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The research project, comparative neighborhood study (CNS), was undertaken in four Chicago area neighborhoods as part of a large-scale study.  This particular study was undertaken to gain an understanding of social networks, family lives, formal and informal organizations as well as attitudes concerning issues of race and class. More specifically this paper was written using a subset of the data collected from the CNS with the purpose of explicitly reflecting on doing collaborative ethnography.  The authors put forward that the systematic juxtaposition of observations helped locate subjective observations as well as those subjectivities possible influence on subsequent interpretations by the researcher.  Both authors were selected to participate in this particular neighborhood, Groveland, based on their similarities with the participants, namely they were both middle-class African Americans.  

The data collected for this paper was based on a joint visit by both authors to the Groveland Fieldhouse.  Both authors had been in the field previous to this visit but this particular visit was Reuben’s first visit the Fieldhouse for Wednesday night activities while Mary had attended this particular event before.  The data collection method for this visit was participant observation and field notes.  I would assume that the researchers had flexibility to alter their location based on the emergent themes however the authors made it very clear that they were just collecting data rather than interpreting the data so it seems that they collected data primarily based on their interest and opportunities rather than emergent themes.  


Using an interpretivist framework the findings indicated that yes indeed, each person has a personal way they perceive and experience reality based on their own personal histories and subjectivities.  Differences in researchers will lead to different observations and additional observations allow for a richer description of the situation.  Furthermore discrepancies can be noted and worked through when using a collaborative approach to ethnography.  Thus, additional researchers and their insights help create legitimacy for the interpretations drawn from the data.  

More interestingly though the authors noted a good way to locate particular subjectivities is to participate in an ethnographic situation with a partner that is considerably different.  Without comparing observations the authors suggested each observer write up their field notes and at that point compare their notes. Next they suggest that in locating the inconsistencies within the field notes authors may locate particular subjectivities of which they would otherwise not be aware.  Finally the authors noted that though it is common to generate one write-up for observations made in tandem, there is a lot to gain from independently writing up field notes.  

Personal Reactions and Critique

These authors made an important contribution in how researchers may locate subjectivities but it seemed as if they almost glossed over this point in favor of the more exciting, though less novel point that each person creates their own unique realities.  Furthermore, one point the authors did not explicitly make but alluded to was that over time as researchers become familiar with the research site the kinds of details they notice change.  For example, Mary had been to the center many more times than Reuben so when they first arrived Reuben noted many surface and descriptive attributes that Mary did not notice.  The explanation was that Mary now took these particular characteristics for granted.  However, Mary was noticing a more nuanced aspects of the situation of which a first time observer would not be aware.  This leads me to conclude that early field notes may allow a researcher to locate aspects that are taken-for-granted by most organizational participants while later field notes will allow for a better understanding of participants organizational realities.  

One critique I would make is that the authors mentioned the “division of research and writing labor” (May & Pattilo-McCoy, 2000, p.68) after which they also mentioned there was little critical evaluation of the data and interpretation on their part during the data collection.   Since the research project seemed to be inductive in nature this division of labor may prove problematic.  I have noticed in my own work that many of my experiences impact my writing as well as how much my writing influences the questions I ask or what I notice while collecting data.  On the other hand, these authors should not have as many preconceived notions that will influence their data collection efforts.  Thus they will be less likely to try to fit data into particular categories and therefore will be imposing less structure than would be otherwise the case. 

Additionally this particular article is not about the entire research project.  Instead it is about the first meeting that both researchers participated in together.  Since the authors mentioned they had collected data together 11 times it would have been interesting to see if or how much more similar their field notes became over time.  I would assume that once the researchers became more familiar with the situation the way each researcher constructed meaning about particular phenomena would converge for the aspects of the Fieldhouse reality that were common to all and there would still be variance in the realities that were more fragmented across groups.  This would have been interesting as well as a good addition to noting the benefits of collaborative ethnography.     

Finally though the authors noted the subjective nature of the observation process, I would argue that the data presented in the article did not really seem to put forward a completely subjective view of reality.  Instead it appears that reality was constructed from each author’s experiences.  Most of the differences noted were surface level or due to different observations rather than different interpretations of the same participants’ reality. I think at a certain level of abstraction these differences would appear almost be non-existent.  However, I guess if they had not noted all the minor differences they would not have been able to put forward the observation that “there is neither one truth, nor one reality, nor one stable social world to observe” (May & Pattilo-McCoy, 2000, p.65).  In all, I felt this paper was well written and enlightening to read.  
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