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Introduction and Definitions

According to a revered ancestor of the tradition, the goal of ethnography is “to grasp the native’s point of view, his relation to life, to realize his vision of his world” (Malinowski, 1932, p. 25). Ethnography developed within the field of anthropology in the late nineteenth-century. Anthropologists consider it the sine qua non of the discipline, and it has gained wide currency in a variety of fields such as sociology, education, policymaking, political science, criminology, management, nursing, and communication (Bernard, 2002; Miller, Hengst, & Wang, 2003, p. 219; Stack, 1997; Willigen & Dewalt, 1985). 

Within anthropology, ethnography attempts to understand and describe “the other’s” culture (Spradley, 1979, p. 9). For example, Marcus and Fischer (1986, p. 18) define ethnography as “a research process in which the anthropologist closely observes, records, and engages in the daily life of another culture – an experience labeled as the fieldwork method – and then writes accounts of this culture, emphasizing descriptive detail.” Consequently, the term ‘ethnography’ indicates a method as well as a product (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, p. 1).
 The method involves witnessing and recording human events (Willis & Trondman, 2000) and the product is usually a monograph-length description of the ethnographers observations (Miller, Hengst, & Wang, 2003). Participant observation is one of the major methods within ethnography (Miller, Hengst, & Wang, 2003, p. 219), and the specific method this paper will focus on. Before we continue, it is important to define what fieldwork and participant observation mean in the context of this paper and the proposed dissertation.
Fieldwork and Participant Observation
Wolcott (2005, p. 4) defines fieldwork as “a form of inquiry in which one immerses oneself personally in the ongoing social activities of some individual or group for the purposes of research.” There is a vast constellation of methods encompassed by fieldwork, as Goffman (1989, p. 125) points out, “going on digs, experiments, observational work, interviewing work, and the like.” Participant observation is one of the methods within this group. Fieldwork forms the base of most of the ethnographic writing in the field of anthropology. This implies that the anthropologist heads out into the field to be co-located with the objects or people that she or he studies.

Within what some have termed the broad umbrella term of ethnography (Gans, 1999), participant observation is the basic research approach in anthropology (Bernard, 2002; DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002, Preface; Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, pp. 1-2; Hume & Mulcock, 2004, Introduction). Participant observation involves understanding the ‘native’s point of view’ by the “study of groups and people as they go about in their everyday lives” with the researcher physically located in the midst of what she or he is studying (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, p. 1; Shaffir, 1999, p. 676). The researcher typically observes, participates in, and documents the social actions they witness (Hume & Mulcock, 2004, p. xi; Malinowski, 1932, pp. 8-25). According to Goffman (1989, p. 125), participant observation is:

a technique... of getting data... by subjecting yourself, your own body and your own personality, and you own social situation, to the set of contingencies that play upon a set of individuals, so that you can physically and ecologically penetrate their circle of response to their social situation, or their work situation, or their ethnic situation, or whatever.
Following Goffman, it is clear that ethnographers
 who choose participant observation seek to immerse themselves in an unfamiliar world and understand this world by observing how members experience it and by participating and experiencing it directly. The researcher is part of the context being observed and both modifies and is influenced by the context (Schwartz & Schwartz, 1955, p. 344). As we shall see in subsequent sections, being immersed in the field, exposed to conditions and situations similar to her interlocutors, the ethnographer who uses participant observation to conduct fieldwork begins to learn about how ‘natives’ view and understand their world.
It is useful at this time to point out the difference between fieldwork and participant observation. While participant observation is fieldwork, not all fieldwork is participant observation (Bernard, 2002, p. 323). Other types of fieldwork such as experiments or surveys can be conducted along side participant observation, but are separate in execution. Participant observation, as Bernard (2002, p. 324) suggests, involves “going out and staying out, learning a new language…, and experiencing the lives of the people you are studying as much as you can.” The participant observer lives alongside his informants and participate in ordinary and mundane activities with them. By forcing a research to become a witness, and not remain an interviewer or listener, participant observation makes the fieldworker tune her body to sense what her interlocutors are responding to (Goffman, 1989, pp. 125-126).
Writing about Ethnography

There is a vast body of literature that attempts to explain the nuances of ethnography to the beginning researcher, and while some follow an almost cookie-cutter approach (Spradley, 1980), some, such as Wolcott’s book, consider fieldwork both an art and a science (Wolcott, 2005, p. 8). While the overall process has some basic rules, “the anthropologist in the field must know, respect, and play with these rules,” because fieldwork essentially is “a creative endeavor” (Wagley, 1983 cited in Wolcott, 2005, p. 15). Typically, training for anthropologists includes reading monograph-length ethnographies based on long-term fieldwork. Some of these ethnographies have a section dedicated to the method employed (Bradburd, 1998; Clark, 2003; Duneier, 1999; Malinowski, 1932), while others do not.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows.
Participant Observation: History, Importance, and Usefulness

The seminal work in participant observation is Malinowski’s Argonauts of the Western Pacific, first published in 1922 (Miller, Hengst, & Wang, 2003; Womack, 1998). Malinowski complained that the village census, genealogies, maps and collecting terms of kinship were “dead material, which lead no further into the understanding of real native mentality or behaviour” (Malinowski, 1932, p. 5). In his words, the “proper conditions for ethnographic work” consisted mainly of:

cutting oneself off from the company of other white men, and remaining in as close contact with the natives as possible, which really can only be achieved by camping right in their villages… and by means of this… intercourse, you learn to know him, and you become familiar with his customs and beliefs far better than when he is a paid, and often bored, informant. (Malinowski, 1932, pp. 6-7)
Malinowski developed “something novel,” in that he moved away from directed inquiries into specific behaviors to observing everyday behaviors (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002, p. 3). While Malinowski was influential in establishing the method, participant observation itself dates back earlier to work by Frank Hamilton Cushing in 1879, who spent four-and-a-half years living among and studying the Zuni Pueblo (Sanjek, 1990). Simultaneous to Malinowski, Margaret Mead used methods similar to Malinowski to study Samoan Manu’a without any coordination. Mead used “detailed observations of daily life” and “concentration upon a small community” to inform her research on a specific research question (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002, pp. 6-7; Mead, 1928, p. 5).

Along with anthropology, participant observation developed within sociology as well. Sociologists, especially from the Chicago School, have used ethnographic participant observation regularly, especially in urban settings (Bernard, 2002, p. 326). Within sociology, the Journal of Contemporary Ethnography – which began in 1972 as Urban Life and Culture – is committed to the “close-up study of the urban world,” where “’close-up’ suggests that the researcher has sought through personal participation, observation, or intensive interviewing intimately to acquaint him or herself with a discrete circumstance of an urban society” (Lofland, 1972, p. 3). Recent critiques of ethnography hold that “writing ethnography is… an assertion of power” because the anthropologist certifies the ‘native point of view’ and suppresses the collaboration of informants in the “ethnographic fiction” (Fox, 1991, p. 6). The postmodern turn in anthropology affected fieldwork as well. Ethnographers became more reflexive and interpretive, recognizing that these accounts were partial or selective truths constructed by both the ethnographer and her informants (Brettell, 1993, pp. 1-2).
Why Participant observation?

The method of participant observation is a way to collect data in naturalistic settings by ethnographers who observe and/or take part in the common and uncommon activities of the people being studied. (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002, p. 2)
Ethnography is the study of explicit and tacit cultural knowledge. Participant observation reveals both, while other research methods might expose only explicit knowledge due to their design (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002, p. 8; Spradley, 1980, p. 8). By engaging in participant observation, the research immerses her or himself in a culture, and can consequently identify and understand the tacit cultural knowledge. There is a critical difference between doing fieldwork and just being there, as Wolcott (2005, Chapter 4) suggests. This difference, he writes, is in intent: the fieldworker personally involves her or himself to inquire about some aspect of the studied site. This exposure improves the understanding of different social worlds, especially since the researcher is ‘there’. By being there, the ethnographer can come closer to understanding what their interlocutors think about what they do (Geertz, 1983, pp. 57-59), by being able to observe interlocutor’s behaviors first hand, the researcher improves data collection and interpretation.

The other advantage of participant observation is that the fieldworker is bound to learn a significant amount about a social world if they are present there over a significant period. As the ‘Becker principle’ suggests, “most social processes have a structure that comes close to insuring that a certain set of situations will arise over time.” Following this principle, a fieldworker will learn about and observe phenomena as they would normally occur in the community studied, and by exposing himself, he will observe it firsthand (Duneier, 1999, p. 338). Consequently, participant-observation allows for direct observation of everyday activity which is missed otherwise (Bernard, 2002, pp. 333-335), while reducing reactivity, that is subjects modifying behavior in response to the researcher’s presence. This increases the validity of data that is collected, a major advantage of the method.
Being there and participating allows the researcher to ask questions, in a way that is understandable by her informants, because it facilitates the development of metacommunicative competence, ensuring that the researcher and the informant derive the same meaning from a question or request for information (Briggs, 1986). This is related to Spradley’s (1980) suggestion that participant-observation allows the researcher to develop an intuitive understanding of a culture. Finally, participant-observation is interesting and useful because of the “unexpected experience[s]” that inform and teach the researcher more about the world they study (Bradburd, 1998, p. 151).
Comparing participant-observation and interviews

In order to complete the discussion on why participant-observation is the method chosen for this dissertation; we will briefly explain its advantages over the ethnographic interview as a qualitative data collection method in this context of this project. Before this comparison, it is important to point out, as Briggs (1986, pp. 7-10) and Miller, Hengst, & Wang (2003, p. 61) have, that anthropologists have traditionally used a combination of participant observation and interviewing in their ethnographic research. As Briggs (1986, pp. 7-8) points out that ethnographers rely on open-ended interviews, either with a pre-determined problem in mind or interview a few chosen key-informants repeatedly. This dissertation will also use informal interviews with informants to help the research learn more about their assumptions or reasons behind their behavior.

There are three reasons why I have chosen participant-observation as the primary method for data collection for this dissertation. First, interviewing is a standard and known practice for my interlocutors. The senior staffs regularly give interviews to the press, meet and debate with industry members and the public, and often have to answer questions by Members of Parliament or other government officials. As a result, they are familiar with the format of the interview. A significant proportion of work on Indian telecommunications regulation depends on formal and informal interviews (See for example Athreya, 1996; Chakravartty, 2004; Chowdary, 1998). Interviewing is too common a process for the group I will study, and I do not believe that it will truly result in new and exciting findings about this research area. Further, the opportunity to be a participant-observer is unique and allows me unprecedented access to the workings of a recognized and dynamic agency. As a result, I choose to use participant-observation because of the opportunity, and to avoid ‘press-release’ style data collection through interviewing.

Secondly, since the method constrains and directs how well I can answer my chosen question, I have chosen the method used commonly in legal anthropology to answer questions about if and how ‘the law’ is a reflection of basic and unique cultural premises. Influential work in this area has used participant-observation as the primary data collection technique. Of these, a greater proportion of studies have the researcher acting more as an observer than participant (Bohannan, 1969; Geertz, 1983; Gluckman, 1955; Pospisil, 1993; Rosen, 1989), although there are some exceptions where the researcher participated in the proceedings of a court in a professional capacity (Posner, 1996; Rosen, 1989) or by happenstance (Rosen, 1989, p. 7). Following this trend, of legal anthropologists, using participant-observation as a central method in their scholarship, I will use that as the primary method.
Finally, and for a related reason, I have chosen participant-observation because it is the only way to uncover the cultural roots of Indian telecommunications regulation. Asking my interlocutors about what constitutes their presumptions, assumptions, values, or common sense will not lead me to meaningful or interesting results (See for example, Garfinkel, 1967, pp. 42-44). The only way to ask meaningful questions, and observe how culture comes into play in the day-to-day operations of TRAI, is to observe and ask questions based on firsthand observation (Briggs, 1986). As a result, interviews will not serve the purposes of this project, and hence, participant-observation seems to be the best fit for the scholarly roots, as well as the opportunities and constraints, of this dissertation.
Ethnographies of elites

Before designing the ethnographic study of TRAI, we need to address an important issue: ethnographies are typically about non-elites, and “there is little guidance available on how to write about powerful informants” (Sheehan, 1993, pp. 86-87). Hertz and Imber (1993, p. 3) suggest that the scarcity of work on elites is because it is difficult to get access to them. Consequently, they are left to psychologists and political scientists to study (Gusterson, 1993, p. 60). 
There are a few ethnographic studies of elites. Latour and Woolgar (1979) conducted a two-year anthropological study at The Salk Institute for Biological Studies, by “follow[ing] closely the daily and intimate processes of scientific work” (p. 12). Similarly, Gusterson (1993) conducted his doctoral dissertation research at the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, studying nuclear scientists, engineers, and Department of Defense officials. Apart from scientists, Sheehan (1993) studied another group of elites: intellectuals in Ireland. Other than these examples, it is difficult to locate ethnographic accounts of the worlds inhabited by elites. Part of this has to do with access, but another aspect is that elites are typically capable of representing their viewpoints and troubles. As a result, ethnographers have focused on those without a voice, or those who have been marginalized, that is, the non-elites (Duneier, 1999; Hertz & Imber, 1993). The Journal of Contemporary Ethnography had a special issue dedicated to ethnographies of elites (1993), and we summarize some of the relevant articles from this issue to draw some lessons useful in studying an elite agency.
In a relevant article about her studies of elite child and family welfare agencies, Ostrander (1993, p. 7) suggests that “the problem of conducting such research [about elites] does not center so much on gaining access but rather on penetrating the class culture sufficiently to expose the ‘real’ concerns and viewpoints of her subjects.” She is instead uniquely concerned about “protecting the interests and integrity of the research and researcher, given the power of elite subjects” (p. 9), making useful recommendations such as negotiating with the agencies or people to allow them to correct factual errors, but not allow them to object to interpretations (pp. 14-15). She also explains how, in order to get a job at an organization where board-members were among her subjects, she agreed not to publish a book based on her research (p. 15). She ends suggesting that, “it is a mistake to be too deferential to elites,” suggesting that the researcher should make her or his goals clear and give the other time to consider allowing the researcher into their world, asking that more research on elites be done (p. 26).
Echoing recommendations to be well prepared when researching elites, Hunter (1993) writes that, “elites expect researcher to know something and to have done their homework. The extent to which this preparation is displayed may have consequences for being dismissed or taken seriously by community elites.” In this dissertation project, given that apart from being a researcher, I will be interacting with elites – high-ranking government bureaucrats and public officials – as a consultant, I will need to ‘be prepared’ to ensure that I retain my own standing in the organization. However, this does not mean that I need to be an expert – in fact, as we will see below, being a smart apprentice is the image I would like to portray in order that I get to ask questions even as I am allowed in to the organization as a competent staff member.
Executing participant-observation at TRAI

Entering the field: The current system of relationships
Entering the field is one of the most important steps in the execution of the ethnographic fieldwork because it establishes the relationships the fieldworker has with different informants that effectively allows or prevents relationships with others in the field. Agar (Agar, 1980, p. 27) suggests networking into the group that one seeks to study instead of just ‘showing up’ because of practical and legal restrictions that might come in the way of the latter working out.
As Latour and Woolgar suggest (1979, p. 44), when the anthropological observer enters the field, she or he has to base their initial accounts of the site on their own common sense and prior knowledge. With respect to this project, I have already worked at the TRAI for a two-month period in 2005, and consequently, has existing and on-going relationships with most of the people expected to be his informants during the upcoming fieldwork. It is important to understand how the present system of relationships might affect future fieldwork process. 

There are approximately 150 employees at the TRAI. Of these, there are about 15 people who constitute the most influential and decision-making body and include the Chairperson, Members, and Advisors. Below them are the Deputy Advisors (DAs), Senior Research Officers (SROs), and Technical Officers (TOs) who help the Advisors in their daily work and in collecting information and interfacing with industry personnel. Almost all decision making is concentrated in the first group, with minimal executive power spilling into the second group. The final group of employees consists of Assistants, Personal Secretaries, Chauffeurs, and Peons, who approximate errand-boys or messengers. This group has little official power, but can be extremely important in getting information about the goings-on at TRAI or in meeting and finding out about the first two categories of employees.
The strongest relationships I have are with informants in the first and second category. This is a consequence of two main factors. First, it is because I was involved in writing and discussing policy documents where the these groups are the only ones involved, and second, it is because I was viewed as someone not important to the political processes within the agency, that is, I did not have the power to make appointments or recommend promotions, for example. However, over the two-month period when I worked at the TRAI, I managed to get to know a few of the third group due to my daily presence and because I needed their support to complete certain tasks. I also believe that while there might not have been a positive reason to be friendly to me, that is, I could not award them a salary raise, being uncooperative might have attracted the wrath of those who could. Again, this links back to my connections with, especially, the first group. However, did does not mean that the first group treated me as a peer. Instead, while they thought of me more as a student or intern, people in the second group were willing to deal with me as an equal.
When I return to TRAI in June to begin my fieldwork, I will be re-entering a site where I already have certain relationships. Some of the people in each group would have resigned, retired, or been transferred to other government agencies. However, the overall set up, as far as I am aware, will be the same. As a result, I am entering a site where I am familiar with not only the physical layout, but also the social layout (Bernard, 2002, pp. 335-338).
Watching and listening
During the fieldwork period, I will be working full time at TRAI. As a result, I expect to be interacting with my interlocutors constantly on a daily basis during the weekdays. People usually come in about 10:30 AM and work until 5 PM, although it is common to see the senior staff members work longer hours, especially when deadlines approach, or if there are pressing issues that have to be addressed.
During the workday, I expect to spend the majority of my time in my own office. Depending on the layout of the new office space (TRAI will probably move to a new building in July 2006),
 this might be a cubicle or a small room. Consequently, I cannot predict what opportunities will exist to record the goings-on. Further, it will not be possible for me to be everywhere all the time: there are seven distinct divisions within TRAI, each with a different jurisdiction, and each in a different part of the office space. Thus, I will not be able to observe all the happenings at TRAI in one place. 

However, I expect to work on at least one major project during my time at TRAI. As a result, I will be able to track the development of this project, participate in related meetings and discussions within the agency, and with stakeholders outside the agency in public forums, and hence, I expect project-centered data collection. This is not unlike case-centered data collection used by Bohannan (1969), where he focused on the jir, or the proceedings of the Tiv courts to collect data about Tiv jurisprudence.
Writing fieldnotes: Jottings
I do not want to use a tape-recorder in my data collection, but instead rely on jottings. The main reason for this is that I do not want to appear threatening to my interlocutors, who might not feel comfortable around someone holding a microphone and reminding them of inquisitive and often unwelcome journalists. Secondly, since I will be working full time, I will not have the time to hold a tape recorder and work smoothly.

Jottings are the best option for two reasons. First, everyone in TRAI carries a notebook at all times. My notebook for jottings, which can be the same as my notebook for ‘regulatory’ work, will blend into the surroundings and not appear unusual to my interlocutors, like a tape-recorder would. Secondly, jottings allow me to focus on my personal observations and comments related to the dissertation project while simultaneously appearing along with notes based on the discussions I participate in. This will allow a useful parallel record to develop: my ‘ethnographer’ notes alongside my ‘consultant’ notes, helping me remember complex events even if I cannot record all my observations as events transpire.

Of course, there is a significant choice made by the researcher in the recording of data. On one extreme, the research can record fieldnotes as the events transpire, placed in the field, and on the other end of the spectrum, the fieldworker could record the events after she or he has left the site. I expect to combine both forms of record, especially since there might be times that I might have to give greater importance to my role as consultant. Having both ethnographer and consultant jottings in the same place will help me recall events and thoughts even after I leave the site for the day, or permanently.
Writing fieldnotes: Full notes
Given the daily work schedule, I expect to be able to write full field notes in my apartment and not in the office, mostly over the weekend. Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw (1995, Chapter 3) give good advice in this regard, especially concerning the ethnographic stance in the full fieldnotes, that is, how observations will be presented and conveyed. The stance is influenced by theoretical position, moral or political commitments, and the researcher’s outlook on life. It is essential for a fieldworker to understand their stance before they start writing in order that she can avoid unconsciously framing events, obscuring interpretations of observations. They also suggest that, “The ethnographer should nonetheless try to maintain a loose, flowing, and shifting approach, not trying to write with consistency of voice and style” (p. 44), in order that a rich description exists that can be later modified and edited for final presentation.
Writing

“The sheikh is long dead, killed in the process of being, as the French called it, ‘pacified’; ‘Captain Dumari,’ his pacifier, lives, retired to his souvenirs, in the south of France; and Cohen went last year, part refugee, part pilgrim, part dying patriarch, ‘home’ to Israel. But what they, in my extended sense, ‘said’ to one another on an Atlas plateau sixty years ago is – very far from perfectly – preserved for study.” (Geertz, 1973, p. 19)
The researcher has two responsibilities: the first to participate in an unfamiliar setting, and the second to document the resulting experiences. There is often a false dichotomy presented between doing fieldwork and writing fieldwork, while they are, in fact, the same. As Geertz (1973, p. 19) points out, “the ethnographer ‘inscribes’ social discourse; he writes it down.” Writing accounts of what happened on the field is an integral part of the ethnographic exercise (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, pp. 15-16).

In writing my ethnographic account of regulation at TRAI, I will follow the advice of many eminent ethnographers that I should use lush and think description (Goffman cited in Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, pp. 69-70; Geertz, 1973, Chapter 1). By writing about my observations as concrete descriptions, I will stay away from clichés in describing people and situations I observe (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, p. 79). Another important point is not to impose a narrative structure on the events (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, p. 89). 
It is, however, important to recognize that, “ethnographies are written with certain audiences in mind and reflect the presumptions carried by authors regarding the attitudes, expectations, and backgrounds of their intended readers” (Van Maanen (1988, p. 25) cited in Brettell, 1993, p. 2). I will write my dissertation as a student of communications policy, as an Indian, as a PhD student with a liberal bias, and for an audience of communications regulators and scholars in the field that I imagine. These assumptions and attitudes will shape my ethnographic account, and I must remember to make these explicit as far as possible, in order that my work is a useful scholarly work in my field (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, p. 169). It is always the ethnographer’s task to construct a narrative balancing academic relevance with local meaning. Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw (1995, Chapter 7) propose that this tension can be overcome by writing a thematic narrative that incorporates several themes linked by a common thread. They explain that a “thematic narrative begins by stating a main idea or thesis, [and] progresses toward fuller elaboration of this idea throughout the paper” (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, p. 171). The fieldwork, researcher, informants, and their shared experiences and backgrounds produce the thesis, and is not only ‘data’.

Issues

From this point on, I consider some of the possible problems in the specific methodological setup. We will consider the following: what difference it makes that I, as an Indian, am studying an Indian agency; writing about disagreements or differences in opinion between the researcher and his informants; and how as a intern-fieldworker, will I balance my roles as researcher and co-worker. I will end with a short note about trust and anonymity.
Doing Ethnography in My Own Community

TRAI is located in New Delhi, India, and is an arm of the executive of the Government of India. The officials, my interlocutors, are Indians and hence, it is important to explain the effects of me doing an ethnography in my own community. Ethnography is the study of ethnoi, the other (Miller, Hengst, & Wang, 2003, p. 219), how then, does one extend the method to studying members of his own community?
Colic-Peisker faced the same problem in her research as a Croatian who studies immigrants from the former-Yugoslav republic in Australia (Colic-Peisker, 2002; , 2005). While she has the advantage of knowing the language and being trusted by the community, the classical critique of her work might be that as a ‘native anthropologist’ it is difficult to achieve sufficient distance from her community to study it (Abu-Lughod, 1991). Similarly, Gusterson (1993, p. 67) comments that when studying our own, it is difficult to be detached, especially if we are critical of them to begin with. 

However, apart from the debates about objectivity in ethnography, Colic-Peisker points out that every community is heterogeneous beyond the shared ‘ethnicity’ apparent to outsiders (2004, p. 85). This is exactly the situation in this project. Even though I am Indian, there are substantial differences between my interlocutors and me. For example, most of them are from North India, where the culture – whatever that might be - is substantially different from Bombay on the West coast where I grew up and lived. Additionally, being a graduate student studying in the United States has allowed me to spend enough time away from India that I can still understand the language, and look the same, but have a sharpened sense to identify ‘Indian’ behaviors. As Agar (Agar, 1980, pp. 22-23) points out, anthropologists should not shy away from studying their own cultures even though a cross-cultural perspective is valued. He suggests that, “students should receive training in the details of another society before they become professionals.” As an Indian from Bombay who has spent the better part of four years in the United States, I believe that I will be able to be ‘distant’, as Abu-Lughod put it, to study my own community in an academically meaningful way.
When they read what I write: On disagreement
Becker writes that any good study of an organization will confront “the irreconcilable conflict between the interests of science and the interests of those studied and thereby provoke a hostile reaction” (Becker (1964, p. 276) cited in Brettell, 1993, p. 11). In the present project, this is of specific importance, because my informants will be able to, and most probably interested, in what I will write. There is an awareness that any ethnographers write with a certain audience in mind, however, these audiences rarely include the press or the informants. Brettell (1993, p. 3) is concerned with this problem, and calls on ethnographers to:

consider systematically the relationship between anthropological writers and readers, particularly readers who are informants or who are members of our informants’ society and have a vested interest in the anthropological text that has been or will be produced.

Once ethnography is produced, the texts “take on a life of their own that is beyond the ethnographer’s control” especially if the work is covered in the press or rumors about the conclusions spread in the community studied (Brettell, 1993, p. 4). It might be that my interlocutors will not like what I have written, or might disagree with what I have written, seeing my representation of their world as incorrect. Here I briefly consider these reactions and managing them.

Rosaldo (1986, cited in Brettell, 1993, p. 20) suggests three types of reactions to the challenges of native readers: the ‘chicken little reaction’, the ‘two worlds reaction’, and ‘one conversation reaction.’ Instead of thinking that the sky is falling and that anthropology is doomed, or accepting that everyday life and science can never meet, Rosaldo suggests that “new insights that can result from listening to native responses… often outweigh any misunderstandings” (Brettell, 1993, p. 21). Thus, the ethnographer includes interlocutors in the community of scholars that can test and improve her writing – either by engaging in participant validation, re-interpreting her interpretation based on the interpretations by interlocutors, or co-producing texts (Brettell, 1993, p. 21). 

It seems most useful to provide subjects with a copy of my dissertation to counter misrepresentation in the press. “The book was my best defense,” writes Davis (1993, p. 33), explaining that rumor and misunderstanding about what she had written caused her informants to feel betrayed or uncomfortable. She continues to saying that her informants gave her good information even though they might not have liked her, and that they began to see her as an “information broker” (Davis, 1993, p. 35).

Gusterson (1993, p. 61) comments about “how it might be professionally legitimate for ethnographers to write critiques of their own society,” and talks about how disagreement with one’s interlocutors can actually enrich the ethnographic text. His project involved participant-observation at the Lawrence Livermore National Lab, and he admits that he had to often “subordinate participant observation… the bedrock of fieldwork, to formal interviewing and to the reading of newspapers and official documents” (p. 64). He writes:
The Pentagon, large corporations, and nuclear weapons laboratories… do not welcome strangers with notebooks. These institutions consist of hierarchies of busy people with security clearances who are nervous that ethnographers may disrupt their relationships with superiors or jeopardize the secrets, legitimate and illegitimate, they are supposed to guard from outsiders… the world inside may be so complex and bureaucratically parceled as to make conventional fieldwork by participant observation a bewildering prospect (p. 63).

Gusterson’s advice is simple. He suggests that there are three ways to write about disagreements with elites: the objectivist, dialogic, and polyphonic strategies (p. 70). The dialogic allows the ethnographer to maintain his position, which at the same time, it does not claim the “omniperspectival privilege of defining what should finally be true about the world for all people” (Gusterson, 1993, p. 73). Rather, they celebrate the particularity of their own perspective as a partial but hospitable vantage point from which to analyze other perspectives.” The phrasing of analysis in terms of an encounter between two points of view has a relativizing effect enables dialogue (p. 74). Similarly, polyphony allows interlocutors to present the critique, putting opposing discourses into conflict within the text (p. 74). These strategies to include and manage disagreement in the production of ethnography, where interlocutors and the researcher are on opposite sides, allow both or multiple views to be included, and opens up the possibility of dialog.
Membership versus distance
Ethnographers… have become skilled at work activities they are seeking to understand… on the grounds that by becoming members they gain fuller insight and understanding into these groups and their activities. (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, pp. 2-3)
During my time doing fieldwork at TRAI, I will be working with my interlocutors as a consultant. As a consultant, my interlocutors will expect me to be an independent, technically knowledgeable, and reliable partner in their work. I will have access to sensitive data that TRAI regularly collects from service providers, and will be participating in discussions, debates, and meetings with my interlocutors. As a result, I expect to be privy to a significant amount of internal goings-on at TRAI. Simultaneously, I am also an observer and researcher, with a duty to scholarship and science, and beyond that to the public affected by the decisions TRAI makes. Thus, a tension exists between these duties as a consultant and researcher. My situation is not unique. Indeed, an entire issue of the journal Urban Life was dedicated to the politics of participation in field research (Adler, Adler, & Rochford, 1986). As they report, there has been an intense debate about the “legal, ethical, and moral issues resulting from the use of participation as a research strategy” (p. 363). Symbolic interactionists from the Chicago School of sociology suggest that the best way to collect data is to do so by ‘naturalistic’ investigation, and suggest a range of postures fieldworkers can take: from complete observer to complete participant. However, critical in their posturing is balancing familiarity and strangeness, and avoiding the loss of critical distance, what they call “going native,” which is defined as “developing an overrapport with research subjects that can harm the data-gathering process” (p. 364). In the worst case, going native leads to the researcher completely losing their analytical perspective and producing work that is descriptive and not analytical (p. 365). The Chicago School advocates detachment, objectivity, and value neutrality, placing it at one end of the spectrum on the issue of researcher participation (p. 365). 
The other position is taken by existential sociologists and ethnomethodologists: that symbolic interactionists are too absolutist and objectivist in their approach (p. 366). Existential sociologists believe that scientific procedure is a relativist endeavor, that “all human knowledge is fundamentally influenced by the subjective character of the human beings who collect and interpret it,” and that participant-observation “must be ultimately grounded in human subjectivity” (p. 366). The editors note that because of the emphasis this school of thought places on “the emotional, irrational character of human beings and the complex and pluralistic nature of modern society… the only way to penetrate [the group] is to become an insider” (pp. 366-367). Becoming an insider requires the researcher to build relationships with her or his informants and then use their observations, experiences, and feelings as sources of data. They also suggest having key informants, who can offer “insights and accounts,” ensuring the validity of accounts (p. 367). This school of thought believes in covert investigation, in opposition to the Chicago School’s reliance on overt investigation, to uncover informants’ true feelings and thoughts (p. 368). The existential researcher believes in withdrawing periodically from the site and engaging in self-reflection, allowing the fieldworker the distance by which she can stay away from taking the ongoing activities on the site for granted (pp. 368-369). 
Finally, ethnomethodologists reject traditional fieldwork methods because of the influence the research has on the world he is studying. They do not subscribe to detachment because it does not allow researchers to understand how their subjects constitute the social world they live in through negotiation and interpretation (pp. 369-370). They insist that researchers “become members of their setting,” and going native, “becoming the phenomenon they wish to study” (p. 370). Ethnomethodologists differ from existential sociologists in that they do not believe in covert fieldwork, but recommend, “discerning and following the ethical dictates of practitioners rather than those of social scientists.”
As Adler, Adler, & Rochford (pp. 371-372) summarize:

These three schools thus take different stances on issues in qualitative epistemology. A clear continuum can be drawn for them on matters pertaining to the polarization of objectivity and subjectivity, and hence to their views on the degree of involvement and participation that is appropriate for field researchers. The Chicago School takes the most objective and detached position, the ethnomethodologists take the most radically subjective and involved position, and the existential sociologists fall somewhere in between.
In the fieldwork for this dissertation project, the two roles already exist for the researcher due to previous ties and existing relationships with the TRAI and his subjects, and as a graduate student in social science. As a result, I cannot choose the role that I want to take independent of the existing relationships inside and outside TRAI. Given the situation, I will have to resort to combining elements of the Chicago School with ethnomethodology. 

My posture will be partly what the Chicago School might classify as ‘observer as participant,’ where I will primarily be a participant in the field, that is appear to my interlocutors as a consultant, not a researcher. However, given the legal and ethical issues involved, for example, commitments to the Institutional Review Board, I fully intend to disclose my aim to study those I will be working with as a consultant. 
Simultaneously, because I have the opportunity to, and in some ways, my interlocutors expect me to, become a member of my setting, I will adopt some elements from the ethnomethodologists: specifically, becoming the phenomenon I wish to study, that is, becoming a regulatory agent of the TRAI. In doing so, I emulate Forrest’s participant-observation research with occult communities in England and America. He argues that “the only way to gather data on social worlds focused around spiritualist or other highly subjectivist phenomena is to enter them,” which he does as an ‘apprentice-participant (p. 431). While the TRAI is not an occult community, it is a “hidden world,” and Forrest believes that ethnographies of hidden worlds, which are not easily accessible or understood, can be best done through researcher involvement and in his case, apprentice-participation. Forrest explains that the apprentice has a “willingness to be taught about the meanings behind the actions in a given milieu… to do whatever skill the setting calls for” (pp. 437-438). This mode of fieldwork is especially useful, Forrest claims, because of the “hidden nature of much of the action in a subjective reality” (p. 436). He writes (p. 436):
In its essentials it is classical sociological fieldwork, a kind of neo-Chicagoism. Its successful practitioners, in addition to taking an apprentice role and becoming experientially and emotionally involved in the activities of the setting, have almost uniformly begun with an interest in the setting rather than a specific problem.

I expect that my interlocutors at TRAI do not exist in the kind of subjective reality that Forrest is concerned with, that is, where thought seems alogical and arational (p. 448). However, there are some similarities with Forrest’s work. The most interesting is that occult groups and regulatory agencies are hard to penetrate – the researcher has to develop relationships with interlocutors to get their permission to enter their world and study them and their ways. Indeed, in both cases, entering as an apprentice or co-worker might be the only way to conduct participant-observation. Second, even though I have the title of consultant, my relatively young age and inexperience in the ‘real world’ with telecommunications regulation, my interlocutors will treat me as an apprentice, giving me the license to ask questions continuously about the most basic assumptions that drive my interlocutors’ behavior.
Duneier’s (1999) work on street vendors in Greenwich Village in New York City has also influenced my decision. After completing one round of ethnographic interviewing, Duneier realized that if he worked for one of the vendors, as a vendor himself, he “would learn a lot more about the sidewalk… that [he] would by merely observing or doing interviews” (p. 334). I see his period of work as a “general assistant” to a magazine vendor as an apprenticeship; he not only helped and then worked with the vendors, but he also “asked questions while participating and observing” (pp. 11-12). Duneier becomes what he studies, but at the same time, retains his critical distance, specifying early on that (p. 10):

One of the greatest strengths of firsthand observation is also its greatest weakness. Through a careful involvement in people’s lives, we can get a fix on how their world works and how they see it. But the details can be misleading if they distract us from the forces that are less visible to the people we observe but which influence and sustain the behaviors.

In assuming position of apprentice-as-observer, I reject the claim of the Chicago School that getting close to my interlocutors will corrupt my analysis, and simultaneously, stay away from the abandonment of theory that characterizes ethnomethodology. Further, these two methods, which at first glance seem incompatible, actually do balance each other well in the mode of apprentice-participation. On the one hand, I am reminded not to lose critical distance, and remain part observer, but at the same time, I am allowed to get close and understand the world from within. Combining these approaches also allows me to satisfy my interlocutors, allowing me to understand their world, and simultaneously, giving me access to theoretical frameworks through which I can analyze and explain what I see. Ultimately, the conditions of the site that I will do fieldwork in, the projects I will work on, and the people I work with will determine the precise mix of my roles as participant and observer. In combining aspects of different schools of thought, I aim to maintain a critical viewpoint while getting as close as possible to my subjects.
The final point I consider in the discussion about balancing membership with distance is the influence of my presence and behavior on TRAI, what is termed in the literature as ‘reactive effects’. It is possible to see how the ethnographer’s presence in a setting changes and disturbs the order around her. The fieldworker has to interact with and hence has an impact on those studied. However, we should not see the researcher’s presence in the field as contaminating the situation or the observations. Instead, these interactions are the “very source of that learning and observation… The intern with real work responsibilities… activitely engage[s] in local activities and [is] socialized to and acquire[s] empathy for local ways of acting and feeling.” (Adler, Adler, & Rochford, 1986; Clarke, 1975, p. 99; Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, p. 3)
Trust and Anonymity
This dissertation involves the study of important and public figures. It is essential that I achieve ethnographic depth, but also protect them from harm. This does not mean that I will not disagree with them or cover up their mistakes, but that my writing should not directly negatively impact individuals. This is not a dichotomy: grey shades exist and I will have to make conscious decisions about what, and what not, to include in my account. However, it is important to maintain informant’s identity. In this, I turn to Glazier’s (1993) comments on his study of the Spiritual Baptists in Trinidad. None of Glazier’s informants, priests and spiritual leaders, sought anonymity because they already thought of themselves as “highly public men; everyone in Baptist circles already knew who they were and what they had done (negatively and positively) for their churches.” His book might “afford them some recognition,” but not “spare them from controversy” (p. 42). Before publishing my work, I will obscure names, and only disclose identities once I get explicit permission. While my work might not spare TRAI officials from controversy, it is still important to respect their wishes when it comes to anonymity.

It is possible, as a participant-observer that TRAI will allow me into their agency, but exclude me from the meetings and conversations where they make ‘real’ decisions. Of course, it is impossible for me to know, given the relatively large size of the agency, to know everything that is going on. However, it is important that I observe the daily goings-on, and that they should not exclude me from everything where they might see my presence as unwanted or potentially harmful. This is where participant-observation actually has an inherent advantage. Even in the case where informants might not completely trust or know the researcher, if one accepts the ‘Becker Principle’, the researcher will witness most social activities because they will occur over some period of time, irrespective of the presence or absence of the researcher (Duneier, 1999, p. 338). Thus, just being there will allow me to observe the daily activities TRAI staffers undertake. They cannot stop their work, or permanently modify their behavior in response to my presence. As a result, even though I will seek to build trusting relationships with my interlocutors, they do not need to trust me completely for the study to be useful.
On this issue, there are many similarities between this project and Sheehan’s (1993, pp. 75-77) ethnography on Irish intellectuals and how they participate in the “public sphere of politics, social reform, and cultural debate.” Sheehan had to deal with her informants’ misgivings about American ethnography of Ireland, the marginalization of anthropology in Ireland, their ability to read and critique what she wrote about them, and their important public images. These issues are not altogether different from writing about influential Indian bureaucrats, in a country where anthropology is seen, often as a waste of time, and where I seek to return after my fieldwork is complete. Sheehan (1993, p. 80) discusses what might be another common problem in our work: how to deal with private information – the “backroom deals, political compromises, and that old standby, the gentlemen’s agreement – decisions and actions that may affect the lives of many outside the inner circle”. She notes that it is important, yet difficult, for the ethnographer to know the extent of his “responsibility to protect informants.”
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� See Duneier � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Duneier</Author><Year>1999</Year><RecNum>8</RecNum><record><rec-number>8</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Duneier, Mitchell</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Sidewalk</title></titles><dates><year>1999</year></dates><pub-location>New York</pub-location><publisher>Farrar, Straus and Giroux</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�(Duneier, 1999)� for a discussion on the ethnographic method that spans entering the site, participant observation and interviewing, up to the monograph publication process.


� In this paper, the terms ethnographer, researcher, fieldworker, and participant observer all refer to the anthropologist who has chosen to use participant observation as their research method.
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