
ETHNOGRAPHIC METHODS (PART II) 

The aim of the second half of this course is to focus on issues related to 

the writing, presentation and dissemination of your work. Each week you will 

complete short writing exercises, followed by discussion in class. While it 

is not compulsory, you are strongly encouraged to post these writing 

exercises to the google group in advance of each session: this will 

facilitate discussion, and help familiarise you with each other’s work and 

writing. 

The exercises will be based primarily on the research project you are 

conducting for this class. Where relevant, you are encouraged to draw 

connections between your work in this class and the fieldwork project you 

will be conducting for your MA project, whether in theoretical or practical 

terms. The more links you can establish, the more useful these exercises will 

be for you in the longer term. 

SESSIONS 

As with the first half of the course, the session outline that follows is 

flexible: we may well swap sessions around or focus on other themes that 

emerge from the discussion. If you have any particular issues, problems, 

questions or points of interest that arise with your project, feel free to 

bring them to class for discussion. 

I will be adding readings for each session to the google group. 

Week 1 WRITING A PROPOSAL 

Writing a research proposal is a key requirement for attracting funding, 

which in turn is a key requirement for conducting research. Despite this, it 

remains a practice that many academics find difficult. 

ASSIGNMENT   

Drawing on guidelines in the readings section, write a short summary or 

research proposal (300 to 500 words) for your class project, as if you were 

still preparing it. Some points you could consider include: 

• PROBLEM: What is your project investigating? Why is this interesting, 

and to whom? What questions are you trying to answer? 

• METHODS: What sort of methods do you intend to use? How are they 

appropriate to the problem you have posed? Do you have a theoretical 

framework, how does it fit with your methods? 



• FIELDSITE & INFORMANTS: Where will you be conducting your research? Who 

will you be working with? How will you gain access? Will they want to 

talk to you? What will you do if they refuse to work with you? 

• EXISTING LITERATURE: Where is your project situated in relation to the 

existing literature? Does it raise new questions, answer questions 

raised by others, explore a new fieldsite, supplement existing 

research? 

• COSTS: What are the expenses incurred by your project: recording 

equipment, travel,  taking informants out for dinner, other costs? 

• VALUE: What is the output of your project? What sort of impact could it 

have, and for whom?  Who will benefit from your work? Who might care  

about it? Why is it important? Why should anyone fund it? 

READINGS 

Wenner-Grenn Foundation, ‘Advice on How to Write a Grant Proposal’ http://

bit.ly/3bZiig 

ESRC ‘How to write a good application’ http://bit.ly/4ijIBd 

  

Week 2 ETHICS AND RISK ASSESSMENT 

Ethics and institutional review boards (IRBs) play an increasingly important 

role in the research practices of anthropology. In some fields, such as 

medical anthropology, researchers now have to pass through multiple review 

committees before they can even start contacting informants: some of these 

reviews are based on guidelines from other disciplines and fields, creating 

interesting problems. 

ASSIGNMENT 

Write a short outline (300 to 500 words) of the principal risks and ethical 

issues raised by or involved in your own project: for yourself, the people 

you study and other people or groups who may be affected by it. 

Alternatively, using official guidelines from any university, complete an 

ethics and/or risk assessment form for your own project. 

READINGS 

Code of Ethics of the American Anthropological Association (AAA) http://

bit.ly/2rpiAe 

http://bit.ly/3bZiig
http://bit.ly/3bZiig
http://bit.ly/4ijIBd
http://bit.ly/2rpiAe
http://bit.ly/2rpiAe


Code of Ethics of the Association of Social Anthropologists (ASA) http://

bit.ly/1B3qFg 

zeroanthropology.net, ‘How to protect yourself from an anthropologist’ 

http://bit.ly/2LVNKh 

American Ethnologist Issue 33 Vol 4  http://bit.ly/faatC (particularly 

Domingues, Lederman & Strathern) 

Week 3 TECHNOLOGY  

Technological change is rapidly transforming not only the people, 

institutions and processes that anthropologists study, but also the 

conditions and manner in which we study them. 

ASSIGNMENT 

Select one technology that has played a role in your own fieldwork project - 

either because you had it or because you didn’t - and write 300 to 500 words 

about its role in your research. Examples might include cars or other 

transportation, recording devices, your new iPhone, personal computers, 

email, internet forums, social networking sites, Google Wave: be inventive. 

Maybe your microwave played an important role in your research. 

What did this technology do - or not do - in the context of your project? How 

did it alter, define, modify, enable your research practices? Did your 

informants use it? Did you use it? Did it affect your relationships with your 

informants? Did it help you prepare, organise, conduct, write up, disseminate 

your research? How would you have conducted your research project without 

this technology - or conversely, if you did not have access to it, with this 

technology? 

Week 4 DISSEMINATION AND IMPACT 

Anthropologists face the constant challenge of communicating their research 

and findings in writing: to other anthropologists, researchers in other 

disciplines, review boards and committees, policy-makers, journalists, the 

people they study, members of the public, to friends and loved ones (‘Why are 

you here, exactly? What is it you are doing? Why is that interesting? Really 

now, isn’t it it time you got a proper job?’). 

ASSIGNMENT 

http://bit.ly/1B3qFg
http://bit.ly/1B3qFg
http://bit.ly/2LVNKh
http://bit.ly/faatC


Write two short summaries, descriptions or overviews (200 to 300 words each) 

of your class project, directed at two different audiences. Try to make these 

audiences as different from each other as possible. Examples could include: 

• your supervisor 

• a funding body or review committee 

• informants that you are already working with 

• informants that you want to work with 

• a conference in your field  

• a journalist 

• a university newsletter 

• your parents 

• a dating website 

Again, be inventive. Who could possibly be interested in a summary of your 

project? How do you make them interested? How do you communicate what you do 

in a manner that makes it understandable?  

The aim of the exercise is to reflect on the ways in which you describe, 

communicate and make intelligible your own work to different audiences in 

different contexts. How does writing for different audiences change your own 

understanding of your project? What are the concerns that guide your 

description, and how do these differ for different audiences and contexts? 

Weeks 5 & 6 PRESENTATIONS 

As an academic, you will find yourself presenting your work and the results 

of your research not only in writing, but also in person, across a wide range 

of venues and settings: conferences, seminars, workshops, job interviews, 

dinner parties, you name it. Even more often, you will find yourself in a 

position to provide your peers with constructive criticism. 

ASSIGNMENT 

You have two assignments for these two weeks. One is to prepare a short 

presentation on your own work, which you will then present to the class. Each 

of you will receive a 15-minutes timeslot: your presentation should probably 

last 5 to 10 minutes, with the rest of the time taken up for feedback, 

comments and discussion with the class.  

You can use whatever material and techniques you think are most relevant: 

read a text, give a talk, show photographs or a video, run a powerpoint 

presentation (if we can get the powerpoint to work), anything else you can 



come up with. The presentation could cover any aspect of your work: it could 

give an overview of your field, analyze a theoretical issue, examine 

practical problems and how you resolved them, discuss its relationship to 

your MA project, present issues for further research... You are free to 

define the structure and content of your presentation yourself, but keep in 

mind the following points: 

• Your audience is academic: if you want to perform an interpretive dance 

about your project, you need to provide a solid justification. 

• Time: Be succinct. Don’t run over time, as this creates problems for 

everyone else who comes after you. Yes, senior academics do this 

constantly. This doesn’t make it right. 

Your second assignment for these two weeks is responsive. Listen carefully to 

what your peers are presenting, and try to come up with potentially useful 

points in response to their presentations. What is there in their projects, 

or their presentations, that you think could be improved, added, expanded, 

clarified, developed further? You will all be commenting on each other here, 

so try to be as helpful and constructive as you can. 

Week 7 AFTER THE PARTY   

Eventually, though it is seldom written about, all ethnographic research 

projects come to some sort of end: fieldwork finishes, funding runs out, 

dissertations are completed, new projects come along; people get bored, leave 

or disappear. Where does the line get drawn, who draws it and why, what 

happens after the end? What sort of obligations, duties and responsibilities 

remain? What happens to relationships that have developed over the course of 

the project: do they end as well? What happens when anthropologists come 

back, after a long time, to the site of a project? 

ASSIGNMENT 

Write out an epilogue, coda or closing paragraph that describes the ‘end’ of 

your project (300 to 500 words). What happens now? 

READINGS 

Shokeid, Moshe, 2007, 'When the Curtain Falls on a Fieldwork Project: The 
Last Chapter of a Gay Synagogue Study', Ethnos,72:2  [ http://dx.doi.org/
10.1080/00141840701387911 ] 

Fox, Renée C. and Judith P. Swazey, 1992, ‘Leaving the Field’, The Hastings 
Center Report, 22:5 [ http://www.jstor.org/stable/3562136 ] (you may not be 
able to access this: if so, I’ll upload it to the google group) 

Vitebsky, P., 2008, ‘Loving and Forgetting: Moments of Inarticulacy in Tribal 
India’, JRAI [ http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9655.2008.00500.x ] 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00141840701387911
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00141840701387911
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3562136
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9655.2008.00500.x


RESOURCES 

Anthropology is a broad church, and it will be useful for you to start 

orienting yourself  as soon as possible by reading around in the discipline, 

to find the trends, sub-fields and people that are most relevant to your own 

work and interests.  

To get you started, this is a short and far from comprehensive list of some 

useful resources. If you find anything else, articles, journals, blogs, 

theories, schools or sub-fields, that you think would be relevant to the rest 

of the group or for the theme of the week, feel free to bring them in for 

discussion or post them online. 

BLOGS 

antropologi.info  http://antropologi.info 

culture matters   http://culturematters.wordpress.com/ 

neuroanthropology  http://neuroanthropology.net/ 

openaccessanthropology http://blog.openaccessanthropology.org/ 

savage minds   http://savageminds.org/ 

zeroanthropology.net  http://zeroanthropology.net/  

JOURNALS 

American Anthropologist 

 http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/118902574/home 

Anthropology Today 

 http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/118540154/home 

JRAI (Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute)  

 http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/118514949/home 

Social Anthropology 

 http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/118488932/home 

OTHER RESOURCES 

Writing Across Boundaries, ‘Writing on writing’ 

 http://www.dur.ac.uk/writingacrossboundaries/writingonwriting/ 

http://antropologi.info
http://culturematters.wordpress.com/
http://savageminds.org/
http://blog.openaccessanthropology.org/
http://savageminds.org/
http://zeroanthropology.net/
http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/118902574/home
http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/118540154/home
http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/118514949/
http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/118488932/home
http://www.dur.ac.uk/writingacrossboundaries/writingonwriting/


Anthropology Matters resource database 

 http://www.anthropologymatters.com/resources/index.html

http://www.anthropologymatters.com/resources/index.html

