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Go talk with those who are rumored to be unlike you, 

And whom, it is said, you are so unlike...

...Let the new sound in our streets be the patient sound 

Of your discourse. 

–Richard P. Wilbur
If you just learn a single trick, Scout, you'll get along a lot better with all kinds of folks. You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view … until you climb inside of his skin and walk around in it.

–Atticus Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird, by Harper Lee

Long-form journalism is often concerned with the story of people's lives over time, and the work of many celebrated journalists has strong ethnographic components, whether pursued consciously or not. Adrian LeBlanc's Random Family is one example. Sebastian Junger's War and The Perfect Storm are two others (and Junger, who majored in anthropology, more than once has cited his debt to the discipline). Leon Dash, William Finnegan, and Alex Kotlowitz are other writers who believe in the payoffs to their journalism of immersive, in-depth research that is essentially ethnographic. 

This course has three main units. First we'll look at the ethnographic tradition in anthropology and sociology, examining how it arose and what questions it aimed to answer. We will read from classic ethnographies such as Nels Anderson's The Hobo (1923) and Margaret Mead's Coming of Age in Samoa (1928) as well as some newer ones, like Mitchell Duneier's Sidewalk (1999) and Steve Striffler's Chicken: The Transformation of America's Favorite Food (2005). Next we will compare these with journalism with ethnographic content of the past twenty years or so—for example, Kotlowitz's There Are No Children Here (1992), Anne Fadiman's The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down (1997), and articles by Susan Orlean and David Foster Wallace. 

The second unit is praxis. Students will acquire a background in the techniques of ethnographic field work. Its particular goals and methods will be contrasted with those of journalism, with an eye toward understanding not only what they have in common (the need to cultivate and sustain rapport, for instance; the need to openly take notes, including use of notebook, tape recorder, and camcorder; the challenges of growing close to one's subject) but what they do not--the additional time commitment that is often demanded by ethnography, for example, or the value of certain cornerstones of journalistic research that ethnographers might not consider (capturing quotations, for example, or attention to topicality, or what I think of as filtering for story: being mindful of how a particular scene or interaction might play on the page). We will also think about which aspects of ethnography are least useful to a journalist (such as the problem of jargon).

The third unit will overlap with the second, beginning with students identifying a person (it could be a bodega owner), or small group of people (it could be a girls' soccer team, a group of Masons, or political activists) whose lives they will study over several weeks. You will also need a realistic backup plan in case the first falls through—we'll begin considering possibilities early in the semester. Once ideas are approved, you will begin conducting your own ethnographic research. Simultaneously, we'll talk about the various ways that raw ethnographic material might be transformed into compelling writing—in other words, about how to move from "data" to stories: the goal, after all, is not just to teach students of journalism some of what ethnographers already know, but to teach them what ethnographers want to know, which is how to write something compelling that can reach a larger audience.(
Course structure

Weeks 1-4: Introduction.

The rise of anthropology and sociology and the role of ethnography in both. Chicago School of Sociology of the 1920s and 1930s. Research: from interview to participant-observation. What ethnography is supposed to produce, and why its use has diminished in social science in recent years while growing in journalism. Comparison of some classic ethnographies with more recent works of popular ethnographic journalism, questions of content and presentation.

Weeks 5-8: Entering "The Field."

A primer in ethnographic field methods, with a comparison to the research methods of journalism. How do you take notes? Just as importantly, what is this raw material for? An introduction to researching long-form journalism, and the idea of "reporting for story." Relationships with one's subject(s), and explicitness about point of view. Identifying a person or group of people with whom to conduct one's own ethnographic research. Participant-observation and empathy.

Weeks 9-14: Research Into Story.

Conceptualizing a long-form piece of ethnographic/empathetic writing. Identifying cultural themes. Elements of narrative: chronology, structure, character, scene, conflict, quotation. Writing practice. One goal: not to be boring! (See Tom Wolfe's The Right Stuff.) The use of drafts in identifying research shortfalls. The role of the first person. Subjectivity as strength and weakness. Authorial voice and sensibility v. the sensibility of one's subject(s).

Course requirements
Coursework will consist of reading, discussion, presentations, a few short essays and writing exercises, taking and writing up field notes, and producing a work of ethnographic journalism of 3,000-4,000 words plus a revision. 

A small seminar offers the advantages of lots of attention from the instructor but comes with the obligation to participate. Attendance is mandatory. If you are unable to attend class or will be late, let me know in advance. Missing more than two classes or arriving late repeatedly will lower your grade, and it's worse if I don't hear from you ahead of time.

One third of your grade will depend on your attendance and on in-class participation, including presentations--not simply how much you take part in our discussions, but how much your contributions reflect an engagement with the assigned reading. Two-thirds will depend on the quality of your written assignments.

Due dates
The first draft of the long piece will be due on Sunday, April 10, and the revision by our final class on May 5.
All written assignments are to be posted on the Blackboard Discussion Board threads that I will set up for them, or on your Field Work blogs, as directed.

Journalism is all about making deadlines: assignments turned in late will be marked down a half grade initially (i.e., an A will become an A-) and a full grade after 24 hours (i.e., an A will become a B), and no comments given.

Books to Buy

Nightshift NYC, by Sharman and Sharman
Sidewalk, by Mitchell Duneier

There Are No Children Here, by Alex Kotlowitz

The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down, by Anne Fadiman

Books to Consult

Chiseri-Strater, Elizabeth, and Bonnie Stone Sunstein, FieldWorking: Reading and Writing Research, 3rd edition.

Benjamin, Rich, Whitopia

Besteman and Gusterson, eds., Why America's Top Pundits Are Wrong

Buford, Bill, Among the Thugs

Conover, Ted, Coyotes: A Journey Across Borders with America's Mexican Migrants (1987)
Dash, Leon, Rosa Lee: A Mother and Her Family in Urban America

Finnegan, William, Cold New World
Goffman, Erving, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959)
Goffman, Erving, Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity (1963)
Harris, Lis, Holy Days: The World of the Hasidic Family (1985)
Junger, Sebastian, War (2010)
LeBlanc, Adrian Nicole, Random Family: Love, Drugs, Trouble, and Coming of Age in the Bronx (2003)
Rupp, Leila J., and Verta Taylor, Drag Queens at the 801 Cabaret
Spradley, James, Participant Observation

Spradley, James, The Ethnographic Interview

Sanjek, Roger, Fieldnotes (1996)
Striffler, Steve, Chicken: The Transformation of America's Favorite Food

Thorpe, Helen, Just Like Us: The True Story of Four Mexican Girls Coming of Age in America  (2010)

Vine, David, Island of Shame: The Secret History of the U.S. Military Base on Diego Garcia

Wolfe, Tom, The Right Stuff
Articles
William Marshall, "Life a la Rice Cart"
(about a halal chicken cart)

Street Level, Spring 2009 

Christina Doka, "Warboss Zagdakka Takes on the World"
(about Warhammer players in Games Workshop on Eighth St.)

Street Level, Spring, 2009

Beina Xu, "All the Time We Need"

"The Holdouts," by Lizette Alvarez
(about workers gathering outside buildings to smoke)
New York Times, August 27, 2010

"Destination: Laptopistan," by David Sax
(about an internet café in Williamsburg)

New York Times, December 3, 2010

"Figures in a Mall," by Susan Orlean
(about the Tonya Harding Fan Club)

New Yorker, February 21, 1994)

"The House WhereThey Live," by Jennifer Gonnerman
(about a sex offender residence on Long Island)

New York, December 30, 2007

"The Runaway General," by Michael Hastings
(about U.S. Army General Stanley McChrystal)

Rolling Stone, June 22, 2010

"Hollywood Elementary," by Adrian Nicole LeBlanc
(about an acting workshop for children)

New York Times Magazine, June 4, 2006

"Into the Valley of Death," by Sebastian Junger
(about U.S. troops in Afghanistan's Korengal Valley)

Vanity Fair, January, 2008

"Ticket to the Fair," by David Foster Wallace

(about the Illinois State Fair)

Harper's, July, 1994

"The Marriage Cure," by Katherine Boo
(about state-sponsored marriage counseling for the poor in Oklahoma)

The New Yorker, August 18, 2003






