Nicola Hobbs, Damian’s “basics” teacher, read the educational conclusions
formulated by Kate Lambert, the head of education at St.Nicholas’. The report closed with the

following observations.

“Individually, the bad behaviour Damian exhibits is more juvenile stupidity
than serious behavioural concern, but, taken together these individual

incidents constitute a disturbing lack of social conscience.

Damian seems to feel no guilt for himself and concern or compassion for his
friends. It is this that concerns me more than the behaviour itself. Perhaps
Damian needs professional expertise of a specialized kind in dealing with,

what seems to me, a serious personality defect.”
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Following Nicola’s presentation of Kate Lambert’s report the senior field social

worker responded thus:

S.F.S.W: Can I ask uhm - who the head of education is?

Nicola: Kate Lambert.

S.F.S.W: Kate Lambert. And is she ah - how qualified do you think she is to (1) or
perhaps Roger Carter can say - but to talk about a serious personality
defect? (2) Imean that’s a very serious thing to say - and I wonder whether
or not she’s saying that ah (1.5) you know - you know almost ah - if one could
put it in these words - almost irresponsibly?

Roger: No - I think what it was - she personally wouldn’t say anything irresponsibly
- because there are two things. I think that she is - uhm - an extremely
concerned person - extremely experienced (.5) uhm (1) and (.5) I - would say
- the deputy I value more than any other deputy (I've had). And I think -
she’s obviously expressing (1) uh - her opinion very clearly - uhm - and she
is obviously extremely concerned - but she is certainly not irresponsible. . .

S.F.S.W: Imeanclearly to-to suggest that Damian (.5) has aserious personality defect
has got (.5) vivid psychiatric connotations.

Roger: Yes - yes.

S.F.S.W: I'm wondering what her background there is?

Roger: Yes I think perhaps she might have said that perhaps we need to get other

advice then about his - behaviour . . . because she’s obviously feeling very

strongly about things.

Although this incident seemed to lend weight to my initial hypothesis about the

existence of different professional languages and realms of expertise, such expressions were, in

my experience, very rare, and never again was I witness to one so flagrant as that quoted above.
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What became overwhelmingly apparent, in spite of subtle differences in emphasis, was the
similarities which united the various professional practitioners, particularly in their adherence
to a broadly therapeutic mode of reasoning. Nor did practitioners necessarily articulate the
professional line, so that on page 221, for example, we have a psychiatrist denying that the child’s
deviance was borne of psychological disturbance, and embracing a theory of his criminal
responsibility. Such deviations occurred without challenging the cognitive and moral universe

of participants.

So, while the aims of the present research were broadly influenced by an
ethnomethodological perspective which was sharpened and modified in its application, many of
the substantive insights which I hope the research yields were discovered in situ. Such
“discoveries” did, of course, flow partially from the framework and the perceptual discipline it
demanded, but they could not have been known in advance, nor did the framework determine
the findings.

Ileave the reader to assess the extent to which my ambitions have been realized, and
delay my assessment of the successes and failures to the concluding chapter. For the present
purposes I proceed to offer a map of the chapters so that the reader may find her way around

the thesis more easily.

Chapter Summary

Chapter 1 offers a theoretical appraisal of the nature of institutional order and an
appreciation of its inextricability from the methodological procedures which members routinely
employ. Itis, I contend, an accomplished order. Recognizing that the sociologist too shares in
and draws upon the knowledge and skills of ordinary members, and therefore cannot stand
wholly apart from them, does not negate the possibility of analytical insight. The stance required
is akin to an anthropology of the everyday: at once an immersion in the flow of institutional life

as well as a suspension of ones common sense orientation to it.

I continue in the second half of the chapter to offer an account of the methods which
I employed in the service of my fieldwork: in choosing a setting; gaining access; negotiating a
conducive portfolio of roles. I point out that these conundrums are shared by nearly all

ethnographers, however different they are in other respects. What more clearly distinguishes
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the ethnographic perspective I favour is the methods of data collection and analysis which I

employed.

Chapter 2 offers an introduction to the institutional context. In the first part I
consider the changing historical orientation to “problem children” and the chequered emergence
of a more therapeutically inclined approach. This culminated in the 1969 Children and Young
Persons Act which created the community home as aninstitution. In the second halfof chapter 2
I consider the prevalent organizational features of St. Nicholas’, preceded by a short historical

appraisal of the institution.

In chapter 3 I turn to the empirical data to examine the therapeutic propensity which
practitioners at St. Nicholas’ had to interpret behaviour as a manifestation of the child’s
underlying emotional problems. Iexplore this relationship which staff constructed between the
surface and depth in terms of its elaboration and adaptation of the documentary method of
interpretation. The defining characteristic is the figurative play which is set up between the two

levels which may take a metaphorical, ironical or metonymic turn.

Although a pathologizing tendency was the most systematic, two alternative frameworks
were frequently employed to either normalize or criminalize the boys’ behaviour. In chapter 4
I investigate the contextual considerations and typifying knowledge which the staff employed
in allocating the boys’ behaviour to one of the three schemata. These considerations encompassed
an assessment of what the boy had done, when he did it and why he was motivated to perform the
action. The practitioner’s knowledge of who was responsible for the behaviour was, however,
perhaps the most influential factor in arriving at an adequate interpretation. The critical
criterion in distinguishing a pathological from a criminal or normal motivation was the assessment
of whether the behaviour was in or out of a boy’s control. Although institutional culture was
therapeutically permeated, another tendency toward routine cynicism, as I call it, was also
evident. While these two threads often strained in different directions they were nonetheless

both accommodated within the institutional fabric.

Inchapter S Iwithdraw once more from the empirical analysis to theoretically examine
the nature of time and history. Time enters into our social awareness and actions in a number
of senses. In a “macro” sense, the time in which we live clearly shapes our perceptions of reality.

In a “micro” sense, participants in even the briefest of conversational exchanges orientate the
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temporal features of them. We are not only made by time and history, but we also make them.
This is clearly apparent in the work of historical (re)construction. The historian retrieves details
of the past which happened independently of him, but he furnishes them with a context and
organizes them in such a way as to lend an overall meaning to them. The events conveyed are

inextricable from the story which is told about them.

This theoretical appraisal of time and narrative facilitates an appreciation of the
nature of the case historian’s task. When children are brought into care their past is often
subjected to scrutiny by a variety of professionals. This often takes the form of asearch for clues
which reveal “what went wrong” with the child. The staff at St. Nicholas’ would often make
sense of the boys’ contemporary behaviour with reference to the events of their case history and
other scraps of information acquired along the way. This mode of historical analysis, whether
formally inscribed in written reports or articulated in informal conversation, is no different in
principle from other forms of historical discourse. It too is an artful accomplishment which
involves injecting a wider significance and systematicity into events which are in themselves

muddled and inchoate.

In chapter 6 I consider the recurrent motif of lack which showed up in many historical
assessments. The boys were characteristically believed to suffer from a range of deprivations
which encompassed lack of love, care, consistency and adequate parenting. It was this historical
victimization which was typically held to account for why the child had developed the psychological

disturbance of which his deviant behaviour was the manifestation.

In chapter 7 I move on from the knowledge upon which practitioners drew in
identifying familiar historical motifs, to the procedures they employedin erecting an architecture
of causality. I'thus seek to examine the methods through which aseries of events are forged into
a chain of causal connections. Two broad modes of causal connection can be deciphered in the
data. In the configurational mode the actual relationship between events is implied rather than
stated. The reader is thus left to secure the links by drawing, above all, upon her social
knowledge of narrative and, perhaps less importantly, her occupational wisdom. In the rational
mode by contrast, the causal connection is accorded a more explicit status. Temporal events are
bridged very often by a theory of the boy’s psychological motivation: event B occurred because
of A.
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In chapter 8 I build upon the foundations laid in the previous chapter to develop an
appraisal of how practitioners galvanized past, present and future events into a coherent
pattern. This retrospective-prospective process was characterized by a paradigmatic mode of
causal accounting: an emergent pattern was constructed from a series of events to which new

items could then be assimilated as “another instance of”’ a familiar theme.

The thesis may, in summary, be divided into three parts. In the first I am primarily
concerned to furnish the theoretical, methodological, historical and institutional context. In
part two I explore the discursive relationship which practitioners constructed between the
child’s behaviour and the motivations which purportedly undergirded it. In the remaining
chapters I examine the nature of the relationship which members forged between the boy’s
contemporary misdemeanours and his emotional history. Thus, if part two draws attention to
the various ways in which the surface relates to the motivating depth, part three takes as its

primary focus the relationship between the present and the past.
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ABBREVIATIONS
MEETINGS
P.O’S MEETING = Principal Officers’ Meeting
(Involving the principal, the two deputy principals and the bursar). Held twice

weekly.

S.S.M. = Senior Staff Meeting
(Involving P.O.’s and unit managers). Held twice weekly.

IT.M. = Teachers Meeting

(Involving deputy principal - head of education, and all the teachers). Held twice
weekly.

C.C. = Case Conference

(Involving the boy, his special worker, unit manager, “basics” teacher, parent/s
and occasionally significant others such as grandparent/s, field social worker and
quite often her senior, and very rarely, other professional representatives such as

education psychologists, etc.). Held every one to three months, otherwise known

as reviews.

PERSONNEL

F.S.W. = field social worker
S.FS.W. = senior field social worker
RS.W. = residential social worker
OTHER ABBREVIATIONS

CHE = Community Home with Education on the Premises
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TRANSCRIPTION SYMBOLS

The turn of each new speaker starts on a new line with a name

designating the identity of the speaker.

Each pause in the conversation is timed to the nearest half second and
placed in round brackets, so that (.5) = half a second, (3) = three
seconds, (4.5) = four and a half seconds. For example, Peter: We've

taken on a lot of (1) boys in the last (.5) nine months. . .”

Pauses of less than 0.5 seconds, but longer than usual are denoted by a
hyphen. For example, Kate: Uhm - 11 think I'd like to (1.5) ask Steven
something - uhm (.5) regarding the delinquency bit . . .

Where the uvsual fractional pause between words is omitted this is
designated by a hyphen without a space either side of it. For example,

Thomas: You see I-I (.5) dunno where you’re getting this idea . . .”

Syllables/words are underlined to denote emphasis placed upon them by

the speaker. (See previously quoted example).

Over-lapping talk is denoted by three bracket openings on consecutive

lines. For example:

.. . he respected his dad far more than his mother becos of her colour.
But he’s the last admit it - no way will he {admit it

{
{His dad’s black and his mum’s

white?

Yer.

These are identified by question-marks in round brackets, each question

mark denoting how many words I think are involved.



UNCLEAR
WORDS:

PRELIMINARY
COMMENTS:

SUMMARY
DESCRIPTIONS:

EXCLUSIONS:

TRANSCRIBERS

DESCRIPTION:

LINE
NUMBERING:

These are placed in brackets with a question mark either side of word(s).

Preliminary context-setting comments in my own words are placed in

square brackets preceding transcript.

Summary descriptions in my own words in the body of the transcript are
placed in brackets and acknowledged afterwards.

If brackets appear in original (written) text this is also specified.

Where I miss out a short piece of text or talk this is denoted by three
dots.

Where I wish to emphasize a tone of voice or physical expression/
gesture, for example: (laughs), (slaps desk with hand) etc., I do so in

brackets following relevant section.

Each line of transcript is numbered on the left hand margin so that

particular parts of the transcript may be referred to in the analysis.
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CHAPTER ONE
THE THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL CONTEXT

A) The Nature of Institutional Order

Introduction

A paramount challenge to sociology has been to account for the persistence of
institutional patterns. How does behaviour become routinized and, hence, spawn stable
domains of activity? The Parsoniansolution to the problem of social order hasbeen convincingly
refuted. Institutional strength and endurability lie not in a structure of external constraints
which seep into the normative consciousness of individuals as need dispositions or the like. The
scission between the solitary atom and the social collective is untenable even as a heuristic
device, because it inevitably denudes one of its constitutive potential. In the neo-functionalist
model the actor is reduced to the husk like repository of all things social. Even with a veneer of
Parsonian sophistication, this is basically a Pavlovian view of human agency. Reacting directly
against this model of the “judgemental dope” Garfinkel began to develop an account of social
order premised upon cognitive-moral assumptions. Social facts are not objects to be passively

imbibed, but an active,

“ongoing accomplishment of the concerted activities of daily life, with the
ordinary, artful ways of that accomplishment being by members known,
used, and taken-for-granted . . .”

[H. Garfinkel (1967) - p.vii}

Heritage’s eloquent definition of an institution as “the robust product of an interlocking
network of reflexively accountable practices” [J. Heritage (1984) - p.229] nicely captures its
processually accomplished nature. Whether one is considering a relatively simple routine of
everyday interaction, or the amalgam of practices which constitute the organization of a
bounded institutional domain, the insight remains the same. It is the capacity of actors to
orientate to an extensive stock of social knowledge and repertoire of practices in which the
cognitive foundation of order lies, and its moral counterpart, in their ability to call themselves
or others to account. Indeed, Heritage’s reference to members’ accountability harbours a
productive ambiguity. It at once describes the way in which institutional modes of reasoning are

inscribed in verbal and written accounts, as well as the members’ recognition that they may be



called to moral account for their actions, especially if they are in breach of the socially defined
rules. Far from denying the orderliness of social order, or the facticity of social facts, a
cognitive-moral orientation lends depth and elasticity to our appreciation of reality as a social

process in time.

i) The Typifying Process as Analytical Object

The capacity for social reproduction is bound up in the reflexive dynamic. Each action
is assimilated to, or modifies the world it enacts; the cognitive canopy is extended to accommodate
it. This is not an idle repetition. Reproduction is at once a creative production in which actors
bring their interpretative prowess to bear in performing appropriate actions and making sense
of those of others. It is this which inspires admiration for the skills and resources actors wield
in the ongoing construction of reality; a celebration which leaves most sociologists cold, and

uncomfortably so because it pulls the rug from under their seat of privilege.

Two analytical components are distinguishable in the production of a normal, familiar
environment. In the first place it requires the activation of a body of social knowledge, and the
typifying schemata which compose it, and in the second place, the capacity to utilize the
procedures through which any experience can be plugged into a wider network. Meaningful
sense is made in this process through which items are accommodated within “a horizon of
familiarity and pre-acquaintanceship” [A. Schutz (1962) - p.7]. The operation is instantaneous
and multiple; in a flash actors are able to locate a complex array of appearances within schemata
which lend them typicality. In the empirical dynamic of reality production, the knowledge and
procedures of its accomplishment are interdependent. Ifone is the yarn, the other is the process

through which it is spun into the patterns which characterize a particular institutional fabric.

The procedural mechanism at work in linking the phenomenal world of appearance

to an underlying typificatory pattern is the documentary method of interpretation which:

“consists of treating an actual appearance as “the document of,” as “pointing
to,” as “standing on behalf of” a presupposed underlying pattern. Not only
is the underlying pattern derived fromits individual documentary evidences,
but the individual evidences, in their turn, are interpreted on the basis of
“whatis known” about the underlying pattern. Eachis used to elaborate the
other.”

[H. Garfinkel (1967) - p.78]



-26-

Until “actual appearances” are incorporated into a pre-existing schema, they lack
significance. And yet, the “underlying pattern” derives its authority from no other source than
its proprietyin relation to those same actual appearances. In the fluid and reciprocal elaboration
between the presenting item and the ghost framework of typification the reflexive spark ignites
the fuel of reality production. Through the workings of the documentary method the ordered
world we share is perpetuated, or manageably modified at each encounter withnew appearances.
What accomplishes the work of maintenance, modification and repair is our cognitive orientation
to and moral belief in the “underlying” patterns and procedures which define our social being.
We at once presuppose and rely upon the existence of the realities we are in the process of
making. The persistence of institutional patterns is grounded in these strata of sedimented
knowledge and practices which have permeated the core of common sense, and are brought to

life through the documentary dynamic.

An important dimension which Garfinkel added to Mannheim’s and Schutz’s conceptions
of the documentary method was to extend it beyond merely a sociological method, or a means
of eliciting subjective meaning in the manner of Weber. Garfinkel saw it as a ubiquitous feature
of all modes of social reasoning, lay and sociological alike. To prioritize mundane practices, and
give them the attention usually accorded the extraordinary, the analyst must temporarily and
partially distance herself from the cultural assumptions in which she, too, is immersed. Paradoxically,
to demonstrate the constitutive power of common sense reasoning the analyst must depart from

it; a sojourn which requires no little effort and ingenuity. As Leiter points out:

“From the analyst’s perspective, the facticity of objects and events may be
viewed as a product of the members’ use of the documentary method. From
the member'’s perspective, he is not working with appearances, but with facts
which have factual meaning. To use the documentary method, then,
involves presuming and relying upon the facticity of the social world at the
outset while simultaneously creating that facticity through the use of the
documentary method.”
[K. Leiter (1980) - p.170]

[Emphasis in original]

In this respect discourse analysis of the ethnomethodological kind is not naturalistic.
Remaining faithful to the data does not consist of staying exclusively within the actors’ frame of
reference. Indeed, as I have said, the analyst must strive to actively bracket certain taken-for-granted
assumptions which she shares with her subjects, so as to explore the practices in which they

consist. This is not a call to convert the analyst into an artless observer; a feat which would be
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impossible even if it were desirable. To make such a claim would be to endow the analyst with
the status of cultural dope, or unfettered scientific observer, at the very same time as one is
objecting to such a status vis a vis people in general. The anthropological stance is an important
moment in the analytic process, but only one, to adopt hermeneutic vocabulary, on an arc of

operations.

Analysis of the documentary method as a topic alerts one to the inextricability of
reality from the methods through whichit is accomplished. Facts are not outside discourse; they
are structured by the typified assumptions and expectancies which actors bring to bear in making
sense of the world. I call this subterranean network of typifications a ghost framework because
itis ever present in the background as a generalized corpus of knowledge, but only materializes
atthe point of articulation. An absent-presence, we never fall over the schemata which compose
the ghost framework, nor are they ever absent from our sense-making practices. Although the
world is inseparable from the language and practices through which it is realized, a sense of
difference, or otherness, is a feature of the play of different levels within discourse. Thus, when
an actor interprets appearance as the manifestation of a particular underlying pattern, she is
engaging with the ghost network of assumptions which are always already in the discursive
machine. In the process of mutual elaboration between the levels a generality is accorded to the

specific, and a familiarity to the strange.

An obvious implication is that objects and events are imbued with meaning relative to
the pattern in which they are incorporated. Hence, what appears this way may, in a moment,
from a different perspective, or with new information appear that way. Even within the most
homogeneous of institutional domains perceptual contrasts and modifications occur since such
ambiguities are attendant upon all forms of practical reasoning. Institutions do, however,
exhibit systematic tendencies in the kind of interpretations participants make about the nature
of appearance. While the threads are drawn from the world of everyday common sense
reasoning, they are spun into a particular design and accorded an emphasis which lends the
institution its relative specificity. Examination of any piece of the fabric will jointly elucidate the
reasoning germane to everyday life, as well as that characteristic of the institution in particular.
My reading of the forthcoming empirical material, for instance, suggests that therapeutic
accounts exaggerate and modify the procedures which are, nonetheless, indigenous to everyday

reasoning.



The strategy I adopt in order to examine the play of institutional discourse is similar
to what Silverman and Torode call “interruption” whereby discourse is itself “interrogated” to
see how it forges the link between appearance and essence; talk and the world to which it refers.

Silverman and Torode distinguish interruption from interpretation, by which term they refer:

“to the practice of treating language as the mere ‘appearance’ of an
extra-linguistic ‘reality’ pre-supposed by the interpretation. This practice is
itself not what it appears to be: it does not dowhat it says. For it is impossible
to formulate an extra-linguistic reality, e.g. ‘nature’, ‘society’ or ‘grammar’
except in language. Thus in pretending to uphold a non-linguistic and so
neutral reality the interpretation in practice imposes its own language upon
that of the language it interprets.”

[D. Silverman and B. Torode (1980) - p.7-8]

Interruption, by contrast:

“seeks not to impose a language of its own but to enter critically into existing
linguistic configurations, and to re-open the closed structures into which
they have ossified.”

[Ibid - p.6]
The project undertaken in this thesis also attempts,

“to reveal the interplay between ‘appearance’ and ‘reality’ within language
itself. As against the view of language as a reality sui generis, whether
transparent or opaque, we insist that language necessarily refers, as appearance,
to a reality other than itself. But, we propose, the way in which it does this
is to refer fo other language. Thus plurality is inseparable from language, and
it is the play of reference from one language to another language that
suggests the reference of language to a reality other than language.”

[Tbid - p.8]

[Emphasis in original]

By interrupting the documentary method of interpretation the analyst may explore
the play it sets up between the document and the ghost pattern it purportedly manifests. In this
respect Silverman and Torode offer a useful way of articulating the kind of intervention the
discourse analyst might make. However, the severity of the distinction between interpretation
and interruption has connotations which are damaging to a more reflexive appreciation of
language use. It assumes the analyst can interrupt linguistic processes without having interpreted
them, (an operation which I consider impossible), and by logical extension, that she can

completely step outside of the interpretative methods that ordinary people use. For, although
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lay actors too can interrupt, it is not clear from Silverman and Torode’s account whether their
unavoidable reliance upon interpretative mechanisms is naive, disingenuous, or embodies the

quest for linguistic and hence political mastery.

In their call for a form of literal description Silverman and Torode appear to want to
bury the methodological monsters which a more reflexive genre of discourse analysis at least
acknowledge, if not celebrate. It appears that the “interruptor” is the mouthpiece for describing
what is “really going on”, and in so doing engages in a curiously classical form of sociological

irony given the radical promise of the book.

Language does play a key role in the construction of institutional realities. As a
“treasure-house of ready-made preconstituted types and characteristics” [A. Schutz (1962) - p.14]
it provides the conceptual organization necessary for a stable world to emerge. Language itself,
however, provides only the necessary but not sufficient conditions. Only when articulated in
discourse is the system of language brought to life; only when employed to perform actions does
it fulfil its constitutive potential. Discourse is a doing, or as Ricoeur puts it, an “event”. Unlike
language, as an internally logical system in itself outside of time, discourse unfolds through time,
it is marked by the inscriptions of an author and the techniques through which she legitimates
her version, and it addresses itself to a world outside, including the recipient of discourse [see
P. Ricoeur (1981) - p.133-134]. While author, recipient and world are entities embroiled in
discourse and inseparable from it, they are nonetheless the Other to which discourse alludes.
Language is the prerequisite of discourse, but it cannot survive independently. As Ricoeur puts

it:

“.. . language, by being actualized in discourse, surpasses itself as system
and realizes itself as event. . .”

[Ibid - p.134]

The generative force which is doing the articulating is not language per se, nor, I must
emphasize, the subjective consciousness of the author, as idealist conceptions would have it.
Language in itself neither simply creates or reflects; it is neither master or slave. Discourse
emerges at the junction at which actors employ their shared knowledge of the reflexively
accountable practices to cut out shapes in language. Language and the methods of its

articulation are different sides of the same piece of paper. Accounts cannot cut into one side
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without simultaneously cutting into the other [see Barthe’s adaptation of the Saussurean

analogy examined in Silverman and Torode (1980) - p.258].

Accounting thus relies upon members’ interpretative finesse. Since the meaning of
objects and events are tied to the context in which they appear the actor must do a great deal of
work to ensure the propriety of her interpretation of them. While items are, in principle, open
to multiple interpretations, our mutual orientation to an amalgam of sense-making methods
ensures that we live in a world which is shared sufficiently to be stable. Any strategy for eliciting
the import of appearances must involve the reading of situational clues; a process which ensures

that context seeps into the kernel of reasoning itself. In this sense we must:

“abandon our traditional conception of ‘context’ as something exogenous to
interaction or as an external interpretative resource. Instead, we can begin
to think of ‘context’ as something endogenously generated within the talk of
the participants and, indeed, as something created in and through that talk.”
[J. Heritage (1984) - p.283]

[Emphasis in original]

This recognition invites the adoption of a perspective which Knorr-Cetina [1981 - p.6]

termed “methodological situationalism”, from which:

“actions are treated not simply as the products of individual dispositions nor
of external constraints, but as reciprocally organized within a setting in
which actors’ cognitive frameworks are instantiated as patterned interaction.”
[J. Heritage (1984) - p.307]

In summary, the attribution of meaning to appearance requires that it be identified as
a particular type. Typification occurs through the location of an item within a cognitive
framework which endows it with the status of “an instance of”. The situatedness of events is
resolvable only by investing them with a generality which exceeds the specific. The point is, that
by bringing their knowledge of social and psychological structures to bear in the elucidation of
individual items, actors are incessantly engaged in the process of forging a link between the
micro and its macro conditions of possibility. The specific is indexically repaired through being
plugged into a typifying network which goes beyond it. The methods of repair are themselves
part of the institutional setting, and in this sense an analysis of the panoply of techniques through
which participants give micro events macro import must take place in situ. As Cicourel points

out:
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“. . . micro- and macro-levels of analysis are integrated in everyday settings
as a routine feature of all cultural or social organization. The members of
a group or society have created their own theories and methodologies for
achieving this integration.”

[K Knorr-Cetina and A.V. Cicourel (1981) - p.65]

The micro and the macro are, in this move, dissolved as entities, and return as moments in the

on-going construction of a shared reality.

il) The Tension between Cultural Immersion and Anthropological Alienation

By exploring the everyday accounting activities of practitioners as part of a repertoire
of “members’ methods for making those same activities visibly-rational-and-reportable-for-all-
practical purposes” one is giving the mundane “. . . the attention usually accorded extraordinary
events” [H. Garfinkel (1967) - p.vii and p.1 respectively]. At the very same time the exposure
and magnification of the hitherto unremarkable features of institutional conduct shows it to be,
in its own way, a minor miracle. What is required is an anthropology of the ordinary; a method
through which the analyst can distance herself from cultural practices sufficiently to perceive the
nature of their composition. Geertz’s anthropological impulse is borne out of the same desire

to puncture the familiarity which obscures our own cultural competence. In his words:

“The famous anthropological absorption with the (to us) exotic (is) essentially
a device for displacing the dulling sense of familiarity with which the
mysteriousness of our own ability to relate perceptively to one another is
concealed from us.”

[C. Geertz (1975) - p.14]

Taking physical flight to alien cultures is a dramatic way of achieving a perspective by
contrast. It is not appropriate, however, to the detailed analysis of aspects of one’s own culture,
the apprehension of which requires an alternative mode of displacement. Efforts have been
made to devise a means of producing the shock of the exotic upon the analyst’s native soil.
Garfinkel’s “breaching experiments” are, for instance, an original and intriguing means of
calling cultural practices to account. He did so by requesting his students, a remarkably plucky
group, to go forth and tinker with the normative presuppositions of everyday interactions; a
disruptive project which has since been called “Garfinkelling”. We need not go into the details
of the experiments which include the demand for absolute semantic clarity in casual conversation,

pretending tobe alodgerin one’s ownhome, standing too close to one’s fellow conversationalist,



-32.

and so on [see H. Garfinkel (1967) - pages 35-75]. By contravening the taken-for-granted
patterns, Garfinkel was able to expose some of the work that is done to sustain them, and the
moral power with which they are invested. The breaching method, albeit in the words of one of
the subject-victims of an experiment, “diabolic - but clever”, is sustainable only momentarily; a
fact to which the nervous tensions experienced by the student-experimentors bears witness.
What is more the experiments intervene in and disrupt social life in a way that renders them quite

unsuitable for ethnographic work. Nor was this the purpose for which they were devised.

What Garfinkel’s experiments display is the incessant hive of activity in which we are
effortlessly and unconsciously engaged in the production of a normal, patterned environment.
The comforting familiarity of cultural patterns blunts our capacity to perceive their workings; a
blindness which is not to do with subjectivity or objectivity, but with proximity. Unlike the
anthropology of alien societies where initial strangeness is gradually eroded by a growing sense
of familiarity, the anthropology of the ordinary requires the analyst to partially and periodically

push back the threshold of cultural acquaintanceship to permit a sense of strangeness.

How can one gain access to the mechanisms of reality production while leaving their
product in tact? On this point statements in the literature are notable for their rarity.
Methodological chapters in mainstream ethnographies offer a wealth of advice about access
issues, negotiating a role, gaining trust, among other genuine difficulties for the would-be
ethnographer. Some speak with endearing modesty about the bungling of the frail sociologist
in relation to the potency of the social group. But the methodological monster remains: how
is one to be at once cultural stranger and member; discourse analyst and bona fide social
interactant? Clearly what the analyst must do is to attempt to bracket aspects of reality, to
temporarily suspend judgement in its external a priori existence in order to be sensitized to the
procedures of its accomplishment. How such a perspective is to be achieved is more complex,

yet it takes us to the heart of reflexive analysis.

Any form of ethnography worth its salt requires an intensive period of fieldwork. If
the cultural and institutional sense of reality is generated “endogenously” through talk and
practical reasoning, it follows that the analyst must situate herself within the setting. In
Garfinkel’s words, “The formal properties obtain their guarantees from no other source and in

no other way” [H. Garfinkel (1967) - p.viii). However, the committment to a period of relative
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immersion in the life of the group under study is the only factor which unites the heterogeneous

array of approaches which rub shoulders under the rubric of ethnography.

Hammersley and Atkinson [1983 - pages 14-23] usefully distinguish between naturalist
ethnography, and that informed by reflexive principles, although their conception of the latter
is limited by its generality. In the case of naturalist ethnography the aim of the venture is to
elucidate how actors organize and experience their world through the sociologist’s description
of it. However, a two headed serpent lurks in the apparently noble attempt to tell it likc it is, and
to usurp the ethnographer’s version in favour of an appreciation of that of the actors. Both
problems lie in the naturalist’s failure to examine what it is to represent, describe, or tell stories
“about” the world both as lay person or analyst. In failing to attend to discursive issues of this
kind, the naturalist ethnographer presents her own description either as a window on the world,
or as a picture of it, in the early Wittgensteinian sense. The practices through which members
of the observed group and ethnographer construct their versions is displaced in this moment of
fusion. Once used as unexplicated resource, many of the methods of practical reasoning are

buried. As Atkinson and Drew say:

“Just as readers and hearers have no direct way of checking the ethnographer’s
selected descriptions of events insome setting against the events themselves,
so too would they be deprived of any way of checking his descriptions of how
he used his member’s competences against his use of them.”

[M. Atkinson and P. Drew (1979) - p.26]

Unless the analyst’s unavoidable reliance upon cultural modes of practical reasoning
ininterpreting the data is acknowledged, and in some way exposed to scrutiny, the reader cannot
follow through what Atkinson and Drew call the “logic of (his) interpretation” [Ibid - p.26]. The
question is not, then, whether the ethnographer can avoid this intimacy, or the discursive skills
which flow from it, but what she does with it. In this sense the analyst’s reliance upon her cultural
wisdom is not something to be begrudgingly acknowledged, or swept under the carpet. It is not
only an inevitable, but a lucrative resource which the ethnographer can trade on during the
course of her fieldwork. The reflexive ethnographer attempts to milk the benefits of immersion,
while at the same time subjecting the familiar to the process of anthropological alienation. The
intimacy which allows one to recognize categories of talk, repeats, deviations and so on, and the
distantiation which yields access to the methods of their constitution, spawns a productive

tension which is the hallmark of ethnomethodologically inclined ethnography.
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The process of distantiation, whereby the analyst attempts to shed a layer of cultural
skin, is one with which ethnomethodologists are characteristically familiar. Given its centrality,
discussions about the nature of this anthropological moment are curiously hard to find.
Phenomenological discussions are of little use to us here since reflexivity is treated as something
tobe eclipsed in pursuit of transcendental subjective structures; an orientation which re-appears
in Schutz’s call for presuppositionlessness. Programmatic discussions about reflexivity abound
in ethnomethodological literature, but stop short of empirical suggestions about how this
slippery customer is to be held onto. On pages 44-45 below I attempt to outline some of the
methods through which I achieved an anthropological reading of institutional affairs.

iii) Ethnomethodological (or Reflexive) Ethnography

S. Woolgar (1982) makes a distinction between “instrumental” and “reflexive”
ethnography as he calls them. Unlike the former, the latter variety are not predominantly
concerned with what is unique about a setting. As Woolgar says, “the location of ethnographic
experience provides the stimulus for, but not the exclusive target of, reflexive inquiry” (Ibid p. 493).
The empirical material offers the occasion at once to explore the specifics and to gain insight into
the generic features of cultural reasoning. The forthcoming analysis of therapeutic discourse,
for example, highlights knowledge and practices which are germane to everyday life in such a
way that the latter are opened up to analysis. One need not relinquish an interest in the specifics,
since institutional patterns always express something in excess, the precise configuration of
which is irreducible. Unless the relative and the universal, the particular and the general, are
able to talk to and mutually elaborate each other one is left with an imbalance. Either the
empirical data is merely a vehicle for making generalized theoretical statements or the latter are
rather awkwardly stuck on to meet the requirements of the academy. A useful tip wheneverone
is struggling with such methodological issues is to shift attention onto how members in practice

accomplish the manoeuvres which are in principle problematic for the analyst.

Since the accounts of both institutional members’ and ethnographer display their
interpretative skills they may equally be placed under the analytical gaze. In this lies a further
distinction between a reflexive style of ethnography and the ethos of naturalism. Inits depiction
of the ethnographer as an empty vessel or receptor the latter exhibits a family resemblance to
positivism since both envisage the existence of a world which is external to and independent of

the observer. In the reflexive mode, by contrast, both ethnographer and subjects are seen as
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skilled theoreticians. In this respect, while Schutz’s distinction between first and second order
theorizing gives rightful primacy to members’ methods over those of the analyst, in other
respects a hierarchical analogy is misleading since the practices which “lay” actors employ to
accomplish a sense of social organization are those which “sociological” actors also use. Of
course the reflexive gaze is distinct from that which obtains under the “patural attitude”, and
deliberately so as it is designed to subject the latter to the kind of appraisal usually accorded the
extraordinary. Even so, the anthropological link is only one in a chain of operations in which the
pull of familiarity and the push of strangeness are equally compelling.

Theliterarystyle through which the analyst displays her interpretative and interruptive
reasoning may take a variety of presentational turns. The more stylized attempts to capture the
reflexive dynamic in motion involve the author’s ongoing attempt to draw attention to the
discursive workings of her own account. Giventheinescapability of the sociologist’s dependence

upon her cultural competence:

“the aim would be to retain and constantly draw attention to the problem in
the course of description and analysis. We might as well admit that the
problem s both insoluble and unavoidable, and that even efforts to examine
how it is avoided are doomed in that they entail an attempt to avoid it! We
need to explore forms of literary expression whereby the monster can be
simultaneously kept at bay and allowed a position at the heart of our
enterprize.”
[S. Woolgar - (1982) - p. 489]

[Emphasis in original]

Or again,

“The aim is to heighten the reader’s sensitivity to the way in which reporting
is done. This seems to demand a mode of presentational cunning which is
regrettably absent from most current work. . .”

[Tbid - p. 491]

An ironic display of the analyst’s reflexive self-awareness, although largely undeveloped
in this piece of work, can fruitfully help to elucidate the mercurial nature of accounting practices
in general. However, potential hazards lay in the use of “presentational cunning” as Woolgar
calls it. In the first place, the tone of this genre is often arch and affected, and in the second, a
preoccupation with the sociologist’s methods carries the risk that those of the institutional

actors will proportionally recede into the background. To claim that one’s own account is a
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neutral and unreflexive vehicle for exhibiting the reflexivity in the accounts of others would be
to deny the omniscience of reflexivity in all accounts. But to use the empirical site as
just-another-occasion-for-examining-the-reflexivity-of-all-accounts transforms a celebration

of reflexivity into self-congratulation; fruitful spirals into arid loopings of the loop.

A more fundamental and widely shared axis of ethnomethodological presentation
resides in the verbatim reproduction of empirical material. This affords the opportunity to
explore the basis upon which the analyst’s train of reasoning rests. The precision of empirical
presentation and exegesis is its characteristic trait. As Heritage saysin the conclusion to his lucid

study of Garfinkel and the ethnomethodological tradition:

“The research of the last thirty years or so has resulted in the creation of the
sociological equivalent of the microscope. The use of this instrument is
yielding glimpses of previously unimaginable levels of social organization in
human conduct and it is clear that major findings at the molecular and
sub-molecular levels of social structure are there to be made.”

The book ends with an invitation:

“The instrument has been built: the challenge is to start working with it.”
[J. Heritage (1984) - p.311]

Iset out in this thesis to extend the workings of “the instrument” to the institutional
domain of the community home. In particular it is adapted to elucidate the practical activities
of social workers and teachers in their construction of an ordered environment of which objects,
such as “problem kids” are an integral part. In this respect the study offers amodest contribution
to the Studies of Work project initiated by Garfinkel.

iv) Degrees of Detail and Descriptive Dilemmas

It should be considered, however, that the microscope of which Heritage speaks can
be adjusted to different levels of magnification which yield alternative types of result. The level
at which the present study is pitched falls somewhere in between the classical ethnomethodological
ethnographies on the one hand, and conversation analysis on the other. Cicourel and Wieder

for example, as representatives of the former tradition, both rely more heavily than I upon
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descriptive glossing.

Undoubtedly a classic of the genre, Cicourel’s study of the organization of juvenile
justice (1968) offers a fecundity of insights into the practices through which various agencies of
social control such as the police, probation officers and court personnel, define delinquent
behaviour. Cicourel has large fish to fry. Amongst his interests is the comparison of the systems
of juvenile justice in two geographical areas. He is motivated to show how different organizational
policies, and the priorities to which they give rise, filter through to the interactional “coal face”
and frame the interpretative modes employed. Cicourel also demonstrates the ways in which
official statistics on a social problem, such as juvenile delinquency, gloss the panoply of
procedures through which professional practitioners define someone as being of a particular

type, with particular characteristics.

Relative to most research methodologies, including those in the interactionist tradition,
Cicourel’s study is replete with detailed analysis of naturally occurring interactions. Its
ambitious scope, however, inevitably entails the sacrifice of depth in the accommodation of such
breadth. What fills the breach is the heavy reliance upon the kind of summary descriptions

reminiscent of the conventional ethnographic mode.

Wieder (1974), by contrast, limits his research to one institutional domain: a halfway
house for paroled drug offenders. In his grasp of the workings of the resident “code” Wieder’s
work offers a lucrative ethnographic resource from which the fundamental ramifications of
reflexivity unfold. The central theme of the piece is how the inmate “code” which appeared to
staff, residents and Wieder himself toundermine the rehabilitative ideal, was not anindependent
entity, as classical penological literature had it. Rather the code was a consequential part of the
environment which in organizing it described. By invoking the maxims of the code residents
could gather a collection of behavioural items under the auspices of a coherent range of motives.
Through their orientation to the code, and their capacity to “tell” it, members of halfway house

were in the business of constructing an organized environment conducive to practical intervention.

The beauty of Wieder’s work lies in its simplicity. By isolating the workings of one
interpretative schema he offers an elegant and powerful insight into the reflexive process in
general. The feature which I consider lacking, however, is his failure to examine the precise

empirical expressions of the code, in a sustained manner, on a sufficient variety of occasions. As
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a consequence his analysis rather neglects a fuller appreciation of the unfolding of meaning
vis a vis the code, and the practices through which its efficacy is realized in the course of its

articulation.

Any style of ethnography, or investigative project of any kind for that matter, employs
alevel of descriptive glossing; a fact which testifies to the inevitable limitations of areflexive style
of research. It is hard to conceive of a study which does not assume at some level, for some of
the time at least, that it straighforwardly represents an objective world outside of itself. Put in
a language reminiscent of Woolgar’s (1982), even reflexive ethnography always already entertains
an instrumental orientation, and the most ardent discourse analyst steps outside of her radically

reflexive stance on occasions to proffer descriptions which she treats unproblematically.

If the sociologist wishes to explore certain of the intricacies of institutional life in the
context of the setting as a whole, a degree of descriptive filling in is a necessary prerequisite.
Even if verbatim transcripts constitute the main source of data, as they do in this study, what is
not so easily displayed is the institutional wherewithal that the sociologist acquires during the
period of fieldwork and which guides her conception of what is interesting, worth transcribing,

and, finally, selecting for inclusion in the research report.

The ideal of pure replication, as discussed above, is as impossible as it is undesirable.
The raison d’etre of any form of analysis is to do something with the material which inevitably

alters its “natural” state. Clifford Geertz speaks of how:

“A piece of anthropological interpretation consists in: tracing the curves of
social discourse; fixing it into an inspectable form.”
[C. Geertz (1975) - p.19]

For:

“The ethnographer “inscribes” social discourse; he writes it down. In so
doing, he turns it from a passing event, which exists only in its own moment
of occurrence, into an account which exists in its inscriptions and can be
reconsulted.”

[Ibid - p.19]

Similarly, the transcription of tape recorded talk into written text, however faithful,
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transforms its nature. In according naturally occurring talk a permanence by dint of its
inscription in written form one is recording, in Ricoeur’s words, “not the event of speaking but
the “said” of speaking” [Quoted in C. Geertz (1975) - p.19]. For, while the event of speaking
is necessarily fleeting and contextually negotiable, the “said” of speaking, once transcribed,
becomes the focus of analytic attention it would never command in its natural state, and is
opened up to any number of potential re-interpretations. Hence the very “bottling” of talk
through the process of recording and transcribing, an intervention which is necessary for

analytical purposes, modifies the nature of the material.

Also, in the interests of practical dissemination and the requirements of academic
presentation, discourse is also placed on a different spatial dimension. Naturally occurring talk
is removed from its original temporal and spatial context and flattened onto the written page. It
is not a case of claiming that either verbal or written language is inherently superior, only that
a transcript of talk is not “the same” as the talk itself. Such accounts are always retrospective,
and always convert original material into something else. This “contamination” is only a

problem if one believes in principal that an unsullied account is possible.

The detailed analysis of transcribed talk lends a level of precision and homogeneity to
events which are more dispersed and chaotic in their actual occurrence, and which far exceeds
the attention which actors in everyday life would accord them. In this simple sense alone the
analysis of data modifies its composition, and necessarily so. For just as a distancing perspective
is required during the fieldwork, so too an analytical departure from the institutional framework
and its sequential flow is necessary in the presentation of data. In both instances common sense

preoccupations are displaced in order to elicit some of their key features.

Since descriptive simplification and analytical modification are unavoidable features
of sociological accounts I am not advocating their eradication. What is in question is the degree
and nature of their usage. A characteristic feature of ethnomethodology is its interest in
accounts of all kinds. Raised to the status of topic, descriptive activities are scrutinized to see
how they achieve the sense of an ordered reality. Atkinson and Drew’s criticism of the
ethnographic method [1979 - pages 22-33] is that the scrutiny accorded members’ glossing
activity is suspended when it comes to the sociologist’s employment of similar descriptive
devices. For they, too, are part of the scene they describe; they too must be indexically repaired

in order to be meaningful to an audience who did not witness the events first-hand; they too are
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Cicourel, Wieder and others such as Sudnow (1965), Bittner (1967), and Zimmerman
(1969), undoubtedly attended to the data with a hitherto unprecedented appreciation of the
discursive minutiae. But they each draw quite heavily upon their fieldwork experience as an
unexplicated descriptive resource. The point, again, is not to eliminate the analyst’s cultural
competence; it cannot be done away with. What I aim for is a more thoroughly detailed and
accurate presentation of the linguistic material upon which the analysis is based. This affords the

reader the capacity for critical appraisal in assessing the plausibility of my own account.

What, however, constitutes detailed and accurate presentation is a moot point. The
level of magnification and precision with which I transcribe and analyze the data would be
unacceptable to many conversation analysts whose rigorous attention to the microscopic
particles exceeds my intellectual requirements and theoretical interests. The issue is not one of
how much effort the analyst is prepared to expend, but what form of discourse analysis she
wishes to conduct. Conversation analysis has contributed a great deal to an understanding of the
structural and sequential organization of conversation, but it is not the only way of conducting

a form of discourse analysis broadly consonant with Garfinkel’s methodological injunctions.

There is a case, what’s more, for saying that the atomic and sub-atomic level at which

conversation analysis is pitched obscures as much as it reveals. As Anna Wynne explains:

“This drive to pure replication through atomism (is) mistaken in that
essence infinitely eludes any level of detail that has been achieved, because
there are always in principle, beyond whatever is currently technically
discernible, ever yet smaller particles that could be conceived - neutrinos
that would lie beneath the quarks and charms. The revelatory power of this
direction (is) delusory, because below a certain level of magnitude, the
particles that could be discerned were no longer the ‘same’ object.”

[A- Wynne (1986) - p.1]

The tendency to split the units of conversation into smaller particles evades certain of
the conundrums so fundamental to early ethnomethodology, such as how actors are themselves
able to link the fragment to a typificatory whole through the indexically and reflexively informed
employment of the documentary method of interpretation. Such procedures are performed

upon a discursive stage more inclusive than that upon which conversation analysis characteristically
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operates.

Exponents of conversation analysis have tended not to be interested in the topic of
conversation, or its conceptual content. For this reason they have long avoided institutionally
circumscribed domains in their bid to avoid forms of talk which are in any way extraordinary.
More recently work has been conducted by analysts such as Atkinson and Drew in specialist
settings, especially the court room, in order to examine how participants employ and modify
mundane conversational procedures. Nevertheless what is being said is still displaced in favour
of how it is being said; a focus which renders a classically ethnographic style of research

inappropriate.

Conclusion

To accord equal priority to the substantive whats and the procedural hows does not
entail a reversion to ethnography of a more descriptive or naturalist kind. A reflexively infused
ethnography entertains both a different form and style of analysis. It takes as its primary object
the mundane methods which members’ routinely employ to make sense of and organize their
environment. Attention is thereby deflected from the theoretical and methodological prowess

of the sociologist, to that of the ordinary actor in whose skill she shares.

B) The Fieldwork Process

Introduction

In many senses, some of which have been considered above, the task of the reflexive
ethnographer is relatively distinct from that of her classical cousin. Yet, a number of the
practical aspects of conducting ethnographic research are shared in common, such as the
selection of an appropriate setting, the negotiation of access, the cultivation of a suitable

fieldwork role, and the like. It is to these issues that I now turn.
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i) Selecting an Appropriate Setting

If the process of anthropological alienation is the vital second stage of ethnographic
research, that of cultural immersion is the first. Since organizational meanings are indexically
tied to the circumstances of their production, and their production is bound up in myriad
methods, it follows that the ethnographer must try to acquire an insider’s knowledge. For, her

research:

“is directed to the tasks of learning how members’ actual, ordinary activities
consist of methods to make practical actions, practical circumstances, common
sense knowledge of social structures and practical sociological reasoning
analyzable; and of discovering the formal properties of commonplace,
practical common sense actions “from within” actual settings, as ongoing
accomplishments of those settings.”

The first phase of the fieldwork process was thus the choice of an institutional setting
amenable to the intrusions of an observer. My choice of St. Nicholas’ as a potential site was
influenced by three factors. Firstly, I assumed in a general sense that the community home by
its nature was an institution in which behavioural interpretation would be rife, and which would
therefore be particularly conducive to the form of ethnomethodological analysis I wished to
conduct. Since I was committed more to a methodological perspective than a substantive topic

I had greater freedom in selecting a fieldwork setting suitable for my purposes.

Secondly, my selection of St. Nicholas’ was influenced by a previous study I had
conducted as an under-graduate [K. Lewis - 1979] which was based upon a five month work
placement in a children’s home. In my capacity as a residential social worker I chose to
undertake an examination of the linguistic processes through which members of staff constructed
the residents as children with emotional problems. During the course of this placement and in
writing the report, I began to appreciate the powers of ethnomethodologically inclined ethnography
toexplicate the talk and practical reasoning through which institutional realities are constituted.
I was thus keen to find a setting in which I might exploit the sensitizing experience afforded by
this previous fieldwork project.

More significant in terms of the practical accessibility of St. Nicholas’ was the position
of my mother - Kate Lambert - within the institution as head of the education department. As

an established and senior member of staff I knew she would facilitate my initial passage into
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St. Nicholas’ and that my relationship with her would alleviate the early suspicions by members
of staff about me and my motives. Ialso assumed that initial doubt would be mitigated by my
superficial acquaintanceship with a handful of the staff who I had met at social occasions over
the years. My appearance on St. Nicholas’ scene was not as a complete stranger, and my prior
connections with members of the institution were instrumental in facilitating entry and promoting
a sense of goodwill amongst the staff, though not unequivocally, as I consider on page 49-51

below.

ii) Negotiating Access

Kate originally presented my request for admission to the other two principal officers
- Roger Carter and John Townsend - in August 1982, and they readily agreed. Before I
embarked upon the fieldwork proper, however, I negotiated a trial period of two weeks to

determine whether St. Nicholas would be a suitable research setting.

The timing of my entry to St. Nicholas’ was strategically chosen to coincide with the
beginning of the Autumn term in September 1982. The start of term was a natural juncture in
institutional life, and my appearance, along with two or three new members of staff, was perhaps
less striking than it might otherwise have been. On the first and last day of each half term a
conference was held amongst the staff group as awhole. As my first appearance was at one such
conference, it provided the occasion for Kate Lambert to introduce me to the staff group. She
explained the purpose of my presence in the broadest terms, as a study of “interaction” and

*“‘assessment practices”.

After the initial fortnight I decided St. Nicholas’ was indeed a lucrative setting for
ethnographic study. At this point I sent an official letter to the relevant local social services
personnel requesting access to St. Nicholas’ for a period of approximately a year to conduct

social scientific research. This was duly granted with the proviso that I maintain confidentiality.

During the first phase of the fieldwork process I wanted to ease myself into the
institution and begin to acquire pockets of knowledge about it. At the same time I hoped to
ameliorate confusions and suspicions members had about my research and role within St.
Nicholas’, without being so specific as to foreclose the possibility of future developments.

Throughout this early period many of the staff and boys initiated discussions about the nature



of my fieldwork and sought clarification with regard to it. To the staff I would stress my interest
in the language and theories that they as a group used to interpret the boys’ behaviour. I also
hastened to add that unlike a great deal of sociology, the perspective I adopted treated their
interpretative capacities as extremely skilled, and their knowledge something upon which I was
not concerned to improve. To the boys I emphasized that I was writing a book about what life
was really like in a community home, and how the staff really treated them; a description which
they often assumed was tantamount to support for their cause. Their main source of concern
seemed to be that their names and photographs would not be included in my forthcoming
“book™!

iii) The Cultivation of a Suitable Fieldwork Role

This early phase of the fieldwork process is immensely important, though one is
ill-equipped to reap the benefits of it. The ethnomethodological ethnographer struggles to
acquire a knowledge of institutional culture, while attempting to bring to it an anthropological
sensibility. The two principles of ethnographic exposition - cultural immersion and anthropological
distantiation - are not discrete and temporally segregated phases but part of a dialectical process

which is continually enacted throughout the course of one’s fieldwork.

What is special about the initial period of fieldwork is one’s heightened sensitivity to
the institutional processes which often lose their clarity during the course of one’s socialization.

What is required is a delicate balancing act, as Hammersley and Atkinson say:

“Instudying such settings the ethnographer is faced with the difficult task of
rapidly acquiring the ability to act competently, which is not always easy even
within familiar settings, while simultaneously privately struggling tosuspend
for analytic purposes precisely those assumptions that must be taken for
granted in relations with participants.”

[M. Hammersley and P. Atkinson (1983) - p.93]

The adoption of a wholly anthropological perspective would jeopardize the
ethnographer’s relationship with her subjects since it would require the suspension of a
“normal” social orientation to them. As the ethnographer is dependent upon the indulgence of
those she studies this would be a highly risky affair. Equally, the wholesale adoption of a
member’s criteria would blunt one’s perceptiveness to the mundane assumptions upon which

institutional realities are built. The way in which I managed the tension between familiarity and
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strangeness for methodological purposes was two-fold. Firstly, my role of non-participation in
the practical affairs of St. Nicholas’ afforded me the luxury of being able to observe meetings of
all kinds without having to contribute. I could thus adopt an anthropological ear without the
attendant risk of social embarrassment. But even under these circumstances one’s estrangement
can only be sporadic and partial. It is much easier to slip into the familiar membership mode of
engagement, even if this is just as a listening level. The suspension of familiarity takes the kind
of effort which can only be sustained temporarily, as Becker says, it is like “pulling teeth”
[Quoted in M. Hammersly and P. Atkinson (1983) - p. 32].

This is where the second tension management technique of tape recording is so
essential. In the retrospective listening through and transcribing of tape recordings one is able
to attend to the discursive processes in a way which would not be possible during the actual flow
of talk. The rapidity with which communication gets done is incredible, as anyone who has ever
undertaken detailed transcription will know. Discourse can only be analyzed in depth if placed
in a different temporal dimension. By repeated attendance to the particulars, whether in audio
or literary form once the talk has been transcribed, one can adopt something akin to a Martian
perspective without the threat of interactional breakdown which accompanies the adoption of

such a role in the field.

But before the researcher can get her hands (and recording machine) on the datashe
must establish a sufficiently trusting relationship with the members for them to grant her
on-going and increasingly intimate access. My relationship with Kate Lambert was probably the
most influential factor in this process. Not only did she sponsor my entry into the home, but
continued to play a pivotal role in illuminating various features of institutional life. I was
furnished with a desk in her office; a geographical position from which I was able to witness
informal meetings, conversations and ‘phone calls. Kate’s willingness to share her knowledge
and expose her working practices so candidly was undoubtedly born of our kinship. Itis difficult
to imagine an unknown researcher being given such immediate access, unless she was being

asked to support a partisan line.

The trust afforded me by dint of my connections with Kate extended to the other two
principal officers. In particular Roger Carter, the principal during most of my fieldwork, was
extremely generous in his attitude toward me and my research which he treated unreservedly.

His promotion of my fieldwork role, in collaboration with Kate Lambert, was immeasurably



beneficial in easing the transition from the state of outsider to marginal insider.

Although my relationship with Kate was predominantly beneficial, it did create
certain problems of its own. In particular my apparent intimacy with her, and the principal
officer’s group in general, generated one or two pockets of suspicion about the objectivity of my
research. This feeling emerged most flagrantly during my observations of unit 3 in the early part
of 1983, as I explain in due course. Otherwise, my impression was that while it smoothed my
access into St. Nicholas’, the ramifications of my relationship with Kate became less significant
for most of the staff as I became independently established.

The ethnographer inevitably has some effect upon the group she wishes to study which
she may exploit to her advantage. One may, as I did on occasions, play the role of naive or
“acceptable incompetent” as Lofland (1971) calls it, in order to elicit knowledge and, simultaneously,
promote one’s relationship with members of the organization by endowing them with expertise.
Or again, one might adopt a sympathetic stance in order to encourage one’s subjects to divulge
more information, or ask a provocative question to get a reaction. In these ways, and many
others, the ethnographer employs her panoply of social skills to enhance her understanding of

the social group.

However, since the ethnographer wishes to study the institution as it typically
operates, she will attempt to adopt a position within the setting which least disrupts the flow of
everyday organizational business. This committment prompts some researchers to play the role
of participant observer whereby they literally become a member of the group in order to
appreciate its workings wholly from within. Certain aspects of this intimacy are very appealing,
but it also harbours limitations. As a bona fide member one’s mobility and access are
circumscribed by the limitations of one’s role. For instance, if I had joined St. Nicholas’ as a
residential social worker, I could not have observed the array of meetings and the majority of
case conferences: a) because I would not have been accorded the legitimacy and b) I would not
have had the time. Also, the effort required to sustain a sense of anthropological distance as a
fully fledged member would be infinitely greater.

As a non-participant observer I could infiltrate the range of groups and devote myself
exclusively to the ethnographic task. The effect of my presence was initially more pronounced,

however, as I did not fit into a predefined organizational role. The question is not whether the
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observer has an effect, for this is inevitably the case, but whether that effect systematically alters
the interactional dynamics of the group. In most institutional settings, the impact of the
observer’s presence is likely to diminish in relation to the amount of time she spends there.
Participants could not stage-manage their appearance over the extended period of ethnographic
involvement, which in my case lasted for over a year. Nor would they have had the motivation.
If the researcher is reasonably discrete, as I attempted to be, she becomes part of the
institutional furniture. In any case, pragmatic organizational concerns take overwhelming

priority in the conduct of everyday life, in relation to which the observer’s presence is of minimal

significance.

Of course, one’s non-participation in institutional affairs is never total. I did engage
in social contact with the boys and staff, and would often be drawn into, or initiate discussions
about aspects of institutional life, and other less specific topics. On rare occasions I was also
called to participate in meetings, and even accorded a degree of expertise either as objective
observer and/or sociologist. But my most prevalent role, particularly in more structured settings,
was that of “pure” observer. Such lack of routine involvement was strategic in terms of the
perspective I wished to adopt. It allowed me to maintain a certain balance between familiarity

and strangeness and to attend to the talk with a largely analytical criterion in mind.

The ethnographer attempts to eek out a position in the group which is comfortable
enough to pursue her research, though not so comfortable that it blunts her critical faculties. In
the early phase of fieldwork, and to some degree throughout, the role of “acceptable incompetent”
[J. Lofland - 1971] is a useful one. It allows the researcher to trade on her ignorance in order to
seek clarification and to ask questions in a way which would be considered unacceptable if
uttered by the established member. But no one persona is sufficient to sustain the ethnographer
through the extended duration of her fieldwork. One can, for instance, play the role of the naive
for some of the time, especially in the preliminary stages. But to embrace such an orientation
beyond a certain point would jeopardize one’s credence. Similarly, if one was impartial to the
extent of never expressing sympathy for members’ views, one would threaten the goodwill upon
which research of this kind fundamentally relies.

I am not suggesting that the researcher become so embroiled in institutional politics
that she becomes an affiliate of one particular group, or that she enthusiastically supports every

group, or individual in its criticisms of others. As Rawlings says: “the ethnographer is neither



critic or champion, since to be either would involve getting in on the act, so to speak, and
producing more of those arguments, accounts and descriptions, instead of examining their
production” [B. Rawlings (1980) - p.1:13]. Least of all should one become involved in trading
information between different groups, in spite of one’s unique capacity to fertilize the institutional
grape-vine in this way. Any short term kudos generated by such activity would be undermined

by the long term diminution of trust resulting from the adoption of such a duplicitous role.

What I do question are the concepts of total non-participation and absolute impartiality.
The ethnographer simply cannot render herself invisible even if this were desirable. She must
negotiate an unpredictable path as nimbly as possible through the course of her fieldwork. How
ever much the ethnographer struggles to project a persona which is favourable to her progress,
she only has limited control. For, participants also project certain roles onto her. While I did
establish a core identity as impartial observer, to which the majority of members subscribed for
most of the time, other characterizations included (unacceptable) incompetent, expert, confidante
and “mole”. To offer three examples of the circumstances which gave rise to such typifications

illustrates the divergent roles to which the fieldworker may be allocated.

One is most likely to blunder early on in the fieldwork before one is fully acquainted
with institutional expectations. On one notable occasion about a month after I entered St.
Nicholas’ Paul Black, one of the residents of unit 3, asked me for a lift to the local police station
to retrieve some tools which had previously been confiscated. Although Paul insisted that he
found the tools in a derelict garage, and they had not been reported missing in the intervening
period, the staff of unit 3 were convinced that the tools had been acquired illegally. They

therefore refused to “collude” in Paul’s dishonesty by providing him with a lift.

Unaware of the controversy I willingly agreed to Paul’s courteous request, thinking
that it was an opportunity to enhance my relationship with one of the residents. Upon my return
I was approached by Philip Hooper - the team manager of unit 3 - who explained the
circumstances and spoke of how both I and they had been “manipulated” by Paul who had
cunningly “beaten the system”. As an assumed victim of Paul’s manipulative prowess I was able
to maintain the status of incompetent. My faux pas was attributed to ignorance and gullibility
rather than a motivated collusion with a resident in conscious defiance of the staff.

In another incident I was drawn into a heated debate which was being pursued in the
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teachers’ meeting. The discussion pivoted upon the question of whether it was acceptable to
show selective X category films to the boys in the video lesson. The P.E. teacher - Alan Evans -
argued that X rated films should not be shown to any children of fourteen and fifteen, least of
all if they were emotionally disturbed and susceptible to suggestion, as he believed the boys of
St. Nicholas’ were. Alan sought my informed corroboration as a “sociologist” who would
“know” about the media studies which demonstrate the negative effects of violence on the
screen. Before I had formulated a contribution Nicola rejoined: “And Kim will also know that
the link between what you see on the screen and how you respond is not straightforward.
Otherwise we’d show our boys nice little stories about happy families all the time”. Without
uttering a word I was allocated to a position of support for each argument on the basis of my

presumed expertise.

Having a cup of coffee with Alan and Judy after the meeting Alan asked me directly
what my opinion about the topicwas. With a tone of impartial pomposity I replied thatI thought
there were two issues to consider. Firstly, whether violence on the screen prompted increased
levels of violence amongst spectators, or whether it was cathartic in expunging violent feelings
through vicarious participation. Secondly, whether showing the boys violence which was
meaningful (and often distasteful) within the context of a particular message was justifiable.
Judy replied in morally indignant tones that she didn’t think it was “that complicated”. Rather,
she continued, “it falls on me to control them in my classroom after they’ve seen a film like that”.
My academic pontification was, in one deft stroke, rendered irrelevant in relation to Judy’s more

pragmatic concerns.

Neither of the preceding characterizations had particularly negative connotations for
my research. The following scenario was, however, more disruptive and potentially damaging.
In early January 1983, I asked Philip Hooper if I might become more closely involved in unit 3
affairs in order to gain a better understanding of the internal workings of one of the living units.
In addition to informal access to the unit, I also wanted to observe and ideally tape record staff
meetings. After discussing the issue with his unit 3 colleagues Philip granted the access I had

requested.

From the outset my experience of attending the unit 3 staff meetings was uncomfortable.
This unease, I think, derived partly from the nature of the living units at St. Nicholas’. As

intimate and semi-private groupings of boys and social workers, the presence of an outside
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observer was more intrusive. Also, during this period the staff of unit 3 were having a great deal
of trouble with the boy group, and there was a level of dissention about the most appropriate
mode of response. Concern spilled beyond the boundaries of the unit, and the principal officers
called a special meeting with the staff group to discuss the weaknesses and inconsistencies in

their management of the boys’ behaviour.

The sense of suspicion provoked by my presence in unit 3 should be viewed in the
context of contemporary events. It was also during this episode that my relationship with Kate .
Lambert proved most problematic. As a harbinger of what was in store, Tina Wait greeted my
entry to one of the unit staff meetings in late January with the words: “Ah - it’s our little spy”’;
acharacterization which the other members of staff nervously laughed off. However, within the
month Philip Hooper asked me to withdraw from the unit, claiming that the staff needed to
“reconstruct themselves” as a group, and the presence of an outsider would interfere with this

process.

Although Philip denied that the reason for my expulsion derived primarily from my
kinship with Kate, he did suggest that the staff group in unit 3 were traditionally suspicious of
external forces, and that I was a convenient scapegoat for their anxieties about what was going
on within the unit. More specifically, Philip explained, the staff were “threatened” by the
principal officer group and their perceived tendency to intrude upon unit business. My

connection with a member of that group thus served to fuel their paranoia.

The principal officers’ response to this turn of events was unanimous. They collectively
interpreted my expulsion as the manifestation of staff neuroticism and a slur both upon their
professionalism and mine. When Kate reported Philip’s claim that my ejection was in order for

the group to “reconstruct” itself, Roger pronounced:

Roger: No that’s rubbish. It’s all part of the general paranoia and anxiety . . . what
they think is that Kim might be reporting back to the P.O.’s meeting. And
Ididn’t even know Kim was in unit 3. But when she’s been so professionally

ethical about her research it’s annoying that they should think that.

Clearly, my assignment to a more Machiavellian role in the foregoing scenario had the

negative result of cutting short my observation of unit 3. However, in the scheme of things, in
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relation to the vast amount of data I did gather, my expulsion from the unit was of minimal
importance, and in itself constituted an interesting piece of data which revealed certain features
of institutional culture. Soon after this episode I was successful in my application to observe
unit 4, an activity which continued until June 1983,

The examples quoted above bear witness to the researcher’s inability to sustain a
monolithic role over the lengthy period that ethnographic study endures. Although I did
establish a core identity which prevailed throughout, a number of more peripheral characterizations
did temporarily emerge. The question is not whether the ethnographer can be eliminated from
the equation; she is part of the environment, and subject to the process of interpretation by
others. It is more a case of the researcher doing what she can to minimize the disruptions to
which her presence may give rise. In a more fundamental respect of course, the ethnographer
is always a reflexive part of the scene she describes, since it is only by exercising her faculties of

reasoning that she can make sense of it in the first place.

iv) Methods of Data Collection

The prolonged and relatively intensive nature of ethnographic enquiry at once serves
to diminish the disruptive effects of the researcher’s presence, and to promote her appreciation
of the contextual emergence of meaning. It is against this backcloth of cultural immersion that
any more specific method of data collection must be situated. For my particular methodological
purposes, the tape recording of talk and the copying of text were essential additions to the
everyday observations of St. Nicholas”: firstly because note-taking cannot possibly yield such
detailed and accurate descriptions; secondly, such methods of preservation afford the capacity
to retrospectively scrutinize verbal and written discourse with a thoroughness one could never
accomplish in the course of its natural flow. The sheer repetition and intensity of one’s listening
strengthens or displaces the embryonic patterns which develop during the fieldwork, and adds
new strands to them. The capacity for such detailed analysis of the minutiae is the linch pin of

reflexive analysis.

In spite of the importance I placed upon being able to tape record, Ifelt it was anissue
too delicate to raise prior to my research, or as a condition of it. I therefore took the calculated
risk of waiting for a month or so before broaching the subject within individual groups. The

concept of being recorded can provoke a great deal of anxiety, which I attempted to allay by
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stressing my observance of complete confidentiality, and by reiterating that my purpose was not
to evaluate their professional effectiveness or linguistic eloquence. By the end of October 1982,
I had been granted permission to record all teachers’ meetings, principal officers’ meetings,

senior staff meetings and day conferences.

My requests to attend, and later to record case conferences, was negotiated on a
different basis because they involved external participants, such as the field social worker, and
members of the boy’s family. As the social services were in loco parentis to the boys, I initially
sent a standardized letter individually addressed to each of their field social workers asking for
their permission to attend case conferences. Approximately two months later Isent a further
letter asking permission to tape record, stressing the purely practical benefits of this measure.
Drawing upon my knowledge of the organizational muddle of social services departments, I
suggested in each of the consecutive letters that the field social worker should only reply if she
objected to my presence, and that otherwise I would assume her silence was consent. Iwas only
refused access completely by one field social worker who wrote back to Roger Carter saying that
he thought the “stratagem” I had employed in my letter was “really quite artful”, and that he
would, “be obliged if you ensure that Kim Lewis does not attend the case conferences or
reviews” of his client. In two other cases I was allowed to observe and make notes, but not to
tape record. With these few exceptions I was granted permission to attend, and record, all case

conferences; a decision which was ratified in all cases by the boy and his parents.

One of the objections to the use of a tape recorder in situ is that the participants’
consciousness of it alters their behaviour. Certainly in the period immediately after its
introduction, members of staff were more inclined to draw attention to the tape, usually in a
humorous way. For instance, at the first teachers’ meeting that I recorded, Judy Mallum asked

at one point whether the tape was still on. When Isaid it was, Brian responded:

Brian: I'd like to totally agree with what everyone in the meeting has said.
(Laughs all round)

Peter: Ithinkeveryonein this place is wonderful - especially the senior staff. Ithink
they do a marvellous job. I've rarely seen such qualities of leadership.

Brian: Particularly in the art department (in a stage whisper).
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After the initial impact, the presence of the tape was only referred to on a handful of
occasions when particularly controversial issues were being aired in meetings. Consider the
following extract from a senior staff meeting in which a “hot” topic was being discussed. Thomas
McKinney is addressing Roger Carter.

Thomas: Roger-why areyou actuallydeliberately like - Imean is that bloody tape on?
You are now coming in and you are playing a game again of undermining

your own position to justify what you’re doing.

Roger: Iamnot at all.

Thomas: Now listen to what I'm saying for a minute. I will tell you -

Roger: Haven’t I said this time and time again - without that bloody thing on

(referring to the tape recorder).

With the exception of such rare references, the disruptive effects of the tape recorder, like those

of the observer, dwindle with time until they are eclipsed for all practical purposes.

Clearly not all aspects of institutional life are equally amenable to being recorded.
While the more circumscribed arena of the meeting or case conference was eminently suitable,
informal interactions were usually not. In these circumstances the presence of the recording
machine would have been detrimentally intrusive and a breach of the rules of intimacy attendant
upon more personal modes of exchange. On such occasions I had to rely upon retrospective
note-taking or, more unusually, the covert recording of conversation. AsIoften carried the tape
recorder around in my handbag, I was occasionally tempted to surreptitiously switch on in the
course of an interesting informal discussion. Leaving aside the ethical objections to covert
taping, in pragmatic terms the quality of the recordings procured thereby were usually sufficiently
poor to be of little use.

The recording of naturally occurring talk, usually in the context of various meetings,
was the most important source of data collection. The primary focus was thus upon the

retrospective interpretation of the boys’ behaviour in which staff were so actively engaged.
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However this did not exhaust the methods upon which I drew. During the latter phase of
fieldwork I employed my developing knowledge of institutional culture to interview the majority
of staff and boys. The data gleaned thereby formed an interesting supplementary source of
information, though insufficient in itself. My objection to an exclusive reliance upon interviews
is not that the subject’s version may be distorted or biased in a straightforward sense, or that they
are not reflexive. One may of course treat interviews or personal accounts as situated
accomplishments which are revealing in themselves. One only need consider Garfinkel’s study
of Agnes, the inter-sexed person [H. Garfinkel (1967) - pages 116-186] to recognize the scope
of ethnomethodological analysis.

The problem with relying upon interviews as the main source of knowledge about an
institutional setting is that participants simply cannot fully articulate the gamut of assumptions
upon which their everyday organizational capacities are premised. As a taken for granted
resource participants do not have the language through which to articulate their common sense
methods of practical reasoning. This inability is nicely expressed in the following two extracts
from interviews with members of staff. In the first piece, having formulated an answer to my

question about what educational techniques she uses in the classroom, Nicola Hobbs continues:

Nicola: Imean-Godno-itsoundsso (.5) reallystupidsaid like that. But (2.5)Idon’t
know how - and quite frankly I'd be frightened to give an example becus I
would think (.5) it - that would be exactly the thing that wouldn’t - work
again. You know it’s (.5) not exactly magic - but it’s closer to magic than
anything. .. I-I do think anything - like that - is precarious and I - if I started
analyzing it - I'd either do it in a self-congratulatory kind of way that would
kill it dead - or else I would do it in a way that would - allow all the (.5)
inherent - weaknesses (.S) to present themselves to me in such a way
(laughs) that I probably would lose confidence in them at the time - you
know. I think it’s very, very unprofessional - unscientific in that area - but I
think there’s enough around it that’s professional and scientific to carry just
that bit.

Soon after, in answer to a question about how individual educational programmes are
devised, Nicola says:

Nicola: This is terrible Kim - I'd no idea this was going to be so difficult. It’s not just



Nicola:

Kim:
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the tape . .. it’s the actual questions and actually trying to (.5) present

something that’s the - mush you live in - as a sort of -

Yer.

train of thought - uh -

1 think that’s one of the dangers of interviews.

Or again, in my interview with Philip Hooper I ask him how he believes the work he

does helps the boys?

Philip: Todevelop insight - into the areas of difficulty (1) in their life - and hopefully

provide them with some sort of tool - to - be able to handle it.
@

Kim: Right - clear cut answer.

Philip: That’s a - clear cut pat answer. But in a lot of ways quite meaningless. (Kim
laughs). Wellit is isn’t it.

Kim:  Yer...Ithink that’s also adifficulty of doing interviews (.5) that - becus it’s
very difficult to do anything other than ask principled questions - you get
principled answers.

And later:

Philip: Iknow what Imean - and you know what (.5) for you that thing means - that
phrase - uhm - and you’re quite comfortable with it - and you can take it on
-and yes Imean. . . we’ll come to acommon agreement about it. Uhm (3.5)
it just slips (.5) I dunno - I mean it-it slips out so easily - so neatly -

Kim: {Uhm.
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{
Philip:  {into place.

Kim:  WellI-I-I'd be uh (.5) less interested in knowing (.5) whether (.5) that was
(2) absolutely meaningful or not - than to ask - why it becomes - slips so easily
out (.5) what - why you’re able to answer so precisely - and so quickly a

question like that.

As the latter comment suggests, the formulation of such stock in trade answers in itself
displays the kind of recipe knowledge which practitioners employ; as long as it is situated in a
context of observing how actors actually behave and formulate interpretations. Ireiterate, the
point is not to eliminate bias, but to embrace the indexical complexities through which ordinary

sense is made.

Interviews conducted after a sustained period of ethnographic observation have the
advantage that one has abetter sense of what questions to ask, as well as an informed framework
within which to interpret them. Although Idid try to cover a similar range of questions with all
members of the staff (and a different range with the boys), the interviewing process was largely
unstructured and each one assumed a shape of its own. Most practitioners seemed to enjoy the
opportunity to discuss their working philosophies and practices (a penchant which many
identified as being characteristic of their profession) and the interviews lasted anything from one
hour to three. Philip Hooper suggested I entitle the interview series the B.O.F. (“boring old
fart”) stakes and often enquired who was “winning”’. Some of the boys were more reticent, while

others treated the interview as a confessional, or an opportunity to beef about the staff.

The culture of St. Nicholas’ was not, of course, exclusively oral. The construction of
written accounts was a routine feature of institutional business. The various types of documentation
provided a fertile source of empirical material which elucidated at once the theories upon which
practitioners at St. Nicholas’ and related institutions drew, as well as the procedures through
which they were galvanized into a coherent account. The case histories in particular revealed
a wealth of discursive practices which I examine in depth in chapters 6 and 7. Other documents
of interest included case conference reports, court reports, unit logs, incident reports, letters in
and out of the institution, various working party reports and historical documents, all of which

I had unrestricted access to. Luckily I was given permission to photo-copy as much of the
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documentation as I chose, which I could then remove from the institution to examine at leisure.

v) Methods of Data Analysis

The analysis of data is not something one saves up until the fieldwork is over. The
researcher already starts with a set of theoretical and methodological assumptions which
predispose her to a particular perspective and style of analysis. Also, the researcheris constantly
in the process of formulating concepts and identifying patterns whilst in amongst it all. Nor is
this activity different in principle from that which any member undertakes, and unavoidably
relies upon the same common sense procedures. What distinguishes the ethnographer’s
purpose from that of the bona fide participant is twofold: firstly the process of analysis is typically
more self-conscious and deliberate; secondly, for the ethnomethodologically inclined ethnographer
at least, the attempt is to partially and periodically suspend aspects of mundane reasoning in
order to raise it to analytical visibility. In this process the reflexive researcher attempts to shed

a layer of cultural skin.

During the course of fieldwork one’s analytic attention tends to be progressively
focused, as Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) put it. What may initially appear muddled and
incomprehensible gradually assumes a developing sense of conceptual organization by dint of
the ethnographer’s analytical activity. One’s explicit identification of recurrent themes, practices
and procedures provides the cognitive conditions necessary for the retrospective reappraisal of
the data and prospective orientation to discourse of a similar kind. Clearly one’s capacity to
accomplish such a hearing during the actual flow of interaction is circumscribed. The regular
retrospective perusal of the tape recorded data during the on-going course of the fieldwork
draws out features which would have been lost, and furnishes the analyst with a prospective
orientation to discourse of a similar kind. This, in turn, may help elaborate a more sophisticated

appreciation of earlier examples of the same type of talk, and so on.

For example, after a period of fieldwork I began to disentangle three recurrent
tendencies in the way members of staff typified the boys’ behaviour which I glossed as
normalization, criminalization and pathologization (see chapter 4). Although I had been
developing a sense of these three interpretative tendencies for some time, their categorization
as such allowed me to reinterpret earlier, and “hear” later material as documentary manifestations

of them. What’s more, once I had defined these processes, I began to identify a range of
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contextual complexities in their articulation. For instance, characterizations of this kind often
seemed to have a dominant and recessive theme, so that while an account may have had
predominantly pathologizing overtones, it might also have a normalizing sub-text. In this sense,
“itis frequently only over the course of the research that one discovers what the research is really
‘about’ [Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) - p.175], at least at the substantive level.

The inscription of these emergent patterns, ideas and theories in written form (in my
case in an “ideas file””) was important in lending them clarity and prominence, albeit they
amenable to modification at a later point. In forcing one to articulate implicit and half formed
conceptions it also provides the space for a reflexive appreciation. This anthropological stance
involves asking rather simple questions of the data. What background or implicit knowledge
informs the speaker/ writer; what knowledge is presupposed by the reader/hearer. Similar
reductions in levels of cultural competence invite the analyst to pose questions about the
procedures operative in shaping an account, and predisposing the recipients to a particular
reception of it. A growing sensitivity to the leitmotifs of institutional life are thus orchestrated
in the course of one’s fieldwork. I had already tentatively formulated many of the themes which

were finally selected for inclusion in the thesis prior to my departure from the field.

However, for the ethnographer intent upon the detailed exploration of members’
accounting practices, a thorough retrospective review of the data is essential. It is at this point
that the in-depth analysis begins; one simply does not have the time or energy while preoccupied
with the demands of fieldwork. With a burgeoning amalgam of themes in mind I listened
through to all three hundred and fifty hours of tape, which included the interviews, and read
through the thousands of pages of photocopied text, composed mainly of case histories. In the
process I categorized and transcribed every segment of talk or text of potential interest
according to the thematic content or the procedural mechanisms of its accomplishment. As I
addressed the empirical material in this way, the embryonic concepts and patterns which had

emerged during the fieldwork began to develop, diversify, coalesce and link up in a variety of

ways.

The procedure I employed tosift through the data in this way was akin to the “constant
comparative method” described by Glaser and Strauss (1967). As I went through the data I
created a new category whenever a piece of discourse could not be accommodated within a

pre-existing one. I also allocated some segments to multiple categories. When I had concluded
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my perusal of all the data, the list of categories generated amounted to over two hundred. The
procedures through which Iidentified repetitions, permutations, associations and differences in
the material would itself have represented a fascinating topic for reflexive analysis. The
analytical process through which typification is accomplished is shared by the sociologist and
“lay” member, evenif the object of the sociologist’s typification s precisely the methods through

which members themselves typify the environment.

As the taxonomic process continued, wider thematic typologies began to appear to
me, under whose rubric many of the individual categories fell. In reorganizing the two hundred
plus categories in relation to these generic classifications I constructed about a dozen or so major
groupings, and a number of minor ones. It was at this point that I returned to the empirical
material, reconsidering all of the extracts in relation to the newly defined and more encompassing
categories. In examining each group of extracts which I had identified as belonging together, I
began to appreciate the subtleties and complexities of each internal grouping. At this point a
third re-grouping occurred which did not so much change the categorical boundaries as the
sub-divisions within them. This process of diversification and refinement occurred repeatedly
in the continued dialogue between the analytical categories and the empirical data. In this
mutual elaboration a productive relationship is set up between members’ analytical categories
and those of the sociologist. Neither one is sufficient in itself - as I consider on pages 26-27 and
38-40 - since it is only by doing something with (and therefore to) the data that one can get an

adequate handle on mundane institutional practices.

While this method of data collection and analysis is immensely rich, it is also painfully
time-consuming and labour intensive. Yet, the transcription of the tape recordings was not an
activity whose burden could be shared, even if I had had the financial resources, since the
attention required by it is an excellent way of concentrating upon the unfolding minutiae. A
related difficulty with recording and transcribing extensively is that it generates a phenomenal
amount of data - literally thousands of pages of transcript - from which one then has to select.
This problem of selectivity is compounded by the methodological injunction to examine the

intricacies of discourse, not only for what it says, but what it does.



vi) The Presentation of Data

While reflexive ethnography is of great value, it brings with it a portfolio of methodological
horrors. Inresponse to these, reflexive ethnographies may appear rather piecemeal, even stark.
The analyst selects from the vast expanse of potential data a few recurrent themes. She then
subjects them to excruciatingly or exquisitely detailed analysis, depending on one’s perspective.
If one wishes to perform such a dense and textured mode of analysis, one simply cannot cover
very much material. It is because of this dilemma, I suggest, that so many students of discourse
shy away from the muddle and scope of ethnographic enquiry. It is much neater, and less
demanding to study circumscribed pieces of discourse, like individual snippets of conversation,

texts, photographs, or whatever.

Conventional ethnographers classically manage the conundrums of choice by generating
purportedly comprehensive descriptions of the social group. The only way they can create this
illusion of completeness is by glossing over the methods and theories through which members
account for their environment, and prioritizing the analyst’s version. The recognition of
reflexivity, by contrast, alerts one to the essential incompleteness of all accounts: there are

always gaps in the filigree of institutional threads.

For the ethnographer committed to detailed linguistic analysis, an alternative is to
concentrate predominantly upon a few extended pieces of data, which are then given the right
royal treatment (B. Rawlings - 1980, T. Walker - 1986). Although this option is very attractive
as a simple solution to an intractable problem, it did not satisfy my purposes which were to

elucidate and display various aspects of commonplace institutional reasoning.

My criteria of selection were thus based upon what was recurrent and typical,
apparently important to participants, and interesting to me at the time. To do the empirical
material justice I selected just five of the major categories around which I organized the
empirical chapters. In narrowing the focus so radically I had to exclude vast amounts of data; a

process which was excruciatingly painful.

A further methodological dilemma resulted from the dual focus of my analysis. On the
one hand I was interested in the social knowledge and typifying schemata to which members

orientated in making sense of their environment. On the other hand an equally compelling
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concern was to study the range of scenic methods which members often unconsciously utilized
in the second by second production of talk, and word by word production of text. Without each
component of discourse the other could not exist: they work hand-in-hand in the active
accomplishment of sense. At certain points in the thesis I concentrate on either the knowledge

or the methods; at other points I consider the interweave between the two.

Another feature which serves to differentiate between alternative modes of ethnography
is the way in which the ethnographer writes herself into the text, although I do not play the
reflexive game to its full potential by any means. In the present text I appear primarily as an
analytical voice which attempts, through the examination of empirical material, to make sense
of members’ methods of making sense. But my voice is not disembodied any more than that of
the institutional member. The only way I can accomplish such a reading is by exploiting my
common sense wisdom, while at the same time constructing it as an object of scrutiny. That
another voice could be interpolated whose purpose is to elucidate the methods which I - the
ethnographer cum author - employed to make sense of members’ methods of making sense in
no way invalidates the exercise. It is because ethnomethods are an integral feature of all forms

of practical reasoning that they warrant such serious attention.

Conclusion

In this chapter I offered an appraisal of some of the more significant theoretical and
methodological aspects of my research. I started with an account of the nature of institutional
order and the procedures of typification to which it is reflexively bound. I'spoke of how the aim
of this research was to “interrupt” the documentary dynamic in order to appreciate the
mechanisms of its production. Because these procedures are part of our common sense
knowledge it requires an anthropological effort to raise them to visibility. The analyst so
engaged must strike a balance between cultural immersion and anthropological alienation: a

tension which is productive for methodological purposes.

The ethnomethodological ethnographer’s object and mode of analysis thus tends to
differ from her more conventionally disposed cousin, not least in her attention to the empirical
details. But there are disagreements within the ethnomethodological school as to the legitimate
level of descriptive glossing. While this thesis offers more empirical substantiation than was

characteristic of the classical ethnographies in the ethnomethodogical genre, it does not offer
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the degree of detail provided by conversation analysts’. The appropriate level of detail depends
upon the kind of discourse analysis one wishes to conduct. What is more, an element of
descriptive glossing is inevitable, however attentive one is to the minutiae. This methodological

irony may just as well be acknowledged as swept under the carpet.

In the second part of the chapter 1 attempted to open up a dialogue between the more
abstractinsights proffered in the preceding section, and the actual fieldwork process. Before the
reflexively inclined ethnographer can bring her perspective into play, she must first negotiate a
series of processes. The choice of a conducive fieldwork setting, the negotiation of access, the
adoption of as appropriate set of roles are amongst the activities she shares with the conventionally

inclined ethnographer.

Beyond this bond of communality the ethnographer’s conduct within the field and her
treatment of the data will depend upon her grander scheme. For instance, the methodological
injunction to make the ordinary anthropologically strange must be practically managed during
the course of data collection and analysis. I achieved a partial suspension of my common sense
orientation to the world: a) by adopting the role of non-participant observer which allowed me
to extricate myself from pragmatic involvement; b) by tape recording a great deal of data which
I could then scrutinize in a more detached way. The broader attempt to convert common sense

reasoning in to the analytical object thus influenced the methods I employed at the “grass roots”’.

From an ethnomethodological perspective, theory, methodology and method are not
discrete entities. For this reason it is difficult to write an introduction which crisply conforms to
conventional divisions. What I sought to show was how theory and methodology dovetail, and
together influence the fieldwork process. At the same time the ethnomethodologist refuses to
entertain a radical distinction between “lay” and “sociological” theories and methods. This
communality renders an anthropological approach to common sense reasoning as necessary as
it is demanding. An extraordinary effort has to be made to see what is under our noses: a
perspective which makes the fruits of ethnomethodological research look in many respects

distinct from those of conventional sociology.

The ethnomethodologist characteristically ends where others take off. Thus, if my
thesis starts from the institutional reality of “problem children”, the remainder of the enterprize

is dedicated to a retrieval of the methods through which that “fact” is socially constructed.
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Before embarking upon this project let me offer a substantive description of the institutional

history and setting.



CHAPTER TWO
THE HISTORICAL AND INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

A) An Historical Overview

Introduction

As the following chapters empirically display, I consider the accomplishment of
institutional order to be bound up in the language and modes of practical reasoning which
members routinely employ. Such practices do not, however, evolve wholly from within the
institutional domain by an act of collective voluntarism. Institutional practitioners are primarily
part of the wider culture, and are informed by the common sense knowledge germane to it. They
do not suspend this plethora of assumptions when they step over the institutional threshold. In
this fundamental sense, wider society seeps into the daily working practices of organizational

and occupational groups.

In a more specific sense, institutions are enmeshed within a configuration of social
circumstances which help define the constraints within which members operate. Some of the
core socio-historical processes relevant to the emergence of the community home will be
considered below, thus providing a framework for those unfamiliar with the details. My main
purpose is to trace the development of a welfare-orientated therapeutic approach to the
institutional care of young deviants, since it is this which influenced the working methods of
practitioners at St. Nicholas’. As a preliminary however I would like to qualify my understanding
of the status of such material, and in so doing to challenge the classical sociological distinctions

between the internal and external, the micro and macro.

Firstly, while institutional ideologies and practices are not generated entirely in situ,
neither are they determined by external factors. Whether a more nebulous social influence, or
a concrete one, like a statute, institutional actors must engage with the “official rubric” so that
it may be “translated into practical actions” [Dingwall et al (1983) - p.20]. External factors
provide the necessary conditions of institutional existence by furnishing the broad objectives and
affording it legitimacy. But such conditions are not sufficient. Any set of principles, objectives

or rules must be interpreted in relation to a particular configuration of empirical circumstances.
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The problem with determinist theories which reduce institutions to the status of a

“black box” buffeted by elemental social forces is that they are based upon the model of:

“a social world which simply could not work, or at least could only work in
a very different world to the one in which most of us live. Thus, were it the
case that descriptions and explanations of social order and particular social
phenomena could indeed be arrived at, and empirically validated independent
of the setting in which they are used, then there would presumably be not
only a much greater degree of certainty in human affairs than appears to be
the case, but also little scope for originality, diversity, innovation, conflict, or
social change.”

[M. Atkinson and P. Drew (1979) - p.19]

Even statutes and organizational charters which are precisely drafted to minimize
ambiguity could never specify the range of empirical applications because, quite simply, the

permutations are infinite.

A productive way of exploring the inevitable inter-relationship between external
influences, and their internal application may be achieved by deflecting attention on to how
members themselves routinely forge such a link. In the process of constructing an environment
of normal appearances members interpret objects and events as “instances of”” a more general
pattern. In this process specific local items are plugged into a ghost schemata of typifications
(see pages 25-31). Ininstitutions which have an established framework of accounting, especially
bureaucracies, items are routinely accorded ignificance in relation to the organizational criteria

of relevance. As Cicourel says:

“Everyday settings, therefore, abound with highly organized ways of dealing
with and producing macro-evaluations, reports, and summarizations of
relentless micro-events. There are many ways in which everyday micro-events
areevaluated and/orreported and/orsummarized. Ineachcase the activities
are routine aspects of some organization and are independent of the way
social scientists design and carry out their research . . . Organizations have
developed methods for resolving complex problems of evaluation, reporting,
and summarization that constitute natural experimental settings for the
social scientist interested in micro-macro integration. These everyday
settings demand assessment as a routine part of achieving and evaluating
organizational goals.”

[A. Cicourel (1981) - p.66).

It should also be noted that the social forces which help define the space within which

institutional actors perform are not themselves free-floating entities, or processes. They too are



accomplished through the talk and practical reasoning which practitioners in a variety of settings
employ. A piece of legislation, for instance, is the result of pockets of public discourse of which
official committees are but one, albeit influential source. What is of interest, from this
perspective, are the procedures through which laws are objectified in the process of their

inscription and application.

For these reasons, amongst others, a degree of circumspection is recommended in
considering the following historical gloss. The latter, nonetheless, provides a useful means of
tracing the broad changes in institutional approaches to “problem children”, and the development
of a quasi-therapeutic approach enshrined in the community home system. The emergence of
the community home was bound up in changing social constructions of the young offender, and
the legislation towhich these gave rise. The 1969 Children and Young Persons Act which brought
the community home into being was the statutory culmination of a welfare orientation to
juvenile deviance. The Act represented an attempt to decriminalize all but the most extreme
and recalcitrant of deviants and, concomitantly, to increase the provision for care and treatment
rather than punishment. It thus sought a realignment of power between agents of law and order,

especially the magistracy and police, and those of care and welfare, in particular social workers.

It would be simplistic to trace a unilinear development toward the more therapeutic

approach which gained currency in the 1950’s, 1960’s and 1970’s. As Collison says:

“the categories of guilt and need have a long history of conflation and
difference in discourses of punishment/treatment . . . This dualism appears
under a number of rubrics: need/guilt, responsibility/non-responsibility,
custodial/therapeutic, welfarism/legalism, prevention/deterrence and so on.”
[M. Collison (1980) - p. 154]

The welfare orientation did, however, enjoy a tangible expansion of influence which may be

traced through a series of historical processes.

i) The Segregation of Children as Legal Objects

During the nineteenth century children were increasingly identified as a special
category who fell within the jurisdiction of the law. Their separation from adults was based upon

the emergent conception of children as a vulnerable group whose physical and moral welfare
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must be guarded. The child protection legislation was one manifestation of this view, as was the
emergent socio-legal response to young deviants which tended to identify them as a group who
were susceptible to degeneration, and amenable to reformation through segregation. Until the
mid-nineteenth century the young offender, at least from the age of seven, was dealt with
alongside mature criminals. In the second half of the century a two-fold system emerged

encompassing the industrial school and reformatory.

The emergence of separate institutional provisions for the young deviant was partly
premised upon their assumed vulnerability to moral contagion from adult offenders. The same
rationale informed the institutional separation between the industrial school and reformatory.
The former dealt with a variety of deviant categories from the vagrant, to the child whose
involvement on the margins of criminal activity was seen to constitute a moral risk. The
reformatory tended to deal more specifically with the convicted offender. Both of these
institutions were voluntary, and adopted similar working philosophies. The object was not
predominantly to punish, although it may appear so from a modern perspective, but to

resocialize through the discipline of hard work.

Up until the first decade of this century the criminal court was responsible for
disposing of the child who came before it. By an Act of 1908, a separate jurisdiction for children
was created in England and Wales in the form of a juvenile court. Recognition of the need for
a special legal arena for children in trouble constituted an important signpost in the history of
their segregation from the population of adult offenders. From the outset the juvenile court
embodied a joint affiliation to the protocol of criminal due process married to a concern for the

child’s welfare. As Priestly et al say, the juvenile court:

“defined a jurisdiction within which the criminal law still ran in its entirety
but within which the full impact of judicial proceedings on the individual
offender was subject to considerable mitigation.”

[P. Priestly et al (1977) - p.3]

In this process:

“the courts themselves emerged as a species of welfare agency in their own
right; ministering to the age entities they had captured in the net of ‘moral

’”

quarantine’.

[Tbid - p.5]



ii) The Conflation of the Troubled and Troublesome

The judicial segregation of juvenile deviants from adult offenders rendered problematic
the issue of their criminal responsibility, and opened the conceptual space for reinterpretation
of their status. The categorical fusion between children in need and young offenders has been

a persistent feature of discourses on child care. As Morris et al say:

“The expansion of the child care service in the twentieth century and the
development of preventive social work both served further to consolidate
children in trouble into a single conceptual category: the deprived and
depraved were one and the same. Couched in the language of ‘welfare’ and
supported by an army of professionals, attention was continually diverted
from what children do to what children are . . .”
[A. Morris et al (1980) - p.7]

[Emphasis in the original]

Reformers have repeatedly attempted to persuade government and legal agencies of

the wisdom of bringing the young offender under:

“the umbrella of neglect and deprivation, where they might be sheltered
from the ill-wind of public reprobation.”
[P. Priestly et al (1977) - p.5]

This perspective was not confined to the periphery. Government committees throughout this
century have also recognized a similarity between children who have broken the law, and those

deprived of the resources assumed necessary for healthy physical and emotional development.

In the 1940’s the Curtis Committee recognized a fundamental convergence between
the two categories, and advocated a unified statutory service to cater for the child “deprived of
a normal home life” in the words of the Committee. The Curtis Report formulated a series of
recommendations of which the Childrens Act of 1948 was the legislative fruit. Details of this Act
are briefly considered on page 69-70 below. For the moment the point is to recognize the
attempted dissolution of conceptual boundaries between types of children in trouble. This
thrust gained greatest momentum in the 1960’s in two White Papers entitled The Child, Family
and Young Offender (1965) and Children in Trouble (1968) which advocated a decriminalizing

response to all but the most extreme offenders who appeared before the juvenile bench. The
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concept of need thus gained primacy over that of criminal responsibility, at least within the terms
of the 1969 Act.

Despite the popularity and influence of conflationist theories, a distinction between
types of juvenile offender has been maintained in principle and in institutional practice. The
conceptual dynamics of this mode of differentiation hangs upon the question of moral responsibility.
While an act of delinquency may, from this dualistic perspective, be conceived as the manifestation
of a child’s deprivation and/or disturbance, it is not necessarily so. The examination of the
deviant’s underlying motivation is thus considered a necessary process in eliciting the meaning

of his deviant behaviour.

The distinction between the deprived and depraved and between what Morris et al call
the acceptably and unacceptably depraved (1980 - p.28) is apparent in the range of institutional
provisions for children in trouble. Thus detention centres and borstals continued to exist,
alongside more welfare orientated institutions, despite the efforts of those who drafted the 1969

Act to minimize the punitive response to juvenile offending.

The historical movement toward the conflation of problem children and children with
problems has not, then, resulted in the complete abolition of boundaries. In spite of the
maintenance of conceptual distinctions, there has been a process of convergence in the middie
ground. It is from this domain that the community home population is drawn; a group of

adolescents who are at once defined as deviant and disturbed.

iii) The Systematization of Services and Emergence of a Family Focus

During the Post War period there has been a gradual systematization of provisions for
children “deprived of a normal home life” as the Children Actof 1948 defined them. This piece
of legislation formed part of the architecture of the welfare state and was founded upon the
Curtis Committee report. Prior to the 1948 Act services for children - whether deviant,
disturbed or abandoned - were administered by voluntary organizations with no substantial

coordination or cooperation between the different institutional branches.

The Curtis Report advocated the erection of a simplified and unified network of

provisions under the auspices of a centralized government department: namely the Home Office.
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A system of accountability was enstated which sought to ensure minimal standards amongst
residential institutions. The Committee recommended that responsibility be allocated to a

Childrens’ Department dedicated to the administration and overview of the system.

The systematization was also at an ideological level, since the 1948 Act proffered a
more child-centred orientation which aimed to minimize the intervention of the state. It
specified that children should be brought into care only where strictly necessary, and for the
minimal length of time. Although these provisoes derived from an appreciation of the
importance of the family, the focus was primarily upon the child, and the orchestration of a

Childrens’ Department to meet his or her needs in relative isolation from the family.

The prevailing tendency of public discourse since Curtis has been to locate the
“problem child” within the wider familial context which is thereby opened up to scrutiny. As
Donzelot so powerfullyillustrates in his seminal work, The Policing of Families (1980), the family
is a social entity which is constituted through the range of practices which come to bear on it.
These practices operate with a range of cognitive and moral assumptions about what the family

is and what it should be.

One of the primary responsibilities with which parents in our society are charged is the
upbringing of their offspring. What constitutes an adequate up-bringing is acomplexsocial issue
which varies from agency to agency relative to the purposes in hand. What is significant in the
present context is how the private domain of family life becomes a public issue when deviance
spills out into the wider social arena. The display of deviance or disturbance by children is thus
treated as an occasion for examining the workings of the family as a whole in an attempt to locate
the problems or pathologies which give rise to such symptoms. This mode of scrutiny s validated
through the discourse of welfare; the administration of what is “best” for the family and/or the
child.

Since the “problem child” was most likely to be referred to a field social worker, it was
she who was considered best placed to undertake family assessment. So it was that the family was
increasingly opened up to the statutory gaze. As Collison says:

“While the family has been the effective location of coercive and didactic
institutional practices since the nineteenth century, the major movement
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since Curtis has been for the state to take over directly what previously had
been the terrain of private philanthropy. The demand for systematized
strategies for the family created the space for the development of a service
that could claim privilege in arbitrating between the various knowledges
that impinged on the family. Social work has developed a particular
knowledgeable discourse about the nature of social problems. This knowledge
is eclectic, in that it seeks to appropriate (speak for) all the knowledges
previously brought to bear on the family (sociological, psychological, medical,
fiscal, moral).”

[M. Collison (1980) - pages 160-161])

The kind of knowledge in which social workers claimed expertise was in relation to the
needs of families. Just as young deviants underwent a process of decriminalization, so too were
their parents constructed as potential victims whose lack of parenting skills was bequeathed by
dint of their own familial past. The mode of discursive reasoning which developed in relation to
families was, in a word, welfarist; designed to elicit the underlying disturbance which gives rise

to the symptom of deviance in its children.

Accompanying the emergence of a family focus, the principle of organizational
unification shifted away from the Childrens’ Departments of the 1948 Act. While the family
reorientation was not wholly decisive, it was the dominant motif in the public committees which
informed child welfare legislation throughout the 1960’s. For instance, the Ingleby Committee
Report of 1960 spoke of the “situation and relationships” within the family being responsible for
deviance amongst its offspring, and advocated preventive work with families to reduce the

likelihood of the child entering care.

In the two White Papers published in 1965 and 1968 entitled The Child Family and
Young Offender and Children in Trouble respectively, the Longford Committee echoed a similar
theory of causation. The first, and most radical of the two papers proposed the abolition of the
juvenile court and the creation of a coherent family service with a therapeutically inclined family
court at its hub. The paper met with a storm of protest from the magistracy and probation
service. The second White Paper of 1968 appeared as an attempted compromise designed to
ameliorate criticism and facilitate the passage of legislation. The 1969 Act did legislate in favour
of the unification of practices centering upon the family. It did not, however, fulfil the promise
of a non-judicial family service in England and Wales, despite the statutory provision of such a

service in Scotland.
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Another development in the formulation of a coherent policy was occurring
simultaneously. The Seebohm Committee was set up in 1965 to review the array of personal
social services with view to their possible integration. The Committee identified a level of
fragmentation and duplication in the existing services, and recommended the creation of a local
authority department to coordinate the amalgam of services relating to the family. The
Local Authorities Social Services Act - based on Seebohm’s proposals - was passed on the same
day as the Children and Young Persons Act of 1969, and was, according to Burchell:

“the culmination of the movement towards the organization of the various
social services, which have evolved separately and autonomously into a

’”

unified and comprehensive ‘family service’.
[G. Burchell (1979) - p.130]

In spite of the emergent family orientation, the legislators of the 1969 Act recognized
the continued need for a residential provision for children whose behaviour was not criminally
extreme enough to be incarcerated in more punitive institutions such as borstal or detention

centre, but who were nonetheless considered out of the control of their parents.

Notwithstanding this policy of removing certain children from their families, what was
evident in verbal and written accounts to emerge from St. Nicholas’ and related institutions was
how the boys’ deviant behaviour and their problems were so often formulated in relation to their
family background; a tendency borne out by the empirical material throughout. While the
emotional origins of a child’s deviance were situated within the emotional context of his family
history, the therapeutic focus of St. Nicholas’ was largely upon the individual child who was
charged with ultimate responsibility for coming to terms with the damaging circumstances which

were, originally, out of his control.

iv) The 1969 Children and Young Persons Act: The Growth of Social Work Knowledge and
Power - and its Limits

The burgeoning of a welfarist approach to the young deviant brought with it a
concomitant growth in the power of social workers both to define “the problem” and devise
appropriate modes of dealing with it. This expansion of the social work jurisdiction was based
upon a professional claim to a body of social and psychological expertise, and practical

experience in the management of deviance. It was matched, at the same time, with a diminution
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of power amongst those groups who advocated a more punitive approach to deviant behaviour

amongst the young.

The 1969 Act advocated a realignment of forces within the field of juvenile justice. It
promoted the powers of the field social worker at each stage of the judicial process, and demoted
those of other personnel involved, such as police, probation officers and magistrates. The
ascendance of welfarism and social work expertise fuelled the drive toward the decriminalization
of delinquent behaviour by subsuming it under the generic umbrella of need. The 1969 Act thus
restricted the use of criminal proceedings for children under fourteen who, it stated, could only
appear before the bench where there was evidence of neglect. The Act also minimized the
circumstances in which children of fourteen to seventeen could be subjected to the processes of

criminal law.

A process of pre-court sifting was recommended by the Act to filter as many children
as possible out of the judicial system. This task was jointly allocated to police and social workers
in negotiation with each other. Such discretion with regard to prosecution had previously been

the exclusive domain of police work.

The 1969 Act thus sought to divert as many children as possible away from the juvenile
court, and for those who did appear the horizon of social work discretion was much expanded.
Prior to appearance, for example, the field social worker was given authority, alongside
probation officers, to compile the social enquiry report. The nature of social work input in this
respect manifested itself in the therapeutic tone of such reports which tend to situate the child’s
deviance within the anterior framework of his historical and emotional disturbance. Social
enquiry reports and other such documents do not, of course, determine the magistrate’s
understanding of the case, and may indeed provoke resistance to the view which they enshrine.
They are nonetheless of some import as they furnish the magistrate with the primary source of
information about the child and his background.

A more tangible sense in which the 1969 Act curtailed the powers of the magistracy
was in restricting their non-criminal disposals to the supervision order or care order. Hitherto,
they were able to specify the institution to which a child should go under the approved school
order. In 1969 social workers were allocated the authority to implement the orders in relation

to their knowledge of a particular case. Responsibility for the child was thus placed in the hands
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of the social services rather than the institution as such. This entailed, in the words of Dingwall:

“transfer (of) all the powers and duties of a child’s parents to the local
authority for an indefinite period, terminating on the child’s eighteenth
birthday. The authority has almost entirely unfettered discretion over its
management and placement of the child.”

[R. Dingwall et al (1983) - p.10]

The 1969 Act set out the diverse criteria which must be met in order for the magistrate
to grant a care order. These include: the existence of conditions in which the child’s physical and
emotional development is demonstrably being impaired or neglected or he/she is living in a
household where there is a risk of this; where the child is perceived to be in moral danger; he/
she is beyond parental control; a persistent truant or guilty of the commission of a criminal

offence, excluding homicide.

The new residential provision created in 1969 to meet the need of children whose
circumstances embraced the last three conditions was the community home with education on
the premises. The adolescents referred to community homes, including St. Nicholas’, were thus
considered to be at once deviant in some specifiable way, and disturbed. The latter was not a
sufficient reason in itself to justify the child’s referral to such an institution. Children who would
previously have been sent to an approved school for correction were, from 1969 onward,
referred to acommunity home where a rehabilitative ideal prevailed. Alongside this ideological
shift of emphasis, government responsibility for the community home passed from the Home Office

to the newly created Social Services Department.

The Limits of the 1969 Act

It is well documented how, in considering the success of the 1969 Act, one must
distinguish between the principles it embodied, and the limits of its practical application. The
thoroughgoing decriminalization of the under fourteen age group did not occur, nor the
pre-court negotiation between police and social workers. What is more, punitive custodial
provisions for convicted offenders, such as detention centre and borstal, were maintained

alongside more therapeutically inclined institutions like the community home.

The 1969 Act did, nonetheless, constitute an advance in the discourse of welfarism,
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and social workers did enjoy a tangible expansion of power, especially in relation to the
interpretation of supervision and care orders and the expansion of their residential role.
However, the construction of a homogeneous category of need advocated by Committees from
Curtis through Ingleby to Longford, was not realized. This was undoubtedly partly due to the
failure of the incoming Conservative Government of 1970 to implement the more radical

sections of the Act.

The 1969 Act was also a microcosm of the wider tension between the discourses of
welfare and those of law and order. In particular, a contradiction lay in the attempt to place a
heart of welfare in a judicial body. For a legal criterion to retain any meaning, the concept of
moral responsibility must remain a central issue in the determination of an appropriate disposal.
From a therapeutic perspective, the deviant’s responsibility is very often mitigated by his
disturbed emotional history. Thus, legal and therapeutic modes of reasoning tend to strain in

different directions.

A number of negative consequences have been seen to flow from the scrolls of the
1969 Act and the contradictions it enshrined. The “law and order” lobby, represented by the
magistracy for instance, believed it went too far in challenging the doctrine of individual
responsibility. From the perspective of the welfare lobby, especially social workers, the
piecemeal implementation of the Act compromised the ideals upon which it was founded, and
threatened to reinstate the damaging dichotomies it was designed to foil. An alternative
approach is articulated by the Justice for Children group, composed of academics and lawyers,

who argue that:

“in rushing to embrace need as an orchestrating category for state intervention
in the control of youth, certain fundamental rights . . . have been subsequently
denied by welfarism.”

[M. Collison (1980) - p.165]

Consequently, in the words of Morris et al, themselves members of the aforementioned
group:

“children became ensnared in a series of discretionary processes within
which the safeguarding of the rights of individual children was subordinated
to what were seen as wider social problems.”

[A- Morris et al (1980) - p.7]
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Far from enhancing welfare and justice for children, the Justice for Children lobby
argue that the infiltration of therapeutic principles into the court room deprives children of legal

protection against the vagaries of welfarism.

v) The Emergence of a Therapeutic Orientation and its Residential Application

The ideals of the 1969 Children and Young Persons Act have never been wholly
realized either in the legal adj'udication or residential placement of children who enter the
system. It did however amplify a process which was already well underway. The
therapeutic-cum-welfare orientation tosocial problems began to infiltrate anumber of deviance
processing agencies from the 1930’s onward. The profession of social work in particular was very
influentialin fostering a therapeutic approach tochildren in trouble. This was partly attributable
to the import of Freudian theory into social work training courses during the War and Post War
period. The authority with which psycho-analytic concepts were invested was manifest in the
prevalence of the case work approach during this period. Since then an eclectic array of theories
have been adopted and developed in relation to both field and residential social work, some of
which directly and vehemently challenge the validity of a therapeutic approach to deviance. A
therapeutic mode of reasoning did, however, continue to exert influence upon social work
practice, and was prevalent, though not universal, amongst the staff at St. Nicholas’ during the

period of my fieldwork.

From a therapeutic perspective deviance is conceived as the manifestation of its
perpetrator’s underlying emotional disturbance. Through this manoeuvre a variety of behavioural
episodes can be reduced to a symptomological status. The “problem child” is thus transformed
into a “child with problems” who is in need of help rather than punishment. Clearly, this mode
of interpretation helped to promote the convergence between deviance and disturbance and

lent it theoretical legitimacy.

The therapeutic principles upon which the 1969 Children and Young Persons Act was
built are apparent in the Government publication, Care and Treatmentin a Planned Environment

(1970) which refers specifically to the community home project. The paper speaks of how:

“The new legal framework (post 1969) should enable greater weight to be
given, in deciding what treatment a child needs, to the background and
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causal factors underlying his behaviour, although it must still be recognized
that presenting symptoms in the form of difficult or anti-social behaviour
should also receive attention in the treatment situation.”

[Paragraph 1]
Or again:

“It is the children who present symptoms of anti-social and aggressive
behaviour and those whose disturbance is such that it calls for particular
investigation and treatment, including the withdrawn child with marked
personality difficulties who will require community home provision with
specialist resources, which also offers education on the premises . . .”

[Paragraph 14]

The change in the name of the institution - from approved school to community home
- was itself indicative of the ideological reorientation which was taking place. In this transition
the emphasis changed from the discipline and training characteristic of the approved school,
staffed mainly by teachers. The community home was to prioritize the therapeutic welfare of the
child, and the cultivation of a warm, caring environment to compensate for the deprivation from
which the majority were assumed to have suffered. To quote once more from Care and

Treatment in a Planned Environment:

“All aspects of a child’s day are used therapeutically, that is in such a way as
to heal the effects of past damage and to promote emotional and social
growth; the ordinary group living arrangements in the home contribute a
major part of the treatment methods.

These children need the warm and accepting environment which such a
community home can offer.”
[Paragraphs 25 and 26]

It is clear from the preceding quotation that the evocation of a home (rather than a
school) does not entail the adoption of a family model. Such a model, which characterized the
organizational arrangement of childrens’ homes and, in certain respects, the approved school,
was based upon a conjugal mode of management with house mothers and fathers (or headmasters
and matrons) assuming the traditional role of surrogate parents. This naturalistic mode of
discourse was quite different to that upon which the community home was based. Rather than
doing what came naturally the therapeutic approach aimed to illuminate the psychological

significance of behaviour by subjecting it to a particular kind of scrutiny.
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The creation of the community home opened up many job opportunities for residential
social workers and encouraged a movement toward their greater professionalization. Within
the approved school system teachers had been the most numerically and hierarchically powerful
professional group. Within the community home system, by contrast, the axis of power shifted
in favour of residential social workers. Their role within the approved school and childrens’
home had been extremely limited; confined very largely to taking care of the child’s functional
needs. With the emergence of a therapeutically orientated community home system the
residential social worker was required to engage in a more specialized and complex set of

practices.

The demands of this new, more therapeutically infused role attracted new recruits to
the community home, some of whom were professionally trained. Senior institutional positions
were increasingly filled by practitioners with a greater therapeutical knowledge of their task.
Similarly, many of those who were not trained began to seek secondment to enhance their
knowledge and facilitate promotion. Even those workers who remained unqualified had the

skills of therapeutic theorization, imbibed by dint of their inmersion in institutional culture.
Conclusion

The emergence of an interpretative framework which influenced working practices at
St. Nicholas’ can be traced through the historical processes identified above. Before I proceed
from a diachronic to a synchronic description of the organizational setting, I include a brief
history of St.Nicholas’. This helps elucidate how the particular institution in question fitted into
the wider picture, and gives a flavour of the local history to which members themselves

sometimes referred.

B) A Brief History of St. Nicholas’

Aresidential institution for deviant boys had stood on the site of St. Nicholas’ for over
eighty years when the home closed in 1987. For the first period of its history the building was
used as a privately funded industrial school. In the late 1930’s, however, it was sold to the local
county council and became an approved school. Mr. and Mrs. Park were appointed as

headmaster and matron, where they remained until their retirement nearly thirty years later.
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In 1969 St. Nicholas’ was chosen as one of three institutions from different local
authorities to participate in a collaborative project administered by personnel in the old
Home Office Childrens’ Department and relevant personnel from local authorities, amongst
others. The purpose of the project was to monitor the transition from approved school to
community home, and to develop general guidelines based upon the practical experience of the
three institutions. The project committee set up a working party responsible for the production
of reports and working papers which were published under the auspices of the D.H.S.S. advisory
council. The most famous of these documents was Care and Treatmentin a Planned Environment
(1970).

In 1973 St. Nicholas’ was relocated within new purpose-built premises constructed on
the same grounds as the old school. In spite of the new building which had been designed to
embody the philosophy of 1969, and the recruitment of new social work staff sympathetic to a
more liberal and therapeutically inclined approach, contemporary documents suggest a period
of disorganization and ideological conflict during the 1970’s. This was partly because the new
community home system inherited many staff who were steeped in the culture of the old
approved school and resistant to new methods of working. Mr. and Mrs. Britton - the
headmaster and matron during the transitional phase - were also very much part of the old
regime with its attendant disciplinarian values. Their retirement in the mid 1970’s thus provided

an opportunity to replace the old guard with the new.

Mr. Sands was appointed as successor to Mr. Britton. He was a keen advocate of
welfarism, and referred to Care and Treatment in a Planned Environment as his “bible”. In a
written statement in 1980, Mr. Sands spoke of the state he found St. Nicholas’ to be in upon his

arrival in 1976.

“On my appointment as Principal, I was given to believe that St. Nicholas’
Home was organized along the lines of “Care and Treatment in a Planned
Environment”. Indeed, this was to be expected in view of the involvement
of (the local authority) and St. Nicholas’ Home in the preparation of that
Report.

When I commenced my duties, I found that this was not so.



a) While a few members of staff understood the philosophy of the book,
most did not.

b) The staff, depleted in numbers, were dejected and depressed.

c) Control of the boys was, all too often, physical (I had to reprimand three
members on this account in my first three weeks), reflecting the staff’s
image of the former Principal as one who beat up the boys in his office
and who ... ruled by fear.

d) Boys were absconding frequently.

e) Taking and driving away cars by boys, and burglaries by them were
commonplace.

f) Members of staff operated on the principle that authority and control

b2 I 14

were exercised “from above” - “the sort of hierarchical structure which
inhibits free communication” between adults and children which was
condemned (Care and Treatment in a Planned Environment,

Paragraph 38) as causing “resistant sub-cultures to flourish.”

This situation could hardly be further from the philosophy of “Care and
Treatment in a Planned Environment” and it was, properly and obviously,

my task to tackle the problem.”

MTr. Sands issued the statement from which the preceding extract is drawn after being
suspended from duty in 1980 for “gross mismanagement”, as the director of social services called
it. This accusation emanated originally from a coterie of staff within St. Nicholas’ itself. They
claimed that Mr. Sands’ managerial incompetence had led to a damagingly high staff turnover,
and the breakdown of a level of discipline necessary to control the boys and prevent their
involvement in deviant behaviour. Mr. Sands refuted the validity of these accusations in other

parts of the statement quoted from above.

EvenKate Lambert, head of education, who supported Mr. Sands during the challenge
to his leadership, retrospectively identified the period of his rule as characterized by disorganization.
As she said in an informal conversation with an applicant for the head of social work post during
my fieldwork in 1983:

Kate: . . . St. Nicholas’did get into a terrible mess - uhm - I was the art teacher here
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in those days - and I might have - twelve kids due to come to me because we
had sixty - at that time (2) and six of those who should - would come - plus
twelve others - you know - it was absolutely chaotic . . . Uhm - and when
Roger came - he had a hell of a task pulling things together - but I think we've
succeeded very well.

Applicant: What happened with the predecessor? Was he uhm (1) asort of ridiculously
libertarian - fellow - that wanted to -

Kate: Yes (1) I think that (1.5) and also he was a yery nice - very honest straight

man - but not strong enough for the job - you know . . .

And later:

Kate: Well this was the state we got into - and - it was a case of either shut us down
- that was very much on the cards - or look at the whole thing through a
microscope - set up a working party - which they did do. And we sat for - ooh
(1.5) Isuppose (1) six months. And - gradually - by our policy - the numbers
-went right down until we had no boys - then all the staff pitched in - cleaned
the place up - painted. Westarted off initially with two boys - and at that time
it was costing - because it’s pro rata - one thousand two hundred pounds a
week - to keep a boy here . . . and ah - I remember the headline in the local
paper was ah (1.5) “One thousand pounds a week and twelve staff to keep
one boy at St. Nicholas’ over Christmas” . . . uhm - it didn’t go down very
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