
Autumn 2009 Ethnographic Readings (Part II) 

The aim of the course is to engage in a series of critical readings of current 

ethnographic texts. Each week we will examine one recent ethnographic text, 

focusing  on the ways in which different texts identify and respond to the 

contemporary challenges that face the discipline of anthropology and the 

practice or craft of ethnographic research. 

The selected texts vary in complexity, but none of them is an easy read. Each 

week, in addition to reading the introduction and conclusion of the text for 

that week, your assignment is to select one chapter: ideally, one that you find 

particularly interesting, problematic, difficult or confusing. Read that chapter 

closely, write a short summary to post on the google group (200 to 500 words) 

and prepare a list of three to five key points for discussion in class: these 

key points can include questions, problems, critiques, things you find confusing 

or interesting, or things that work particularly well in the text. There is not 

necessarily any right or wrong answer in this exercise: the aim is to get you 

thinking and reflecting for yourself on the significance, implications and 

relevance of these texts for your own practices of writing, research and 

knowledge production.  

Each of these texts raises its own set of specific issues, but there are also 

general questions that you will want to keep in mind as you read each of them, 

and as you pass from one to the next.  

Perhaps the main question that concerns us here is what terms such as 

"ethnographic" and "anthropological" mean - or what they can be made to mean. 

What makes each of these texts "ethnographic" or "anthropological"? How does 

each text define and make use of these terms, are there differences between 

them, and how do these uses and definitions relate to your own understanding of 

the terms? 

The texts also raise questions regarding the craft and conduct of anthropology. 

What is "the field" in each of these texts, how is it constructed, what are its 

boundaries, who lives in it, how did the writer get access? What is their 

relationship to the people they write about? What sort of objects does the text 

describe and analyse: peoples, groups, communities, practices, traditions, other 

things? Do you get a sense of how each writer went about doing their research, 

how they conducted interviews, what sort of materials they used? How is the text 

written, how does the author make use of narrative devices such as voice, tropes 

and metaphors? Who does he or she speak for? What is the role of the 

anthropologist-writer, in writing this text and getting involved with the people 

it describes: is the anthropologist here as an analyst, activist, record-keeper, 

storyteller, problem-solver, something else entirely? 



Most of these texts also respond in some way to a sense of crisis and rapid 

change: in the worlds that they describe, in the practice and conditions of 

fieldwork, and in the discipline itself. Some have been considered seminal or 

groundbreaking. In the light of this, it is worth reading each of these texts as 

an intervention, or a contribution. Why was this book written, what is its 

agenda? What does it respond to, what questions does it ask? What does it try to 

do, how does it try to do it, does it succeed, how could it have been done 

differently? What are its starting points, assumptions and conclusions? How are 

these linked? How does it make its argument, and what does it argue for or 

against? What does it contribute, and where does it make its contribution? What 

is the relationship of this text to other texts, what sort of fields, traditions 

and canons does it bring up? What is distinctive, unconventional or important 

about it? 

There are many other questions you could ask, these are just some to get you 

started. At the end of each session, we will have a brief introduction of the 

text for next week, highlighting some of the specific issues you will want to 

keep in mind as you read it. 

week 1 Soul Hunters, Rane Willerslev 

week 2 Advocacy After Bhopal, Kim Fortun 

week 3 Life Exposed, Adriana Petryna 

week 4 Friction, Anna Tsing 

week 5 Aircraft Stories, John Law 

week 6 Alien Oceans, Stefan Helmreich


