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Preface

In recent years many ethnographers have emphasized the central place of
writing in their craft. Geertz’s (1973) characterization of “inscription” as
the core of ethnographic “thick description” and Gusfield’s (1976) dissec-
tion of the rhetorical underpinnings of science provided seminal state-
ments in the 1970s. Subsequently, Clifford and Marcus’s edited collection,
Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography (1986), Van Maanen’s
Tales of the Field (1988), and Atkinson’s The Ethnographic Imagination (1990)
have advanced consideration of ethnographic writing.

Yet examinations of ethnographic writing remain partial in scope: all
begin with already written fieldnotes and move on to examine matters such
as the rhetorical character of these fieldnotes or the more general struc-
ture of the whole, finished ethnographies built up from them. In so doing
they neglect a primal occasion of ethnographic writing—uwriting fieldnotes.
Thus they ignore a key issue in the making of ethnographies—under-
standing how an observer/researcher sits down and turns a piece of her
lived experience into a bit of written text in the first place.

Indeed, most analyses of the “poetics of ethnography” (Clifford and
Marcus 1986) take as their subject matter the polished accounts of social
life provided in published monographs. But such finished texts incorpo-
rate and are built up out of these smaller, less coherent bits and pieces of
writings—out of fieldnotes, many composed long before any compre-
hensive ethnographic overview has been developed. Moreover, fieldnotes
in finished ethnographies are reordered and rewritten, selected and
molded to some analytic purpose. They thus appear in very different
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forms and carry very different implications than the original corpus of
fieldnotes that the ethnographer produced in the field. In these respects,
writing fieldnotes, not writing polished ethnographies, lies at the core of
constructing ethnographic texts.

On the practical methodological level, field researchers have similarly
neglected issues of how to write fieldnotes. “How to do it” manuals of
field work provide reams of advice on liow to manage access and relations
with unknown others in different cultures and settings. But they offer
only occasional, ad hoc commentary on liow to take fieldnotes, what to
take notes on, and so on.! Field researchers in general have not given
close, systematic attention to how fieldnotes are written in particular proj-
ects. Nor have they considered how to effectively train field work novices
to write more sensitive, useful, and stimulating fieldnotes. Instead, field-
work manuals direct practical advice toward how to work with existing
fieldnotes in order to organize and write finished ethnographies. For ex-
ample, Strauss (1987) and his co-workers (Strauss and Corbin 1990) pro-
vide detailed treatments of how to code notes and how to work with
codings to produce finished ethnographies. But this focus on coding as-
sumes that the ethnographer has completed writing a set of fieldnotes and
now faces the task of analyzing, organizing, and making sense of them.
These guides say nothing about how ethnographers wrote these field-
notes in the first place or about how they might have written notes
differently. Similarly, three practical guides to field research—Fetterman
(1989), Richardson (1990), and Wolcott (1990)—devote primary atten-
tion to developing and writing finished ethnographic analyses in ways
that presuppose the existence of a set of fieldnotes.

In the past few years, however, some ethnographers have begun to
redress this problem, giving serious attention to the nature and uses of
fieldnotes. In 1990 Sanjek’s edited volume, Fieldnotes: The Making of An-
thropology, brought together a collection of papers written in response to
a symposium call “to examine what anthropologists do with fieldnotes,
how they live with them, and how attitudes toward the construction and
use of fieldnotes may change through individual professional careers”
(Sanjek 1990b:xii). The collection includes an extended history of
“fieldnote practice” in Western anthropology (Sanjek 1990d), as well as
analyses of the research and personal uses and meanings of fieldnotes to
anthropologists (Jackson 1990b; Sanjek 1990c; Ottenberg 1990), of field-
notes as means of describing and representing cultures (Clifford 1990;
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Lederman 1990), and of reading and using others’ fieldnotes (Lutkehaus
1990).

At the same time, Atkinsons The Ethnographic Imagination (1990) began
to examine the textual properties of classic and contemporary sociological
ethnography. Although he focuses on the rhetorical structure of com-
pleted ethnographies, Atkinson does call attention to the importance of
analyzing fieldnotes. Emphasizing that at the moment “field notes remain

BELv_gte documents” unavailable for analysis, he urges the future i impor-

tance of close study of “the stylistic features of field notes from particular
authors or sociological schools” (1990:57) and takes an initial step in this
direction by analyzing two fieldnote extracts originally published in Jun-
ker’s Field Work: An Introduction to the Social Sciences (1960).

Several factors underlie this long-term if perhaps now dissipating ne-
glect Sf ethnographic fieldnotes. To begin with, ethnographers are often
uneasy or embarrassed about fieldnotes. Many seem to regard fieldnotes
as a kind of backstage scribbling—a little bit dirty, a little bit suspect, not
something to talk about too openly and specifically. Fieldnotes seem too
revealingly personal, too messy and unfinished to be shown to any audi-
ence. For these and other reasons, scholars do not have ready access to
original, unedited fieldnotes but only to completed ethnographies with
the selected, reordered fieldnotes they contain. As a result, how ethno-
graphers Write fieldnotes remains largely hidden and mysterious.

In contrast, later stages of ethnographic writing, centered around pro-"
ducing finished ethnographic monograpls, are more theoretically driven
and less obviously personal. With a body of fieldnotes assembled, the
ethnographer withdraws from the field to try to weave some of these™
strands into an ethnographic story. At this point the ethnographer handles
fieldnotes more impersonally as data—as objects to be studied, consulted,
and reordered in developing a tale for other audiences. The issues and
procedures that mark this phase of ethnographic wrltmg——codmg, devel—

"oping an analytlc focus, etc.—are closer to the finished, published prod-

uct and, thus, more amenable to presentation to others.
L Furthermore, field researchers show no consensus on what kinds of
writing to term “fieldnotes,” when and how fieldnotes should be written,
and their value for ethnographic research. These diverse and at times dis-
cordant views of the nature and value of fieldnotes have stymied self-
conscious consideration of how to write fieldnotes.

In the first place, field researchers may have a variety of different forms
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of written records in mind when they refer to “fieldnotes.”” A recent in-
ventory (Sanjek 1990¢) found that ethnographers talked about all of the
following: “headnotes,” “scratch notes,” “fieldnotes proper,” “fieldnote
records,” “texts,” “journals and diaries,” and “letters, reports, papers.”
Hence there is wide variation in what ethnographers characterize as
fieldnotes. Some field researchers, for example, consider fieldnotes to be
:  writings that record both what they learn and observe about the activities
of others and their own actions, questions, and reflections. Others insist

ona sharp, dlS‘:nCtlo

and reactions. Yet deep differences also exist between those who empha-
size this distinction between writings about others and writings about
oneself: some view only the former as fieldnotes and consider the latter
as personal “journals” or “diaries”; others “contrast fieldnotes with data,
speaking of fieldnotes as a record of one’s reactions, a cryptic list of items
to concentrate on, a preliminary stab at analysis, and so on” (Jackson
1990b:7).

Second, field researchers may write fieldnotes in very different ways.
Many compose fieldnotes only as “a running log written at the end
fﬂ’\v of each day” (Jackson 1990b:6). But others contrast such “fieldnotes
Vproper W1th “fieldnote records” that involve “information organized in
sets separate from the sequential fieldwork notes” (Sanjek 1990c:101).
Furthermore, some field researchers try to write elaborate notes as soon

after witnessing relevant events as possible, typically sitting down to type
up complete, detailed observations every evening. Others initially pro-
duce less detailed records, filling notebooks with handwritten notes to be
elaborated and “finished” upon leaving the field. And still others post-
pone the bulk of writing until they have left the field and begun to grap-
ple with writing a coherent ethnographic account.

Finally, ethnographers disagree about whether fieldnotes are a re-
source or barrier to understanding. While some see them as the core of
the research enterprise, others suggest that they provide little more than
crutches to help the field researcher deal with the stresses and anxieties
of living in another world while trying to understand it from the outside.
Indeed, some contend that fieldnotes stymie deeper understanding As

_notes there is] more chance to schematize 1o order conceptually . free

of mggling exceptions, g_raymh half-truths you find in your own data
" Insum, ethnographers have failed to closely examine the processes of

recotd»Sof what others sa.td and dld—the"
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writing fieldnotes. While this failure arises in part from differing views of
what fieldnotes are, it also results from disagreements about the skills
needed for ethnographic observation and writing and about how neces-
sary skills can be acquired. At one extreme, many field researchers assume
that almost any literate, adventurous person can simply go to the field and
do fieldwork; technical skills, if any, can be learned on the spot in a “sink
or swim” vein. At another extreme, others contend that ethnographic
research, particularly writing fieldnotes, involves God-given talents and
sensitivities that simply cannot be taught. Some argue, for example; that
ohly those with the special abilities.of an Erving Goftman can become
1n51ghtfulfield researchers. Training is not an issue to those so innately
skilled.

Still others seem to concede that aspects of field research should and
can be learned, but they exclude writing fieldnotes from these teachable
skills. They view fieldnotes as.so.deeply idiosyncratic and personal as to
; al 'nstruction Both what the fieldworker does with those
under study and how she understands and recounts these events will vary

from one person to another. Thus different researchers write very difter-
ent notes, depending upon disciplinary orientation, theoretical interests,
personality, mood, and stylistic commitments. Writing fieldnotes suppos-
edly resists formal instruction because the sense and meanings of whatever
ethnographers write draw upon “tacit knowledge” and direct experiences
that are not explicitly included in the notes.

We reject both the “sink or swim” method of training ethnographers
and the attitude that ethnography involves no special skills or no skills
beyond those a college-educated person possesses. We take the position

that writing fieldnotes is not simply the product of innate sensibilities and
1n51ghts b ut : skills learned and sharpened over time. Indeed,
“we maintain that ethnographers need to hone these skills and that the
quality of ethnography will improve with self-conscious attention to how
to write fieldnotes.

Furthermore, we contend that ethnographers can move beyond the
impasse created by differing conceptions of fieldnotes by making explicit
the assumptions and commitments they hold about the nature of ethnog-
raphy as a set of practical research and writing activities. Such assumptions
and commitments have direct implications for how to understand and
write fieldnotes. If, for example, one sees ethnography as collecting in-
formation that can be “found” or “discovered” in much the same way
by any researcher, one can reasonably separate the “findings” from the
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processes of making them and “data” from “personal reactions.” Similarly,
the sense that fieldnotes get in the way of intuitive understanding and
deeper analytic insight reflects a theoretical commitment to grasping the
“big picture” and to identifying broad patterns of activity rather than to
tracking day-to-day routines and processes. This view, in turn, assumes
that achieving these qualities can get lost beneath “too many facts” or
“too much detail”

Thus, while universal guidelines for writing fieldnotes are quixotic,
one can develop specific guidelines appropriate to a particular under-
standing of ethnographic research. In this book we assume and draw upon
an interactionist, interpretive understanding of ethnography that derives
from the traditions of symbolic interaction and ethnomethodology in or-
der to elaborate one approach to fieldnotes and to the processes of writing
them. Clearly, we offer only one among many possible approaches; field
researchers starting with more positivist commitments or informed by
other traditions within ethnography would approach many of the issues
and procedures we discuss very differently. Nonetheless, we expect that
much of what we recommend will be useful and suggestive for anyone
beginning to do field research and to write fieldnotes.

We pursue a further goal in this book: to demystify writing fieldnotes,
giving explicit attention to the processes of transforming observation and
experience into inspectable texts. To do so, it is critical to look at actual
working, ‘“unfinished” fieldnotes rather than at published, polished
fieldnotes and to consider how such notes are composed, rewritten, and
worked into finished texts. Thus we focus on writing fieldnotes in its
own right, considering a variety of technical, interactional, personal, and
theoretical issues that arise with such writing. We also examine the pro-
cesses and the practicalities of working with fieldnotes to write analytic
memos and final ethnographic accounts for wider audiences.

Our goal is not only practical. We also want to bridge the gap that
divides reflections on ethnographic texts from the actual practice of eth-
nography. By examining the practices actually used to write fieldnotes,
we hope to advance understanding of the nature of ethnography in calling
attention to the fundamental processes entailed in turning talk, observa-
tions, and experiences into written texts. It is misleading to try to grasp
the transformation of experience into text by looking only at finished
ethnographies and the fieldnotes they rely on. The problems and pro-
cesses of writing initial, unpolished accounts of observations and experi-
ences differ significantly from those involved in reviewing, selecting from,
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editing, and revising fieldnotes in order to produce a finished ethnogra-
phy. Published fieldnotes are not only polished; they are also highly se-
lected because they have to be tied to the specific themes used to con-
struct the ethnography as a whole. In contrast, unfinished fieldnotes,
written more or less contemporaneously with the events depicted, are
not theoretically focused or integrated, not consistent in voice or purpose,
nor even always clear or stylistically compelling,

Our attention to issues of writing fieldnotes grew out of our own
experiences in teaching field research to undergraduate and graduate stu-
dents. In the early 1980s two of us—Robert Emerson and Linda Shaw—
began teaching a UCLA undergraduate course on field research methods.
Organized as a practicum focused on fieldnotes and the field experiences
they depicted, the course insisted that all students go to a field setting and
immediately begin to write fieldnotes about what they saw and heard. In
addition to intensive small group discussions of students’ notes, we de-
voted class time to examining a xeroxed page or two of students’ “notes
of the week”—excerpts selected to illustrate key issues in field relations,
writing strategies, or theoretical focusing. Throughout the course, stu-
dents posed endless questions about writing fieldnotes, beginning with
such matters as “What do I write about?” and concluding with problems
of “How do I write it all up in a final paper?” Emerson and Shaw increas-
ingly sought the experience of faculty in the Writing Programs at UCLA
for advice in these matters. They met with Rachel Fretz, a folklorist with
extensive field experience in Africa. These consultations led to the deci-
sion to coordinate a course on writing ethnographic fieldnotes with the
existing field research methods course.

This manuscript began to take shape while team teaching these courses
as part of an Immersion Quarter program at UCLA in the mid-1980s.
Students in this program participated in internships while enrolled in a
cluster of three courses—field research methods, ethnographic writing,
and a variable topic substantive course (mental illness; control of crime;
gender, race, and ethnicity in schools). The field methods and writing
courses were tightly integrated, with coordinated topic, readings, and
field assignments. As instructors, we met regularly to discuss the problems
and successes of our students. We pooled our experiences and problem-
solved, giving one another ideas for better ways to work with students as
they learned to subject real world experience to sociological analysis. The
ideas that comprise the core of the manuscript developed early on as a
result of these meetings and their collective processes.
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Junker’s Field Work: An Introduction to the Social Sciences (1960) provided
a model for assembling and presenting our materials. Field Work resulted
from a collection of materials, “Cases on Field Work,” created at the Uni-
versity of Chicago in a project organized by Everett C. Hughes to con-
duct “field work on field work” (Hughes 1960:v). This project involved
“putting together what we had learned from [having taught methods to]
several hundred students about the learning and doing of field work™
(vii). Similarly, in order to illustrate useful practices and alternate possibili-
ties for writing fieldnotes, we saturate the chapters that follow with
“raw” fieldnotes.

We rely heavily upon fieldnotes and ethnographic extracts written by
both undergraduate and graduate students who have taken our courses
on field research and ethnographic writing at UCLA, California State
University, San Marcos, and Cornell University. Some might object to
the use of student fieldnotes on the grounds that these are not the writ-
ings of professionally trained researchers. In part our preference for stu-
dent notes reflects the way we began to develop this book—by reading
and commenting upon such writings, clarifying and articulating what im-
pressed us as effective, exciting notes, and collecting examples of particu-
lar issues for teaching purposes. But in addition, we desire to demystify
fieldnotes, an end better achieved by showing what can be done by stu-
dents like those who will read and use this book. And finally, every quar-
ter we found ourselves impressed by the quality, excitement, and freshness
of the fieldnote accounts our students provided on ordinary and excep-
tional events in 2 variety of social settings.

In addition to student fieldnotes, we also draw examples from our
own unpublished fieldnotes, which were compiled during a number of
different research projects. These projects include Robert Emerson’s
study of litigants applying for domestic violence restraining orders, car-
ried out in the late 1980s and early 1990s;?> Rachel Fretz’s ethnographic
fieldwork on storytelling among the Chokwe in Zaire in 1976, 1977,
1982, and 1983 and in Zambia in 1992-93;* and field research carried
out in a psychiatric facility for ex-mental patients by Linda Shaw in the
early 1980s.

We address issues of writing fieldnotes for two general audiences. One
audience includes those concerned with ethnography and field research
primarily for academic research purposes. Here we seek to develop practi-
cal guidelines for writing fieldnotes that will prove helpful to both under-
graduate and graduate students in several academic disciplines. These

|
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disciplines include sociology, anthropology, folklore, oral history, educa-
tion, and ethnomusicology, in which field research and ethnographic
methods have a prominent place; and disciplines such as political science,
business administration, communications, composition studies, social wel-
fare, and public health, in which ethnography and field research may be
offered as secondary methodological options.

But in this book we also address audiences who commonly recognize
few links with ethnography—those committed to experiential education
and service learning. In promoting learning through doing, experiential
education places students in community service or in internships in some
institutional setting. In these placements students confront practical chal-
lenges in carrying out real world activities; the task is then to relate these
experiences to traditional academic concerns.

To this point the key to this integration has been the critical incident
journal (Batchelder and Warner 1977). But service learning journals en-
courage writing about the students’ perceptions and feelings more than
about what others are doing and saying. Such journals often do not en-
courage students to write at length or in real detail about their observa-
tions. They tend to be “crisis focused,” attending to the dramatic and
remarkable rather than to the everyday and routine; therefore they lead
to very general accounts or to decontextualized accounts of “critical inci-
dents” that inhibit reflection and in-depth understanding of daily pro-
cesses.

We maintain that writing ethnographic fieldnotes, rather than journal
entries, promises to strengthen and deepen the integration of experience
with classroom knowledge. Writing fieldnotes would encourage experi-
ential education students to observe more finely and systematically, to
consider both the mundane and the dramatic, and to attend to others’
activities and concerns as closely as their own. Furthermore, systematic,
contemporaneously written fieldnotes provide a means for capturing the
distinct phases or stages of an intern’s adaptation to a particular setting.
Such fieldnotes allow close documentation of the explicit and implicit
instruction given interns about what things are important and how things
should be done. Such instructions are a major mechanism by which new-
comers are socialized to any particular setting; instructions reveal both the
working skills and knowledge and also the actual priorities, assumptions,
and commitments of those in the setting.

Obviously, points of strain will remain between the practice of ethno-
graphic field research and experiential education. For example, writing
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extensive fieldnotes may require more commitment to research than is
common to many experiential education students, who are often moti-
vated—at least initially—by a desire to serve others or to assess the at-
tractions of a particular career. Yet a persuasive case can be made to those
who hold such priorities that ethnography can contribute a deeper under-
standing of the personal, work, and organizational processes likely to be
encountered. Thus, the approach to ethnographic participation and writ-
ing developed here opens up much common ground between two tradi-
tions that have long gone their separate ways; it does so by providing a
means to convert experiences into textual forms that can be brought back
into the classroom and closely examined for their bearing on broader
issues of social and intellectual life (cf. Bleich 1993).

We have set ourselves a very specific task in this book: to examine the
different processes of writing involved in producing and using ethno-
graphic fieldnotes. Hence we do not intend this book to stand on its
own as an introduction to the practice of ethnographic field research.
In particular, we do not treat in any detail either the deeper theoretical
groundings of ethnography or the intricacies and dilemmas of actually
carrying out a field work project. Rather, we complement existing over-
views of the premises and procedures of ethnographic inquiry* by looking
specifically at key practical issues involved in writing and using fieldnotes.
We do consider, moreover, how writing fieldnotes is inextricably inter-
twined with methodological and theoretical commitments.

The chapters that follow are organized in ways that reflect our dual
concerns with learning to write ethnographic fieldnotes and with under-
standing the relevance of these practices for ethnographic research more
broadly. We use as our point of departure the experience and practice of
students actually learning to write fieldnotes rather than an idealized or
prescriptive version of how fieldnotes “ought to be written.” After an
overview of the nature and place of fieldnotes in ethnographic research,
successive chapters address step-by-step processes and practices for writ-
ing and working with fieldnotes. Each chapter concludes with “Reflec-
tions” on the implications of the practices and processes we have been
examining for more general issues of ethnographic theory and method.

Substantively, we begin in chapter 1 by considering the centrality of
writing fieldnotes to ethnographic research and by specifying the assump-
tions and commitments that underlie our approach. Chapter 2 examines
the distinctive stance of the ethnographer—that of participating in and
observing the ongoing life of a natural setting in order to produce written
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accounts of events observed there; it then considers issues of jotting
phrases or notes while in the setting. Chapter 3 explores procedures for
writing up fieldnotes, either from memory or from previous jottings.
Chapter 4 discusses various writing strategies for envisioning scenes on a
page, for describing observed events, for organizing extended descrip-
tions, and for writing in-process analytic ideas about these scenes. In
chapter 5 we address ways of writing notes and developing analyses that
effectively capture and convey what events mean to participants. Chapter
6 turns to working with lengthy sets of “completed” fieldnotes, consider-
ing how to read, sort, and code notes and how to begin analysis. Chapter
7 considers the ethnographer’s choices about how to organize and write
more polished, coherent ethnographies for wider audiences. Finally, in
chapter 8 we reflect on the need in ethnographic writing to balance often
contradictory requirements and concerns—loyalties to those studied with
obligations to future readers, self-conscious reflection with getting ac-
counts written down on paper, and sensitivity to indigenous meanings

with analytic relevance.
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Ethnographic field research involves the study of groups and people as
they go about their everyday lives. Carrying out such research involves
two distinct activities. First, the ethnographer enters into a social setting
and gets to know the people involved in it; usually, the setting is not
H previously known in an intimate way® The ethnographer participates in
[ the daily routines of this setting, develops ongoing relations with the
people in it, and observes all the while what is going on. Indeed, the term
! “participant-observation” is often used to characterize this basic research
approach. But, second, the ethnographer writes down in regular, system-
atic ways what she observes and learns while participating in the daily
rounds of life of others. Thus the researcher creates an accumulating
written record of these observations and experiences. These two inter-
connected activities comprise the core of ethnographic research: First-
hand participation in some initially unfamiliar social world and the pro-
duction of written accounts of that world by drawing upon such partici-
pation. In the following sections we examine in detail each of these activ-
ities and then trace out their implications for writing fieldnotes.

ETHNOGRAPHIC PARTICIPATION
Ethnographers are committed to going out and getting close to the activi-

ties and everyday experiences of other people. “Getting close” minimally
requires physical and social proximity to the daily rounds of people’s lives

1




2 FIELDNOTES IN ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH
.~ and activities; the field wg;hmnust—be.abl&.toi&k&nﬁposmons ip the

midst of theﬁ(ey sites and scenes of other’s lives in order to observe and

“understand them. But getting close has ano far more significant com-
ponent: The ethnographer seeks a deepér iminersionyin others’ worlds in

order™o grasp what they experience as me:;nmgﬁil and important. With
immersion, the field researcher sees from the inside how people lead their
lives, how they carry out their daily rouﬁds of activities, what they find
meaningful, and how they do so. In thi§ way immersion gives the field-
worker access to the fluidity of others lives and enhances his sensitivity
to interaction and process. i

Furthermore, immersion enables the fieldworker to directly and forc-
ibly experience for herself both thé ordinary routines and conditions un-
der which people conduct their »liives, and the constraints and pressures to
which such living is subject. Gp"h”man (1989:125) in particular insists that
field research involves “subjec{fing yourself, your own body and your own
personality, and your own sofial situation, to the set of contingencies that
play upon a set of individrlgi’s, so that you can physically and ecologically

penetrate their circl gsponse to their social situation, or their work
“situation, or their &thnic situation) Immersion in ethnographic research,

i\\ then, involves both being with other people to see how they respond to

l: events as they happen and experiencing for oneself these events and the
/ circumstances that give rise to them.

Clearly, ethnogr;p\hfFifh}h'érﬁén precludes conducting field research
as a detached, passive observer; the field researcher can only get close to
the lives of those studied by actively participating in their day-to-day
affairs. Such participation, moreover, inevitably entails some degree of
resocialization. Sharing everyday life with a group of people, the field re-
searcher comes “to enter into the matrix of meanings of the researched,
to participate in their system of organized activities, and to feel subject to
their code of moral regulation” (Wax 1980:272—73). In participating as
fully and humanly as possible in another way of life, the ethnographer
learns what is required to become a member of that world, to experience
events and meanings in ways that approximate members’ experiences.' In-
deed, some ethnographers seek to do field research by doing and becom-
ing—to the extent possible—whatever it is they are interested in learning
about. Ethnographers, for example, have become skilled at work activities
they are seeking to understand (Diamond 1993; Lynch 1985) or in good
faith have joined churches or rellglous groups (Jules-Rosette 1975; Roch-
ford 1985) on the grounds that b@n’mg membeﬁ they gain fuller
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insight and understanding into these groups and their activities. Or villag-
ers may assign an ethnographer a role, such as sister or mother in an
extended family, which obligates her to participate and resocialize herself
to meet local expectations (Fretz n.d.).

In learning about others through active participation in their lives and
activities, the fieldworker cannot and should not attempt to be a fly on the
wall.2 No field researcher can be a completely neutral, detached observer,
outside and independent of the observed phenomena (Pollner and Emer-
son 1988). Rather, as the ethnographer engages in the lives and concerns
of those studied, his perspective “is intertwined with the phenomenon
which does not have objective characteristics independent of the observ-
er’s perspective and methods” (Mishler 1979:10). The ethnographer can-
not take in everything; rather, he will, in conjunction with those in the
setting, develop certain perspectives by engaging in some activities and
relationships rather than others. Moreover, it will often be the case that
relationships with those under study follow political fault lines in the
setting, exposing the ethnographer selectively to varying priorities and
points of view. As a result, the task of the ethnographer is not to deter-
mine “the truth” but®o reveal the multiple truths apparent in others’
lives.?

Furthermore, the ethnographer’s presence in a setting inevitably has
implications and consequences for what is taking place, since the field-
worker must necessarily interact with and hence have some impact on
those studied.* “Consequentlal presence,  often linked to Qe\_ctwe effect

(that 1s, the effects of the ethnograpTlers part1c1pat10n on how members
may talk and behave), should not-be-seen..as. “Contam 1g%gp§2what is

_observed and learned. Rather, these effects are the very source of that

learning and observation (Clarke 1975:99). Relationships between the
field researcher and people in the setting do not so much disrupt or alter
ongoing patterns of social interaction as reveal the terms and bases on
which people form social ties in the first place. For example, in a village
based on kinship ties, people may adopt a fieldworker into a family and
assign her a kinship term which then designates her rights and responsi-
bilities toward others. Rather than detracting from what the fieldworker
can learn, first-hand relations with those studied may provide clues to
understanding the more subtle, implicit underlying assumptions that are
often not readily accessible through observation or interview methods
alone.’> Consequently, rather than viewing reactivity as a defect to be
carefully controlled or elminated in entirety, the ethnographer needs to
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become®

sensitive to and perceptive of how she is seen and treated by
others.

To appreciate the unavoidable consequences of one’s own presence
strips any special merit from the highly detached, “unobtrusive,” and mar-
ginal observer roles that have long held sway as the implicit ideal in field
research. Many contemporary ethnographers advocate highly participa-

tory roles (Adler, Adler, and Rochford 1986) in which the researcher

actually performs the activities that are central to the lives of those studied.

In this view, assuming real responsibility for actually carrying out core
functions and tasks, as in service learning internships, provides special op-
portunities to get close to, participate in, and experience life in previously
unknown settings. The intern with real work responsibilities or the re-
searcher participating in village life actively engage in local activities and
are socialized to and acquire empathy for local ways of acting and feeling.

Finally, close, continuing participation in the lives of others encourages
appreciation of social life as constituted by ongoing, fluid processes.
Through participation, the field researcher sees first-hand and up close
how people grapple with uncertainty and confusion, how meanings
emerge through talk and collective action, how understandings and inter-
pretations change over time. In all these ways, the fieldworker’s closeness
to others’ daily lives and activities heightens sensitivity to social life as
process.

INSCRIBING EXPERIENCED/ OBSERVED R EALITIES

Even with intensive resocialization, the ethnographer never becomes a

member in the same sense that those {’n:

ra ’in the setting are mem-
bers.® The fieldworker plans on leaving the setting after a relatively brief
stay, and his experience of local life is colored by this transience. As a
result “the @hat the fieldworker gives is neither as committed
nor as constrained as the native’s” (Karp and Kendall 1982:257). Further-
more, the fieldworker orients to many local events not as “real life” but

as objects of possible research interest, as events that he may choose to
write down and preserve in fieldnotes. In these ways, research and writing
commitments qualify ethnographic immersion, making the field re-
searcher at least something of an outsider and, at an extreme, a cultural
alien.”

Fieldnotes are accounts describing experiences and observations the re-
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searcher has made while participating in an intense and involved manner.
But writing descriptive accounts of experiences and observations is not as
straightforward and transparent a process as it might initially appear. For
writing description is not merely a matter of accurately capturing as
closely as possible observed reality, of “putting into words” overheard talk
and witnessed activities. To view the writing of descriptions simply as a
matter of producing texts that correspond accurately to what has been ob-
served is to assume that there is but one “best” description of any particu-
lar event. But in fact, there is no one “natural” or “correct” way to write
about what one observes. Rather, because descriptions involve issues of
perception and interpretation, different descriptions of “the same” situa-
tions and events are possible.

Consider, for example, the following descriptions of moving through
express checkout lines in three different Los Angeles supermarkets, writ-
ten by three student researchers. These descriptions share a number of
common features: all describe events from the point of view of shoppers/
observers moving through express checkout lines; all provide physical de-
scriptions of the other major players in the lines—the checker, other
shoppers—and of at least some of the items they are purchasing; and all
attend closely to some minute details of behavior in express lines. Yet
each of these fieldnote accounts takes a different tack in describing a
supermarket express line. Bach selects and emphasizes certain features and
actions, ignoring and marginalizing others. Furthermore, these descrip-
tions are written from different points of view, and they shape and present
what happened on the express lines in different ways—in part because
the researchers observe different people and occasions, but also in part
because they make different writing choices:

Mayfair Market Express Line

There were four people in line with their purchases separated by an approx.
18" rectangular black rubber bar. I put my frozen bags down on the “lazy susan
linoleum conveyor belt” and I reached on top of the cash register to retrieve one
of the black bars to separate my items. The cashier was in her mid thirties, ap-
prox., about 52" dark skinned woman with curly dark brown hair. I couldn’t
hear what she was saying, but recognized some accent to her speech. She was in
a white blouse, short sleeved, with a maroon shoulder to mid thigh apron. She
had a loose maroon bow tie, not like a man’s bow tie, more hangie and fluffy.
Her name tag on her left chest side had red writing that said “Candy” on it.

[Describes the first two men at the front of the line.] The woman behind him
was dark skinned with straight dark brown hair cut in a page boy. She was wearing
a teal blue v-neck knit sweater with black leggings. In her section was juice, 2

N
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can of pineapple juice, and a six-pack of V-8 tomato juice. The guy in front of
me had a pink polo shirt on and tan shorts. He was about 6’2", slender, tan with
blond short hair with a gold 18 gauge hoop in his left ear (I thought he was gay).
In his triangle of space he had packaged carrots, a gallon of whole milk, and a
package of porkchops.

Candy spent very little time with each person, she gave all a hello, and then
told them the amount, money was offered, and change was handed back onto a
shelf that was in front of the customer whose turn it was. Before Candy had given
the dark-haired woman her change back, [ noticed that the man in the pink shirt
had moved into her spatial “customer” territory, probably within a foot of her,
and in the position that the others had taken when it was their turn, in front of
the “check writing” shelf. (I thought it was interesting that the people seemed
more concerned about the proper separation of their food from one another’s
than they did about body location.) . . .

As I walk up to the shelf (where it all seems to happen), I say “Hi;” and Candy
says “Hi” back as she scans my groceries with the price scanner. . . .

Fhis-observer describes the line spatiglly.in terms of individual peop]):

(particularly physical appearance and apparel) and their groceries as laid
out before being rung up (“in his triangle of space he had . . . ™). Indeed,
this account notes as an aside the contrast between the care taken to sepa-
rate grocery items and the seeming disregard of physical space that occurs
at the “check writing shelf” as one shopper is about to move on and the
next-in-line to move in.

Ralph’s Express Line, Easter Morning

I headed east to the checkout stands with my romaine lettuce, to garnish the
rice salad I was bringing to brunch, and my bottle of Gewurtztraminer, my new
favorite wine, which I had to chill in the next half hour. As I approached the
stands, [ realized that the 10—items—or—less—cash—only line would be my best
choice. I noticed that Boland was behind the counter at the register—he’s always
very friendly to me—*“Hey, how you doing?”

I got behind the woman who was already there. She had left one of the rubber
separator bars behind the things she was going to buy, one of the few personal
friendly moves one can make in this highly routinized queue. I appreciated this,
and would have thanked her (by smiling, probably), but she was already looking
ahead, I suppose in anticipation of checking out. I put my wine and lettuce down.
There was already someone behind me. I wanted to show them the courtesy of
putting down a rubber separator bar for them too. I waited until the food in front
of mine was moved up enough for me to take the bar, which was at the front of
the place where the bars are (is there a word for that? bar bin?), so that I wouldn’t
have to make a large, expansive move across the items that weren’t mine, drawing
attention to myself. [ waited, and then, finally, the bar was in sight. I took it, and
then put it behind my items, looking at the woman behind me and smiling at her
as I did so. She looked pleased, and a bit surprised, and I was glad to have been
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able to do this small favor. She was a pretty blonde woman, and was buying a
bottle of champagne (maybe also for Easter brunch?). She was wearing what
looked like an Easter dress—it was cotton, and pretty and flowery. She looked
youngish. Maybe about my age. She was quite tall for a woman, maybe 510"
or so.

The woman in front of me didn’t take long at all. I've learned quite well how
to wait in queues and not be too impatient. Boland, the checker, saw me, and
said, “Hi! How’s it going?” or something like that. . . .

This observer i through the hne as she expenenced the ‘

process on a moment by moment basis, frammg her accounts of others™

‘Behiwors as she received, understood, and reacted to them. ThlS style of -

it

‘ dCSCIIBtIOIl gives the reader unique’ eccess to the observers thoughts ana:

ERW

oo RN

Emotw; for example, while space is an issue, it is framed in terms not
of distance but of its implications for self and feelings (e.g., avoiding “a
large expansive move across the items that weren't mine”).

In the next excerpt, the writer shifts his focus from self to others:

Boy’s Market Express Line

. I picked a long line. Even though the store was quiet, the express line was
long. A lot of people had made small purchases today. I was behind a man with
just a loaf of bread. There was a cart to the side of him, just sitting there, and I
thought someone abandoned it (it had a few items in it). A minute later a2 man
came up and “claimed” it by taking hold of it. He didn’t really try to assert that
he was back in line—apparently he’d stepped away to get something he’d forgot-
ten—but he wasn’t getting behind me either. I felt the need to ask him if he
was on line, so I wouldn’t cut him off. He said yes, and I tried to move
behind him—we were sort of side by side—and he said, “That’s okay. I know
where you are”

An old woman was behind me now. She had her groceries in one of those
carts that old people tend to use to wheel their groceries home. She was thumbing
through the National Enquirer, and was clutching a coupon in her hand. She
scanned a few pages of the paper, and then put it back in the rack. I looked ahead
at the person whose groceries were being checked out—she was staring at the
price for each item as it came up on the register.

At this point the guy who I'd spoken to earlier, the guy who was right in front
of me, showed a look of surprise and moved past me, over to an abandoned cart
at the end of the aisle. He was looking at what was in it, picking up the few items
with interest, and then put them back. I thought he’d seen something else he
wanted or had forgotten. He came back over to his cart, but then a supermarket
employee walked by, and he called out to the man, walking over to the cart and
pointing at it, “Do you get many items like this left behind?” The employee
hesitated, not seeming to understand the question, and said no. The guy on line
said, “See what’s here? This is formula [cans of baby formula]. That’s poor people’s
food. And see this [a copper pot scrubber]? They use that to smoke crack.” The
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employee looked surprised. The guy says, “I was just wondering. That’s very
indicative of this area.” The employee: “I live here and I didn’t know that” The
guy: “Didn’t you watch Channel 28 last night?” Employee: “No.” Guy: “They
had a report about inner city problems” Employee, walking away as he talks:
“I only watch National Geographic, the MacNeil-Lehrer Hour, and NPR.” He
continues away. . . .

Meanwhile the man with the bread has paid. As he waits momentarily for his
change, the “guy” says, “Long wait for a loaf of bread.” Man says, “Yeah,” and
then adds, jokingly (and looking at the cashier as he says it, as if to gauge his
reaction), “these cashiers are slow.” The cashier does not appear to hear this. Man
with bread leaves, guy in front of me is being checked out now. He says to the
cashier, “What’s the matter, end of your shift? No sense of humor left?” Cashier
says, “No. I'm tired.” Guy: “I hear you.” Guy then says to the bagger: “Can I
have paper and plastic please, Jacob” (he emphasizes the use of the bagger’s name)?
Jacob complies, but shows no other sign that he’s heard the man. Guy is waiting
for transaction to be completed. He’s sitting on the railing, and he is singing
the words to the Muzak tune that’s playing. Something by Peabo Bryson. Guy’s
transaction is done. He says thank you to the bagger, and the bagger tells him to
have a good day.

Cashier says, “How are you doing?” to me. . . .

1In these notes the observer initially writes himself into a prominent role
in the line, but then he moves himself offstage by spotlighting another
character who says and does a number of flamboyant things as he waits
and then gets checked out. This express line becomes a mini-community,
first marked by ongoing exchanges between those in line, then drawing
in a passing store employee, and culminating in interactions between this
character and the checker and bagger.

Writing fieldnote descriptions, then, is not so much a matter of pas-
sively copying down “facts” about “what happened.” Rather, such writ-
ing involvesfctive processes of interpretation and sense-making: noting
and writing down some things as “significant,” noting but ignoring others

s “not significant,” and even missing other possibly significant things al-
together. As a result, similar (even the “same”) events can be described
for different purposes, with different sensitivities and concerns,

In this respect, it is important to recognize that fieldnotes involve in-
seriptions of social life and social discourse. Such inscriptions inevitably
reduce the welter and confusion of the social world to written words that
can be reviewed, studied, and thought about time and time again. As
Geertz (1973:19) has, characterized this core ethnographic process: “The
prs: ﬁé‘gﬁphér‘rrTs“éEEés.aogal discou
fifss it from a passing event, which exists only in-its own moment

e writes it down. In so doing, he
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of occurrence, into.an account, which exists in its inscription and can
O el

be reconsulted.”.. -

As inscriptions, fieldnotes are products of and reflect conventions for

transforming witnessed events, persons, and places into words on paper.? In
part, this transformation involves inevitable processes of selection; the eth-
nographer writes about certain things and thereby necessarily “leaves out”
others. But more significantly, descriptive fieldnotes also inevitably present
or frame objects in particular ways, “missing” other ways that events might
have been presented or framed. And these presentations reflect and incor-
porate sensitivities, meanings, and understandings the field researcher has
gleaned from having been close to and participated in the described events.

Th__re are_other ways g;gg},lcmg social dlch

q,, to written form.

Survey questionr ai for example, ‘record responses” to pre-fixed

[

unSthl’lS SOmCtlmCS reducmg these answers to numbers sometimes pre-

serving something of the respondents’ own words. Audio and v1deo

recordings, which seemingly catch and preserve almost everythmg oc-

curring within an interaction, actually capture but a slice of ongoing social
life. What is recorded in the first place depends upon when, where, and
how the equipment is positioned and activated, what it can pick up me-
chanically, and how those who are recorded react to its presence. Further
reduction occurs with the representation of a recorded slice of embodied
discourse as sequential lines of text in a “transcript.” For while talk in
social settlwg_s is a_“multichanneled. event, . suriting is. lm.e.a: in.nature,.
and can handle _one channel. at.a_time, so must pick and choose
among the cues available for representation” (Walker 1986:211). A tran-
script thus selects particular dimensions and contents of discourse for in-

clusion while ignoring others, for examplehonverbal cues to local mean-
ings such as eye gaze, gesture, and posture. Researchers studying oral
performances spend considerable effort in developing a notational system
to document the verbal and at least some of the nonverbal communica-
tion; the quality of the transcribed “folklore text” is critical as it “re-
presents the performance in another medium” (Fine 1984:3). The tran-
script is never 4. verbatlrh” rendermg of discourse, because.it.. ?E—{;;gs;nts

..an analytlc Niﬁtgfi)retatlon and selectlon ‘ (Psathas and Anderson
1990 75) of gpmand action. That is, a transcript is the product of a
transcriber’s ongoing interpretive and analytic decisons about a variety of
problematic matters: how to transform naturally occurring speech into
specific words (in the face of natural speech elisions); how to determine
when to punctuate to indicate a completed phrase or sentence (given the

7
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common lack of clear-cut endings in ordinary speech); deciding whether
Or not to try to represent such matters as spaces and silences, overlapped
speech and sounds, pace stresses and volume, and inaudible or incompre-
hensible sounds or words.” In sum, even those means of recording that
researchers claim come the closest to realizing an “objective mirroring”’
necessarily make reductions in the lived complexity of social life similar
in principle to those made in writing fieldnotes, !

Given the reductionism of any method of inscription, choice of
method reflects researchers’ deeper assumptions about social life and how
to understand it. Fieldwork and ultimately the fieldnote are predicated
on a view of social life as continuously created through people’s efforts
to find and confer meaning on their own and others’ actions. Within this
perspective, the interview and the recording have their uses. To the extent
that participants are willing and able to describe these features of social
life, an interview may prove a valuable tool. Similarly, a video recording
provides a valuable record of words actually uttered and gestures actually
made. But the ethos of fieldwork holds that in order to fully understand
and appreciate action from the perspective of participants, one must get
close to and participate in a wide cross-section of their everyday activities
over an extended period of time. Ethnography, as Van Maanen (1988:ix)
insists, i¥*the peculiar practice of representing the social reality of others
through the analysis of one’s own experience in the world of these oth-
ers.” Fieldnotes are distinctively a method for capturing and preserving
the insights and understandings stimulated by these close and long-term
experiences. Thus fieldnotes inscribe the sometimes inchoate under-
standings and insights the fieldworker acquires by intimately immersing
herself in another world, by observing in the midst of mundane activities
and jarring crises, by directly running up against the contingencies and
constraints of the everyday life of another people. Indeed, it is exactly this
deep immersion—and the sense of place that such immersion assumes
and strengthens—that enables the ethnographer to inscribe the detailed,
context-sensitive, and locally informed fieldnotes that Geertz (1973)
terms “thick description.”

This experiential character of fieldnotes is also reflected in changes in
their content and concerns over time. Fieldnotes grow through gradual
accretion, adding one day's writing to the next’s. The ethnographer writes
particular fieldnotes in ways that are not pre-determined or pre-specified;
hence fieldnotes are not collections or samples in the way that audio re-
cordings can be, i.e., decided in advance according to set criteria. Choos-
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ing what to write down is not a process of sampling according to some
fixed-in-advance principle. Rather it is both intuitive, reflecting the eth-
nographer’s changing sense of what might possibly be made interesting or
important to future readers, and empathetic, reflecting the ethnographer’s
sense of what is interesting or important to the people he is observing.

IMPLICATIONS FOR WRITING FIELDNOTES

We draw four implications from our understanding of ethnography as the
inscription of participatory experience: (1) What is observed and ulti-
mately treated as “data” or “findings” is inseparable from the obser-
vational process. (2) In writing fieldnotes, the field researcher should
give special attention to the indigenous meanings and concerns of the
people studied. (3) Contemporaneously written fieldnotes are an essential
grounding and resource for writing broader, more coherent accounts of
others’ lives and concerns. (4) Such fieldnotes should detail the social and
interactional processes that make up people’s everyday lives and activities.

Inseparability of “Methods” and “Findings”

Modes of participating in and finding out about the daily lives of others
make up key parts of ethnographic methods. These “methods” determine
what the field researcher sees, experiences, and learns. But if substance
(“data,” “findings,” “facts”) are products of the methods used, substance
cannot be considered independently of method; what the ethnographer
finds out is inherently connected with how she finds it out. As a result, these
“methods should not be ignored. Rather, they should comprise an important
part of written fieldnotes. It thus becomes critical for the ethnographer to
document her own activities, circumstances, and emotional responses as
these factors shape the process of observing and recording others’ lives.!
“From this péinf of view, the very distinction between fieldnote “data”
and “personal reactions,” between “fieldnote records” and “diaries” or
“journals” (Sanjek 1990c), is deeply misleading. Of course, the ethnogra-
pher can separate what he says and does from what he observes others
" saying and doing, treating the latter as if it were unaffected by the for-

—of field “data” in several significant ways. First, this separation treats data
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as “objective information” that has a fixed meaning independent of how
that information was elicited or established and by whom. In this way the
ethnographers own actions, including his “personal” feelings and re-
actions, are viewed as independent of and unrelated to the events and
happenings involving others that constitute “findings” or “observations”
when written down in fieldnotes. Second, this separation assumes that
“subjective” reactions and perceptions can and should be controlled by
being segregated from “objective,” impersonal records. And finally, such
control is thought to be essential because personal and emotional experi-
ences are devalued, comprising “contaminants” of objective data rather
than avenues of insight into significant processes in the setting.

Linking method and substance in fieldnotes has a number of advan-
tages: it encourages recognizing “findings” not as absolute and invari-
ant but as contingent upon the circumstances of their “discovery” by the

.. ethnographer. Moreover, the ethnographer is prevented, or at least dis-
couraged, from too readily taking one person’s version of what happened
or what is important as the “complete” or “correct” version of these mat-
ters. Rather, “what happened” is one account, made by a particular per-
son to a specific other at a particular time and place for particular pue-
poses. In all these ways, linking method and substance builds sensitivity
to the multiple, situational realities of those studied into the core of
fieldwork practice.

The Pursuit of Indigenous Meanings

In contrast to styles of field research which focus on others’ behavior

without systematic regard for what such behavior means to those engaged

in it, we see ethnography as committed to uncovering and depicting in-

digenous meanings. The object of participation is ultimately to get close

to those studied as a way of understanding what their experiences and
activities ,-myetan to them."> '

Ethnographers should attempt to write fieldnotes in ways that capture
and preserve indigenous meanings. To do so, they must learn to recognize
andimit reliance upon preconceptions about members’ lives and activi-
ties. They must become responsive to what others are concerned about,
in their own terms. But while fieldnotes are about others, their concerns
and doings gleaned through empathetic immersion, they necessarily re-
flect and convey the ethnographer’s understanding of these concerns and
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doings. Thus, fieldnotes are written accounts that filter members’ experi-

encesgnd_ concerns through the person am’i perspectives of the’ ethnogra- i
e»ﬁﬁéf; fieldnotes provide the ethnographer’s, not the members’, accounts

“of the latter’s experiences, meanings, and concerns.

It might initially appear that forms of ethnography concerned wit‘h
“polyvocality” (Clifford and Marcus 1986:15), or oral histories and femll-
nist ethnographies (Stacey 1991) which seek to let members “speak in
their own voices,” can avoid researcher mediation in its entirety. But even
in these instances, researchers continue to select what to observe, to pose
questions, or to frame the nature and purpose of the interview more gen-
erally, in ways which cannot avoid mediating effects (see Mills 1990).

Writing Fieldnotes Contemporaneously

In contrast to views holding that fieldnotes are crutches at best and blind-
ers at worst, we see fieldnotes as providing the primary means for deeper
appreciation of how field researchers come to grasp and interpret the
actions and concerns of others. In this respect, fieldnotes offer subtle and
complex understandings of these others’ lives, routines, and meanings.
As argued earlier, the field researcher comes to understand others’
ways by becoming part of their lives and by learning to interpret and
experience events much as they do. It is critical to document closel}.l th.ese
subtle processes of learning and resocializatiorfas they occur; continuing
‘time in the field tends to dilute the insights generated by initial contact
with an unknown way of life. Long-term participation dissolves the initial
perceptions that arise in adapting to and discovering what is significant to
others;#t blunts early sensitivities to subtle patterns and underlying ten-
sions. In short, the field researcher does not learn about the concerns and

meanings of qth¢i"§ all at éhg‘qz_,bgg,jn a constant, CONtiNBIAG-PFOCESS. 11 y

which

Snl}gbp‘irlds new insight and understanding upon prior insights and

O

_understandings. Researchers should document these emergent processes
and stages rather than attempt to reconstruct them at a later point in light
of some final, ultimate interpretation of their meaning and import. Field-
notes provide a distinctive resource for preserving experience close to the
Toment of dé;‘;urrénée and, hence, for deepening reflection upon and

P‘Ef_lii_eﬁt{ndmg of those experiences.

Similar considerations hold when examining the ethnographer’s
“ﬁndings” about those studied and their routine activities. Prodiicing a
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record of these activities as close to their occurrence as possible preserves
their idiosyncratic, contingent character in the face of the homogenizing
tendencies of retrospective recall. In immediately written fieldnotes, dis-
tinctive qualities and features are sharply drawn and will elicit vivid mem-
ories and images when the ethnographer rereads notes for coding and
analysis. Furthermore, the distinctive and unique features of such field-
notes, brought forward into the final analysis, create texture and variation,
avoiding the flatness that comes from generality.

The Importance of Interactional Detail

Field researchers seek to get close to others in order to understand their
ways of life. To preserve and convey that closeness, they must describe
situations and events of interest in detail. Of course, there can never be
absolute standards for determining when there is “enough detail.” How
closely one should look and describe depends upon what is “of interest,"
and this varies by situation and by the researcher’s personality, Eiehtation,
and discipline. Nonetheless, most ethnographers attend to observed
events in an intimate or “I@_C;rbgwiﬁ"t” manner (Geertz 1973:20-23) and
in writing fieldnotes seek to recount “Qr_hgghgppf.ned’ " in fine detail.
Beyond this general “microscopic” commitment, however, our spe-
cifically interactionist approach leads us to urge writers to value close,
detailed reports of interaction. First, interactional detail helps one become
sensitive to, trace, and analyze the interconnections between methods and
substance. Since the fieldworker discovers things about others by inter-
acting with them, iFlglmponant to Qbseu{gand minutely record the Se-
N_,qﬁéﬁ?:fé}gaﬁr_idx?conditions marking suchéptéractioﬁk. Second, in ‘preserving
the 'deta‘i‘lﬁs‘, of interaction, the researcher is better able to identify and fol-
- low groce sses-in witnessed events and hence to develop and sustain pro-
cessu%—ﬁ;terpretations of happenings in the field. Field research, we main-
tain, is particularly suited to documenting social life as process, as
emergent meanings established in and through social interaction (Blumer
1969). Attending to the details of interaction enhances the possibilities
for the researcher to see beyond fixed, static entities, to grasp the active
“doing” of social life. Writing fieldnotes as soon and as fully as possible
after events of interest have occurred encourages detailed descriptions of
the -processes of interaction through which members of social settings
create and sustain specific, local social realities.
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REFLECTIONS: WRITING FIELDNOTES AND ETHNOGRAPHIC PRACTICE

Ethnography is an active enterprise. Its activity incorporates dual im-
pulses. On the one hand, the ethnographer must mg}ge her way into new
worlds and new relationships. On the other hand, she must learn how to

hrepresent in written form what she has come to see and. understand as the

result of these experiences.

e s easy to draw a sharp contrast between these activities, between
doing fieldwork and writing fieldnotes. Afterall, while in the ﬁeld, f:thnog—
raphers must frequently choose between “join(ing) conversations in l%nfa-
miliar places” (Lederman 1990:72) and withdrawing to some more pnv.ate
place to write about these conversations and witnessed events. By locating
“real ethnography” in the time spent talking with and listening to tbése
studied, many ethnographers not only polarize but also discount writing
notes as a central component of fieldwork. “‘ly?hc_)‘i,gg”‘gnd_:ﬂyy.ri_ti.ng:l should
not be seen as separate and distinct activities, but as dialectically related and
interdependent activities. Writing accounts of what happened during fa(':e—
toface encounters with others in the field is very much part of the doing
of ethnography; as Geertz emphasizes, “the ¢Fh99$f??,he,r, ‘_yigscrﬁi’be{ sg&?al
discourse; he writes it down” (1973:19). This process of inscribing, of writ-

“ing fieldnotes, helps the field researcher to understand what he has been

observing in the first place and, thus, enables him to participate in new
ways, to hear with greater acuteness, and to observe with a new lens. B
While ethnographers increasingly recognize the centrality of wr%t%ng
to their craft, they frequently differ on how to characterize that writing
and its relation to ethnographic research. Some anthropologists have crit-
icized Geertz’s notion oﬁ“lnscrlpt;oilﬂas too mechanical and simplistic,

N . “ - »
_ as ignoring that the ethnographer writes not about a “passing event” but

rather about “already formulated, fixed discourse or lore”; hence, inscrip-
“tion should more aptly be termed “transcription’’ (Clifford 1990:57). “In-

SEription” has also been criticized as being too enmeshed in the assump-
tions of “salvage ethnography,”’ which date back to Franz Boas’s efforts to
“write down” oral cultures before they and their languages and customs
disappeared (Clifford 1986:113). Indeed, ethnographers have suggested a
number of alternative ways of characterizing ethnographic writing. An-

thropologists frequently use @ffZi;slatioa ’_(or “cultural translation”) to

.............. e

_conceptualize writing a version of one culture that will make it compre-
hensible to readers living in another. Clifford (1986) and Marcus (1986)

“« it ] . o-
use the more abstract term “textaatization s to refer to the generic.pro
W

—
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cesses whereby an ethnography “translates experience into text” (Clifford
1986:115). And sociologists, notably Richardson (1990), describe the
core of ethnographic writing as “narrating.”

In general, however, these approaches conflate writing final ethno-
graphies with writing ethnographic fieldnotes; thus, they fail to ade-
quately illuminate the key processes and features of producing fieldnotes.
Yet, each approach has implications for such contemporaneous writing
about events witnessed in the field. First translation entails reconfiguring
one set of concepts and terms into another; that is, the ethnographer
searches for comparable concepts and analogous terms. In a sense, while
writing fieldnotes an ethnographer is always interpreting and translating
into text what she sees, even when writing notes for herself. Of course,
in composing the final ethnography, the writer not only translates con-
cepts but also a whole way of life for a future audience who may not
be familiar with the world she describes. Second, narrating often aptly
characterizes the process of writing a day’s experiences into a fieldnote
entry. However, not all life experiences are well represented as cohesive
stories: a narrative could push open-ended or disjointed interactions into
a coherent, interconnected sequence. Thus, while many fieldnotes tell
about the day in a storytelling mode, recounting what happened in a
chronological order, most entries lack any overall structure which ties the
day’s events into a story line with a point. As a result, the the storytelling of
fieldnotes is generally fragmented and. episodic. Finally, textualization
clearly focuses on the broader transformation of experience into text, not
only in final ethnographies, but especially so in writing fieldnotes. In-
deed, such transformation first occurs in the preliminary and varied writ-
ings in the field. Moreover, these fieldnotes often prefigure the final texts!

In sum, the fluid, open-ended processes of writing fieldnotes resonate
with the imagery of all these approaches. Never a simple matter of in-
scribing the world, fieldnotes do more than record observations. Ina fun-
damental sense, they constitute a way of life through the very writing
choices the ethnographer makes and the stories she tells; for, through
her writing she conveys her understandings and insights to future readers
unacquainted with these lives, people, and events, In writing a fieldnote,
then, the ethnographer.does not simply put ‘happenings .into words,
".Rather such writing is an_interpretive process: it is the very first act of

textuahzlng Indeed, this often “invisible” work—iriting ethnographic
fieldnotes—is the primordial textualization that creates a world on the
page and ultimately shapes the final ethnographic, published text.

chapter two

In the Field: Participating,
Observing, and Jotting Notes

Ethnographers ultimately produce some sort of written account of what
they have seen, heard, and experienced in the field. But different eth.nog—
raphers, and the same ethnographer at different times, turn ex;.)enenc.e
and observation into written texts in different ways. Some maximize their
immersion in local activities and their experience of others’ lives, deliber-
ately suspending concern with the task of producing written records of
. these events. Here the field researcher decides where to go, what to look
at, what to ask and say, so as to experience fully another way of life and
- its concerns. She attends to events with little or no orientation to “writing
it down” or even to “observing” in a detached fashion. Indeed, an eth-
‘nographer living in rather than simply regularly visiting a field sett.ing,
particularly in non-Western cultures where language and daily routines

“are unfamiliar, may have no choice but to participate fully and to suspend -

- immediate concerns with writing. A female ethnographer studymg local *
“women in "Africa, for example, may find herself helping to prepare greens
“and care for children, leaving no time to produce many written notes.
*Yet in the process of that involvement she may most clearly learn how
women simultaneously work together, socialize, and care for children.
Only in subsequent reflection might she fully notice the subtle changes
in herself as she learned to do and see these activities as the women do.
Field researchers using this style value relating naturally to those en-
countered in the field; they focus their efforts on figuring out—holisti-
cally and intuitively—what these people are up to. Any anticipation of

< Writing fieldnotes is postponed (and in extreme cases, minimized or
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avoided altogether) as diluting the experiential insights and intuitions that

immersion in another social world can provide®efnly at some later point
“does the ethnographer turn to the task of recalling and examining her
experiences in order to write them down.

But the ethnographer may also participate in ongoing events in ways
that directly and immediately involve inscription. Here the field worker
is concerned with “getting into place” to observe interesting, significant
events in order to produce a detailed written record of them. As a result,
participation in naturally occurring events may come to be explicitly ori-
ented toward writing fieldnotes. At an extreme, the field worker may
self-consciously look for events that should be written down for research
purposes; he may position himself in these unfolding events to be able to
observe and write; and he may explicitly orient to events in terms of
“what is important to remember so that I can write it down later”

Both modes of participation have strengths and drawbacks. The former
allows an intense immersion in daily rhythms and ordinary concerns, in-
creasing openness to others’ ways of life. The latter can produce a more
detailed, closer-to-the-moment record of that life. In practice, most field
researchers employ both styles at one time or another, now participating
without thought about writing up what is happening, now focusing
closely on events in order to write about them. Indeed, the fieldworker
may experience a shift from one mode to another as events unfold in the
field. Caught in some social moment, for example, the field researcher
may come to see deep theoretical relevance in a mundane experience or
practice. Conversely, a researcher in the midst of observing in a more
detached, writing-oriented mode may suddenly be drawn directly into
the center of activity.

In both styles, the ethnographer writes fieldnotes more or less con-
temporaneously with the experience and observation of events of interest,
in the spirit of the ethnographer who commented, “Anthropologists are
those who write things down at the end of the day” (Jackson 1990b:15).
In the experiential style, writing may be put off for hours or even days,
until the field researcher withdraws from the field and, relying solely on
memory, sits down at pad or computer to reconstruct important events.?
In the participating-to-write style, writing—or an orientation to writ-
ing—begins eatlier, when the researcher is still in the field, perhaps in
the immediate presence of talk and action that will be inscribed. The
ethnographer _may not only make mental notes or™ headnotes”f4 to in-
clude certain events in full fieldnotes, but he may also write dewn, in the

e o
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form of Jottmgs or scratch notes, uabbrﬂevmted words and phrases tQ use
Ja;gr to construct, full fieldnotes. . - 5
Furthermore, in both styles field researchers are deeply concerne

about the quality of the relationships they develop with the people they
seek to know and understand. In valuing more natural, open experience
otlds and : actlv1t1es7i€l&’?s” rcher > keep writing fom
iffg o and affecting. these relationships. They do so not only to
av01dwdlstanc1ng themselves from the ongoing experience of another
world, but also because writing and research commitments more gCI:ICI'—
ally may engender feelings of betraying those with whom one has lived
and shared intimacies, Ethnographers who part1c1pate in order t9 ert?
in-contrast, pursue and proclaim research interests m
ment in their relationships with those studied. But these field researchers
too experience Trrorrents 6f AfEH, "of Uncertainty about whether to
include intimate or humiliating incidents in their fieldnotes. Moreover,
they often become very sensitive to the ways in which the .stance an.d
act of writing are very visible to and can influence the quality of their

relationships with those studied. .

In the remainder of this chapter we focus on a participating-in-order-
to-write fieldwork style which confronts writing issues directly and .im—
mediately in the field. This style brings.to the fore the interconnections
between writing, participating, and observmg as a means of understand—

1ng another way of life: this approach focuses on learning how to look in
order to write, while it also recognizes that looking is itself shaped and
constrained by a sense of what and how to write. In examining th.ese
issues, we initially consider choices confronting field researchers in decid-
ing how, where, and when to make jottings in field settin-gs. Next we
offer suggestions on what to observe when participating WI.th an eye Fo
writing fieldnotes. We then present illustrations of actual jottings mad.e in
different field settings and discuss a number of considerations that might

guide the process of making jottings.

MakING JoTTiNGs: How, WHERE, AND WHEN

In attending to ongoing scenes, events, and interactions, field researchers
take mental note of certain details and impressions. For the most part
these impressions remain “headnotes” only. In some instances, the f{eld
researcher makes a brief written record of these impressions by jotting
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down key words and phrases. Jottings translate to-be-remembered obser-
vations into writing on paper as quickly rendered scribbles about actions
and dialogue. A word or two written at the moment or soon afterwards
will jog the memory later in the day and enable the fieldworker to catch
Sjgzﬁﬁx:ant—aetions and-to construct evocative descriptions .of the scene.
Or, more extensive jottings may record an ongoing dialogue or a set of
responses to questions. Particularly when learning a new language, the
ethnographer should jot key expressions and terms.

Through trial and error field researchers evolve distinctive practical
styles for writing jottings. An initial choice involves the selection of writ-
ing materials. Many fieldworkers use small notepads that fit easily in
pocket or purse. Others prefer even less obtrusive materials, using folded
sheets of paper, to record Jottings about different topics on specific sides.
Writers also frequently develop idiosyncratic preferences for particular
types of pens or pencils.

Field researchers actually write Jottings in different ways. It is time-
consuming and cumbersome to write out every word fully, and many
fieldworkers develop their own private systems of symbols and abbrevia-
tions. Some even Ml_ggm__aﬂfg{rfl}al transcribing system such as shorthand or
speedwriting. These procedures not only facilitate’ getting words on a

Li;}i“g;:cfhr?%f‘eﬁquic-kly; they also make jotted notes incomprehensible to
those onlookers who ask to see them and hence provide a means for
protecting the confidentiality of these writings.

" Field researchers must also decide when, where, and how to write
Jottings. Far from simply mundane matters, such decisions can have tre-
mendous import for relations with those in the field. The researcher
works hard to establish close ties with participants so that she may be
included in activities that are central to their lives. In the midst of such
activities, however, she may experience deep ambivalence: on the one
hand, she may wish to preserve the immediacy of the moment by jotting
down words as they are spoken and details of scenes as they are enacted;
on the other hand, she may feel that taking out a note pad and writing
Jottings will ruin the moment and plant seeds of distrust. Participants may
now see her as someone whose primary interest lies in discovering their
secrets and turning their most intimate and cherished experiences into
objects of scientific inquiry.5

Nearly all ethnographers feel torn at times between their research
commitments and their desire to engage authentically those people whose
worlds they have entered. Attempting to resolve these thorny relational
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and moral issues, many researchers hold that conducting any aspect of the
research without the full and explicit knowledge and cc.)nsent of those
studied violates ethical standards. In this view, -local assmtantshmust lel
understood as collaborators who actively work with the researcher to .te
the outside world about their lives and culture. Sl-lCh mutual collabozmlon
requires that the researcher ask permission to wrlt-e about events and also
respect people’s desire not to reveal asgects of their lives. N
Other field researchers feel less strictly bound tovseek Permlssmn to
conduct research or to tell participants about their 1x.1te.nt10n to record
events and experiences. Some, Justify this stance ,by.' i@mtmgthat the ﬁe.lci
researcher has no speciai obligations to disclose his intentions; all socia

Tife involves elements of dissembling, as no one ever fully reveals all his

W,Npurpose,é andprf\}ateactwmes ;cher re,searchers point .cl)lu(; that
jottings and fieldnotes written for oneself as one’s own record w? o n;)1
direct harrﬁ to others. This approach, of course, puts off grapphng. \Tv1t
the tough moral and personal issues until facing subs‘e.quent d-ec1510ns
about whether to publish or otherwise make these writings a.vallable to
others. Finally, some advocate withholding knowledge of thellr resefu'cg
purposes from local people on the grounds that the information gam;
will serve the greater good. Researchers, for example, can only describe
and publicize the conditions under which undocumente.d factor?r workers
or the elderly in nursing homes live if they withhold their intentions from
the powerful who control access to such settings. o

Many beginning researchers, wanting to avoid open violations of trust
and possibly awkward or tense encountersfare tempted to use covert pro-
cedures and to try to conceal the fact that they are conducting res.ea.lrch
or to wait until they leave the field to jot notes. While these d_ecmons
involve both the researcher’s conscience and pragmatic consideratlox?s,_\lv_e_
recommend as a general policy that the fieldworker inform people in the

B, = U

setting of the research, especially those with whom l.m, has ﬂestabhs.hed
vs—o—‘m‘e forn_11 of k}se‘f;onal relationship. In addition to making these relations
more dfl;—eﬁct and honest, openness avoids the risks and likely sense of be-
trayal that might follow from discovery of what the researcher has actually
been up to. Concerns about the consequences—both discovery and on-
going inauthenticity—of even this small secret about resear.ch plans may
mount and plague the fieldworker as time goes on and relations deepen.

Of course, strained relations and ethical dilemmas are not completely

avoided by informing others of one’s research purposes. WM
Pants may have consented ta. the research; they. might not-knew exactly™

y
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w}{at the research involves or what the researcher will do to carry it out.®
They might realize that the fieldworker is writing fieldnotes at the end of
the day, but they become used to his presence and “forget” that this writ-
ing is going on. Furthermore, marginal and transient members of the
setting may not be aware of his research identity and purposes despite
conscientious efforts to inform them.

By carrying out fieldwork in an overt manner, the researcher gains
flexibility in when, where, and how to write jottings. In many field situa-
tions it may be feasible to jot notes openly. In so doing the fieldworker
should act with sensitivity, trying to avoid detracting from or interfering
with the ordinary relations and goings-on in the field. If possible, the
fieldworker should start open Jjottings early on in contacts with those
studied. If one ishes—a-
part of what people expect from the ﬁeldworker “Here it helps to offer
Tnitial explanations of the need to take notes; an ethnographer can stress
the importance of accuracy, of getting down exactly what was said.
People often understand that such activities are required of students and,
therefore, tolerate and accommodate the needs of researchers who, they
believe, want to faithfully represent what goes on. When learning a new
language in another culture, the field researcher can explain that she is
writing down local terms in order to remember them. By saying the word
as she writes, people might offer new terms and become further interested
in teaching her.

Although taking down jottings may at first seem odd or awkward, after
a time it often becomes a normal and expected part of what the field-
worker does. In the following excerpt from a Housing and Urban Devel-
opment [HUD] office, the office manager and a worker Jjokingly enlist
the fieldworker as audience for a self-parody of wanting to “help” clients:

Later I'm in Jean’s office and Ramon comes up and waxes melodramatic. Take
this down, he says. Jean motions for me to write, so [ pull out my notepad. “I
only regret that I have but eight hours to devote to saving”
“Impossible Dream,” in his thick, goofy Brooklyn accent. . . .
in,” he says. . . .

. He begins to sing
“Feel free to join

Here, the ethnographer and his note-taking provide resources for a spon-
taneous humorous performance.’

Yet even when some people become familiar with open writing in
their presence, others may become upset when the researcher pulls out
his pad and begins to write down their words and actions. Ethnographers

frotetaker) role, Jottmg notes comes to be....

by
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may try to avoid the likely challenges and facilitate oper.l, exten.sive note-
taking by positioning themselves on the margins of interaction. E\f'en
then, they may still encounter questions, as reflected in the following
comment by a field researcher observing divorce mediation sessions:

I tried to take notes that were as complete as possible during the session. My
sitting behind the client had probably more to do with wanting to get a lot (?f
written notes as unobtrusively as possible as with any more worthy methodologi-
cal reason. While taking copious amounts of notes (approximately 50 pages per
session) did not seem to bother the clients, a few mediators became qulFe defen-
sive abaut it. One mediator wanted to know how I “decided what to wrlte.down
and what not to write down.” At staff meetings this same mediator would sit next
to me and try to glance over to see what 1 had written in my notebook.

Given the delicacy of this and similar situations, fieldworkers must con-
stantly rely upon interactional skills and tact to judge whether or not
taking jottings in the moment is appropriate.®

Furthermore, in becommg accustomed to open jotting, people may
develop definite expectatlons abou what events and topics should be re-
cor(‘:l:a“i)’eople may question w e fieldworker is or is not taking note
of pamcular events, and they may feel slighted.if she fails to make jottings
on on what they are domg or see as.important. Consider the following ex-
change, again described by the field researcher studying divorce media-
tion, which occurred as she openly took notes while interviewing a me-

diator about a session just completed:

On one occasion when finishing up a debriefing, . . . [the mediator] began to
apply some eye make-up while I was finishing writing down some observations.
She flashed me a mock disgusted look and said, “Are you writing this down too!”
indicating the activity with her eye pencil.

Open jotting, then, has to be carefully calibrated to the unfolding context
of the ongoing interaction.’

Open jottings not only may strain relations with those who notice
the writing; jottings can also distract the ethnographer from paying close
attention to talk and activities occurring in the setting. A field researcher
will inevitably miss fleeting expressions, subtle movements, and even key
content in interactions if his nose is in his notepad. Taking open jottings
Is not always advisable for other reasons as well. In some settings the
fieldworker's participation in ongoing interaction may be so involving as
to preclude taking breaks to write down jottings; in such instances, he

I%/
=
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may have to rely more upon memory, focusing on incidents and key
phrases that will later trigger a fuller recollection of the event or scene.
For example, in a setting where only a few people write and do so only
on rare occasions, an ethnographer who writes instead of participating in
an all-night village dance may be perceived as failing to maintain social
relationships—a serious offense in a close-knit village.

As a result of these problems, even ethnographers who usually write
open jottings may at other times make Jottings privately, out of sight of
those studied. Waiting until just after a scene, incident, or conversation
has occurred, the ethnographer can then go to a private place to jot down
a memorable phrase. Here it is often useful for the fieldworker to adopt
the ways members of the setting themselves use to také®‘time out” or
“get away.” Fieldworkers have reported retreating to private places such
as a bathroom (Cahill 1985), deserted lunchroom, stairwell, or supply
closet to record such covert Jottings. Depending upon circumstances, the
fieldworker can visit such Places periodically, as often as every half hour
or so, or immediately after a particularly important incident. Other re-
searchers avoid all overt writing in the field setting; but immediately upon
leaving the field, they pull out a notebook to Jjot down reminders of the
key incidents, words, or reactions they wish to include in fill fieldnotes.
This procedure allows the fieldworker to signal items that she does not
want to forget without being seen as intrusive.

An ethnographer may write Jottings in ways intermediate between
open and hidden styles, especially when note-taking becomes a part of
her task or role. Those in the field may or may not know explicitly that
the fieldworker is writing jottings for research purposes. In one instance,
for example, a student in a law office who was asked to take notes during
client interviews used the assignment as an opportunity to take down
research jottings. This student reported that while she did not make ex-
plicit when she wrote Jottings, both the attorney and clients knew of her
research. Though many activities do not so easily lend themselves to writ-

ing jottings, fieldworkers can find other naturally occurring means to in-
corporate jottings. For example, fieldworkers often learn about settings
by becoming members. For the fieldworker who assumes the role of a
novice. the. notes which as a beginner he.is permitted or even expected
to write may become the Jottings for his first fieldnotes.

Strategies for how, where, and when to Jot notes change with time
spent in the field and with the different relationships formed between
fieldworker and people in the setting. Even after the ethnographer has
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established strong personal ties, situations @ght arise. in fieldwork v&lzher?
visibly recording anything will be taken as inappropriate or out of. place;
in these situations, taking out a notebook would gene-ratemdeep discom-
fort to both fieldworker and other people in the setting. O.ne st.udent
ethnographer studying a campus bookstore who had grown quite friendly
with bookstore workers—with whom she haq spoken openly about her
study—nonetheless reported the following incident:

One of the younger cashiers came up to me after havi.ng seen me dunr}g tvv;) of
my last observation sessions. She approached me tentatlvely.wnh a question at o.ut
me being a “spy” from the other campus bookstore or possibly from the :admmls—
tration. Trying to ease the situation with a joke, I tolfi her I was only bem% a Siy
for sociology’s sake. But she didn’t understand the joke, and it only made the

situation worse.

Sometimes people may be uncomfortable with a jotting researcher be-

cause they have had little experience with writing as a part of everyday

life. Especially in oral cultures, watching and writing about people may

seem like a strange activity indeed. In other instances, pe.ople have un-

pleasant associations with writing and find jottings inFrusw.e and poten-

tially dangerous. On one occasion an elder in a2 Zambian v1l.lage became

very hesitant to continue speaking after the ethnog.rapher jotted down

his name on a scrap of paper, simply to remember it. She later learned

that government officials in colonial times used to come by and record
names for tax purposes and to enlist people into government work
proi]:eirclzsliy, even with permission to write openly, the tactful ﬂeldworl.(er
will want to remain sensitive to and avoid jotting down matter.s which
participants regard as secret, embarrassing, too revealing, or which puts
them in any danger. In other instances, the people themsel.v.es may not
object and in fact urge the researcher to take notes about .sensmve matters..
Even though she thinks they may be embarrassing or brl.ng Fhem harm if
they were to be made public, the researcher might take jottings but then
later decide not to use them in any final writing.

All in all, it is a defining moment in field relations when an ethnogra—
pher takes out a pad and begins to write down what people are saying
and doing in the presence of those very people. Therefc-)re, ﬁeldwork'ers
take very different approaches to jottings, their strateg1es both shapln.g
and being shaped by their setting and by their relationships. .Hence,. deci-
sions about when and how to take jottings must be considered in the
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context of the broader set of relations with those in the setting. In some
situations and relations, taking open jottings is clearly not advisable. In
others, fieldworkers decide to take Jottings but must devise their own
unique means to avoid or minimize awkward interactions that may arise
as a result. When deciding when and where to Jot, it is rarely helpful or
possible to specify in advance one “best way.” Here, as in other aspects of
fieldwork, a good rule of thumb is to remain open and flexible, ready to
alter an approach if it adversely affects people.

PARTICIPATING IN ORDER TO WRITE

Deciding whether or not to make Jottings presupposes some sense for
what to observe and write about in the first place. But in the flux of their
field settings, beginning students are often hesitant and uncertain about
what they should pay attention to as potential issues for writing. We have
found a number of procedures to be helpful in advising students how
initially to look-in-order-to-write. !!

First, ethnographers should take note of their“ﬁitial impressions, These
impressions may include those things available to the senses—the tastes,
smells, and sounds of the physical environment, the look and feel of the
locale and the people in it. Such impressions may include details about
the physical setting, including size, space, noise, colors, equipment, and
movement, or about people in the setting, such as number, gender, race,
appearance, dress, movement, comportment, and feeling tone. Recording
these impressions provides a way to get started in a setting that may seem
overwhelming. Entering another culture where both language and cus-
toms are incomprehensible may present particular challenges in this re-
gard. Still, the ethnographer can begin to assimilate strange sights and
sounds through writing about them. 2

Furthermore, this record preserves these initial and often insightful

impressions, for observers tend to lose sensitivity for unique qualities of a
setting as these become commonplace. Researchers who are familiar with
the setting they study, perhaps already'lﬁiaviﬁg:f place in that setting as
‘workers or residents, have lost direct access to these first impressions.
However, such fieldworkers can indirectly seek to recall their own first
impressions by watching any newcomers to the setting, paying special
attention to how they learn, adapt, and react.
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Second, field researchers can focus on observing key ev.ents or incit.ients. -
Fieldworkers may at first have to rely on their own experlenc.e and 1.nFu-
ition to select noteworthy incidents out of the flow of ongoing ?ctlv;lty
Here, for example, the fieldworker may look clos.ely at.somethm.g that
surprises or runs counter to her expectatio.ns, again paying attentlcl)n t(;
incidents, feeling tones, impressions, and interactions, both verbal an
nonverbal. .

Similarly, field researchers may use their own per509a1 experience of
events that please, shock, or even anger them to identxfy matters worth
writing about. A fieldworker’s strong reaction to a particular event may
well signal that others in the setting react similarly. Or a ﬁe.ldworker mslly
experience deeply contradictory emotions—for example, m@ultane(f)ui dy
feeling deep sympathy and repulsion for what he observes m'the teld.
These feelings may also reflect contradictory pressures experienced by
those in the setting. '

To use personal reactions effectively, however, requires care a.nd re-
flection. Many beginning ethnographers take note of such experiences,
but tend to judge the actions of people in the setting, for bet.ter or worse,
by their own rather than the others’ standards and .values. PreJudglng inci-
dents in outsiders” terms makes it difficult to cultivate empathetic under-
standing and to discover what import local people give to .th.e.m (see chap-
ter 5). The field researcher should be alive to the possibility that local
people, especially those with very different cultures, may responc'l to
events in sharply contrasting ways. For example, an ethnographer in a
Chokwe village may react with alarm to an unconscious man drugged by
an herbal drink in a trial-for-sorcery court, only to realize that otbers are
laughing at the spectacle because they know he will soon regain con-
sciousness.

Yet fieldworkers should not go to the other extreme and.at.tempt to
manage strong personal reactions by denial or simply by omitting tbem
from fieldnotes. Rather, we recommend that the ethnographer rég}sFer
her feelings, then step back and use this experience to .mcrease S‘CHSItl'Vlt.y
to the experiences of others in the setting. Are others in the setting simi-
larly surprised, shocked, pleased, or angered by an evc?nt? If so, under
what conditions do these reactions occur, and how did those affected
cope with the incidents and persons involved? Whether an ethnograpber
is working in a foreign or familiar culture, she needs to avoid assuming

that others respond as she does.
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Third, field researchers should move beyond their personal reactions
to an open sensitivity to what those in the setting experience and react
to as “significant” or “important.” The sorts of actions, interactions, and
events that catch the attention of people habitually in the setting may
provide clues to these concerns. The field researcher watches for the sorts
of things that are meaningful to those studied. Specifically: What do they
stop and watch? What do they talk and gossip about? What produces
strong emotional responses for them? “Troubles” or “problems” often
generate deep concern and feelings. What kinds occur in the setting?
How do people in the setting understand, interpret, and deal with such
troubles or problems? Such “incidents” and “troubles” should move the
field researcher to jot down “who did what” and “how others reacted.”
Since a researcher in an unfamiliar setting often pays close attention to
others’ actions in order to imitate and participate, she can augment
her learning by writing down what others do and how they respond. A
follow-up strategy that we strongly recommend is to talk to those in-
volved and those witnessing the incident about their impressions.

In this way, the field researcher attends not only to the activities local
people engage in but also to the particular meanings they attribute to
these activities. She seeks and discerns local knowledge and meanings, not
so much by directly asking actors what matters to them, but more in-
directly and inferentially by looking for the perspectives and concerns
embedded and expressed in naturally occurring interaction. A field
researcher, for example, might give close attention to evaluations and dis-
tinctions made by members in the course of their daily activities. By way
of illustration, those in a work setting may regularly contrast “good”
workers and “bad” workers. By noting such distinctions, the researcher
learns something about what matters to those in the setting. In addition,
by attending closely to how, in conversation, people apply these distinc-
tions to particular workers, the fieldworker may learn how these reputa-
tions become resources used to find meaning,.

In this sense, the ethnographer is concerned not with members’ indig-
enous meanings simply as static categories but with how members of set-
tings invoke those meanings in specific relations and interactions. This
requires, then, not just that the ethnographer describe interactions, but
that she consistently attend to “when, where, and according to whom” in
shaping all fieldnote descriptions. Those in different institutional positions
{e.g., supervisors and workers, staff and clients), for example, may evalu-
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ate different workers as “good” (or “bad”) and may do so by invoking
different evaluative criteria. Indigenous meanings, then, -rarely hold across
the board but rather reflect particular positions and practical concerns that
need to be captured in writing fieldnotes. .
When first venturing into a setting, field researchers should “cast their
nets” broadly; they should observe with an eye to writing about a-range
of incidents and interactions. Yet forays into a setting must not be v1ewe.d
as discrete, isolated occasions that have little or no bearing on W.hat .VVIH
be noted the next time. Rather, observing and writing about certain .klr.lds
of events foreshadow what will be noticed and described next. Identlfy{ng
one incident as noteworthy should lead to considering what other in-
cidents are similar and hence worth noting. As fieldwork progresses
and becomes more focused on a set of issues, fieldworkers ofter‘l‘ self-
consciously collect a series of incidents and interactions of the “same
type” and look for regularities or patterns in them. o
"Even when looking for additional examples of a similar event, the field
researcher is open to and indeed searches for different forms of that event,
for variations from or exceptions to an emerging pattern. Beginning field re-
searchers are often discouraged by such discoveries, fearing that excep-
tions to a pattern they have noted will cast doubt upon thellr un.derstand—
ing of the setting. This need not be the case, although noting differences
and variations should prod the field researcher to change, elaborate, or
deepen her earlier understanding of the setting. -The field researche;,_ for
example, may want to consider and explore possible causes or condlqons
that would account for difference or variation: Are the different actions
the result of the preferences and temperaments of those involvefi or of
their different understandings of the situation because they have different
positions in the local context? Or the ethnographer may begin to ques-
tion how she decided similarity and difference in the first place, Perhaps
coming to see how an event that initially appeared tc-) be different is aC.tl%—
ally similar on a deeper level. In these ways, .explormg \fvhat at least ini-
tially seem to be differences and variations will lead to richer, more Fex-
tured descriptions and encourage more subtle, grounded analyses in a
final ethnography (see chapter 7). . .

In summary, ethnographic attention involves balancing two.dlffefent
orientations. Especially on first entering the field, the res.earcher identifies
significant characteristics gleaned from her first impressions and personal
reactions. With greater participation in somte local social world, however,
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the ethnographer becomes more sensitive to the concerns and perspec-
tives of those in the setting. She increasingly appreciates how people have
already predescribed their world in their own terms for their own pur-
poses and projects. A sensitive ethnographer draws upon her own reac-
tions to identify issues of possible importance to people in the setting

but privileges their “insider” descriptions and categories over her own
“outsider” views.

TwO [LLUSTRATIONS OF JOTTINGS

In order to convey how field researchers actually write and use jottings,
we provide two illustrations. Both focus on scenes, observed actions, and
dialogue rather than on evaluation or psychological interpretation. The
two researchers approach interaction in their settings in very different
ways, noting different sensory and interpretive details.

“they’re not very good”

The following jotted notes focus on meeting a would-be promotor of
Spanish-language rock music in a club:

Jorge = at table doesn’t introduce me to anyone
now only speaks in Spanish

chit chat — who’s playing

“they’re not very good” — apology

These jottings preserve a number of incidents in the club, including
where Jorge is seated and the fact that he has switched to Spanish after
having previously spoken English. A general sequence of events is laid
out: Jorge does not introduce the observer, who has come in his com-
pany; there is general conversation (“chit chat”); someone (not specified
here) asks “who’s playing” (presumably the name of the band is given,
but is mentally marked as easily remembered and not recorded); someone
(not the field worker!) makes an evaluative comment about the band, and
the observer notes her sense that this remark was an “apology” (for having

brought her to this club), thus providing interactional context for inter-
preting its import.
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“you can call his doctor”

The following jottings concern a woman who is seeking a temporary
restraining order against her two landlords, one of whom is not present
in the courtroom. The landlord who is present disputes the woman’s testi-
mony that the missing landlord is “well enough to walk” and hence could

have come to court:

you can call his doctor at UCLA and

he can verify all this

I just don't call people on the

telephone — courts don't operate that way —
it has to be on paper or

(in person)

These jottings represent a fragment of dialogue between the landlord de-
fendant (the first two lines) and the judge (the last four lines; see chapter
3 for the full fieldnote written from this jotting). The jotting reflects an
interest in the judge’s insistence on legal procedure: he as judge (“courts”)
will not independently investigate litigants’ claims; rather, litigants are re-
sponsible for presenting any evidence in the courtroom. Note that only
spoken words are recorded; specific speakers are not indicated but can be
identified by content or from memory. The words represent direct
quotes, written down as accurately as possible when spoken; an exception
occurs in the last line, where the observer missed the judge’s exact words
ending this sentence (because of jotting down the preceding dialogue)
and inserted a paraphrase “in person” (indicated by parentheses).

JoTTINGs AS MNEMONIC DEVICES: WHAT WORDS AND PHRASES?

Each of the jottings in the previous illustrations is “a mnemonic word or
phrase [written] to fix an observation or to recall what someone has just
said” (Clifford 1990:51). As preludes to full written notes, jottings capture
bits of talk and action from which the fieldworker can begin to sketch
social scenes, recurring incidents, local expressions and terms, members’
distinctions and accounts, dialogue among those present, and his own
conversations.

Making jottings, however, is not only a writing activity; it is also a

mind-set. Learning to jot down details which remain sharp and which »_
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easily transform into vivid descriptions on the page results, in part, from
envisioning scenes as written. Writing jottings that evoke memories re-
quires learning what can be written about and how. We have found the
following recommendations helpful for making jottings useful for pro-
ducing vivid, evocatively descriptive fieldnotes.

First, jot down details of what you sense are key components of ob-

/ served scenes or interactions. Field researchers record immediate frag-
ments of action and talk to serve as focal points for later writing accounts
of these events in as much detail as can be remembered. The field re-
searcher studying Spanish rock music, for example, jotted that the pro-
moter she accompanied to a club “now only speaks in Spanish” while he
had spoken English in their prior, less public contacts. She also wrote
down a key direct quote—“they’re not very good”—along with the term
“apology” to remind her of the context and meaning of this remark.

4 Second, avoid making statements characterizing what people do that
rely on generalizations. Many novice field researchers initially tend to jot
down impressionistic, opinionated words which lend themselves better
to writing evaluative summaries than to composing detailed, textured de-
scriptions. For example, it is problematic for a field researcher to charac-
terize the way someone works as “inefficient.” Such cryptic, evaluative
Jottings are likely to evoke only a vague memory when the fieldworker
later on attempts to write a full description of the social scene. Such jot-
tings also convey nothing of how people in the setting experience and
evaluate worker performance. Similarly, jottings that a probation officer
“lectures about school” and that a youth is “very compliant—always
agrees” during a probation interview are overly generalized; such sum-
mary statements are not helpful for writing close descriptions of how pro-
bation officer and youth actually talked and acted during a particular
encounter.

Third, jot down concrete sensory details about actions and talk. Field
researchers note concrete details of everyday life which show rather than
tell about people’s behavior (see chapter 4). By incorporating such details,
Jottings may provide records of actual words, phrases, or dialogue that the
field researcher wants to preserve in as accurate a form as possible. It is
not enough, for example, to characterize an emotional outburst simply as
“angry words”” Rather the ethnographer should jot the actually spoken
words, along with sensual details such as gestures and facial expressions
suggesting that the speaker’s emotional experience involved “anger”
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Jotting these words should evoke recall not only of the deta.ils about what
happened but also of the specific circumstances or cor.xtext m.volved: who
was present, what they said or did, what occurred immediately before
and after, etc. In this way jottings may be used to reconstruct the ac.tual
order or sequence of talk, topics, or actions on some partifular oc.casmn.
Beginning ethnographers sometimes attempt to identify .motlves or
internal states when recording observed actions. Having witnessed an
angry exchange, for example, one is often tempted to foc.us on th.e source
or reason for this emotional outburst, typically by imputing motive (e.g.,
some underlying feeling such as “insecurity”) to one or both. of the parties
involved. Such psychologized explanations, however, highlight onlY one
of a number of possible internal states that may accompany or contnk.)ute
to the observed actions. Anger could, for example, result from frustr:.ltlon,
fatigue, the playing out of some local power struggle, or other hidden
factors; the ethnographer who simply witnesses a scene has no way of
knowing which factors are involved." .
Field researchers do not ignore emotions; they may well note feelings
such as anger, sadnes?jic;y:pleasure, disgust, loneliness, but they -do $O as
such emotions are expressed and attended to by those in th.e settl‘?g. for
example, in describing the emotional consequences of routinely “having
to say no” to clients coming to a HUD office in desperate need of hous-

ing, an ethnographer wrote the following:

Laura to me, slouched down on her desk, head in hands: “Sometimes’l jusF don’t
feel like helping people, you know? You have to say no so often. That’s a big part
of this program. It gets to you psychologically. (How?) I didn’t study psychology,
but it affects you” (rolling her eyes).

Here the ethnographer writes not to explain why this HUD Vf/orker expe-
rienced or reported these emotions (although she herself p01.nts Fo a fea-
ture of her work—You have to say no so often”), but to hlghhgl.n ho.w
she expressed her feelings. He does so not only by direct quotation in
her own words but also by providing vivid details of her body posture
(“slouched,” “head in hands”) and by noting her accenting eye move-
ments. .

When witnessing social scenes, then, the ethnographer’s task is to use
his own sensibilities to learn how others understand and evaluate Wbat
happened, how they assess internal states and determine psychologlca.ll
motivation. Useful jottings should correspondingly reflect and further this
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process of writing textured, detailed descriptions of interactions rather
than of individual motivation.

Fourth, jot down sensory details which you could easily forget but
which you deem to be key observations about the scene. Jottings are
devices intended to encourage the recall of scenes and events in the con-
struction of some broader, fuller fieldnote account. Since jottings must
later jog the memory, each field researcher must learn which kinds of
details they best remember and make jottings about those features and
qualities they easily forget. Thus, fieldworkers come to develop their own
Jjotting styles reflecting their distinctive recall propensities, whether visual,
kinetic, or auditory. Some focus on trying to capture evocative pieces of
broader scenes, while some jot down almost exclusively dialogue; others
record nonverbal expression of voice, gesture, movement; still others note
visual details of color and shape. Through trial and error, field researchers
learn what most helps them to recall field experiences once they sit down
to write up full notes.

Jottings may serve more generally to remind the ethnographer of what
was happening at a particular time, in this sense providing a marker
around which to collect other remembered incidents. For example, one
field researcher teaching in a Headstart Program described a series of inci-
dents that occurred while supervising children playing in a sandbox. In-
cluded in her jottings but not in her full fieldnotes was the phrase, “Three
new bags of sand were delivered to the sandbox.” In discussing this scratch
note later she commented: “I don't think it is so important as I would
want to include it in my notes because [ think it is just—1 wrote it down
to remind me more what the day was like, what was happening”**

Fifth, jottings can be used to signal general impressions and feelings,
even if the fieldworker is unsure of their significance at the moment. In
some cases, the ethnographer may have only a vague intuitive sense about
how or why something may be important. Such feelings might signal a
key element that in the future could enable the field researcher to see
how incidents “fit together” in meaningful patterns. For example, at an-
other point the ethnographer in the Headstart Program made a jotting
about a student, “Nicole showing trust in me,” which she decided not to
write up in her full notes: “It was just an overall feeling I had throughout
the day; . . . at that point when I wrote the jottings I couldn’t remember
an exact incident.” But this jotting served as a mental note, subsequently
stimulating her to appreciate (and record) the following incident as a re-
vealing example of “children trusting teachers”:
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At one point, Nicole got on the swings without her shoes on and asked me for a

ush. 1 told her that I would push her after she went and put her shoes on. Nicole
Pauséd and looked at me. I repeated my statement, telling her that I.would save
}l?ler swing for her while she was gone. Nicol.e then got off of tl"xe swing 1:11111(: 5:;
her shoes on. When she came back to the swing, [ }.)ra.lsefi her listening s s and
gave her a hug. I then gave her a push. I found thls incident to be a s:gm ica
accomplishment for Nicole, as usually she doesn't listen to the teachers.

Having thought about whether or not to write this jottir41g l'lp as full note;
made this student sensitive to the issue of “trust.” The Jott.mg lat.er acte
as a stimulus to observe and write up 2 “concrete event” involving such
“trust.” o

In summary, by participating in a setting with an eye tc.> making ‘](?t—
tings, an ethnographer experiences events as potential subje.cts for wrlit—1
ing. Like any other writer, an ethnographer learns to recognize potentia

writing material and to see and hear it in terms of written descriptions.

Learning to observe in order to make jottings thus is .keyed to both t:e
scene and to the page. Ethnographers learn to experience through the
senses in anticipation of writing: to remember dialogue. and m.ovement
like an actor; to see colors, shapes, textures, and spatial relations a§ a
painter or photographer; and to sense moods, thythms, :jmd t.one. of vo1.c:1
like a poet. Details experienced through the senses turn into tlottlr?gs \.Nlt

active rather than passive verbs, sensory rather than analytic adjectives,

and verbatim rather than summarized dialogue.

REFLECTIONS: WRITING AND ETHNOGRAPHIC MARGINALITY

While a primary goal of ethnography is immersion in the life—w.orld.s and
eople, the ethnographer inevitably

riences of a group of p i
everyday expe er to the worlds of those studied.

remains in significant ways an outsid ) ¢ e
Immersion is not merging; the field researcher who seeks to “get clo

to” others usually does not become one of these others but. rather con.tir.1—
ues to be a researcher interested in and pursuing research issues, albeit in
close proximity to the ordinary exigencies of life that these others experi-
ence and react to (see Bittner 1988; Emerson 1987).1¢ The eth.nograph.er,
then, stays at least a partial stranger to the worlds of the studied, desp;te
sharing in many aspects of their daily lives. The student-ethnographer

working in a bookstore noted that the pull toward involvement as an

i ’ ifficult to
insider was partlcularly strong and the researcher’s stance d

maintain:
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There were times when I wanted to be free to listen to other individuals talk or
to watch their activities, but friends and acquaintances were so “distracting” com-
ing up and wanting to talk that I wasn’t able to. Also, there was this concern on
my part that, as I got to know some of the staff people better, their qualities as
human beings would become so endearing that I was afraid that I would lose
my sociological perspective—TI didn't want to feel like in studying them, I was
exploiting them.

Field researchers respond to these tensions in a variety of ways. Some try

\/ to maintain a detached, observational attitude even toward people whom
they like and respect, seeking to keep research commitments somewhat
separate from personal attachments.”” Others find themselves unable to
sustain an invariably watching, distancing stance toward people they are
drawn to and toward events which compellingly involve them. These
ethnographers then take time out, either implicitly or self-consciously, by
not observing and/or writing fieldnotes about selected portions of their
field experience while continuing to do so about other portions. And
finally, some ethnographers may decide that the relationships they have
formed in the field are more valuable and enduring than any research
product, and eventually they come to abandon entirely the project as
research activity.

But the ethnographer remains a stranger as long as, and to the extent
that, she retains commitment to the exogenous project of studying or
understanding the lives of others—as opposed to the indigenous project
of simply living a life in one way or another. When living in a village on
a long-term basis, the ethnographer may feel drawn into daily, intimate
relations as a neighbor or perhaps even as a part of a family. On these
occasions she may participate “naturally”—without a writing orientation
or analytic reflection—in ongoing social life. But on other occasions, she
participates in local scenes in ways directed toward making observations
and collecting data. Here her actions incorporate an underlying commit-
ment to write down and ultimately transform into “data” the stuff and
nuances of that life. In this way, efforts to observe in order to write about
shared experiences and witnessed events induce a distinctive ethno-
graphic stance. In this sense, we can suggest that the ethnographer’s
strangeness is created and maintained exactly by writing fieldnotes; such
notes reflect and realize this socially close but experientially separate
stance.’®
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when the fieldworker ceases simply doing what other people are doing
and begins openly writing about these doings. In this sense, over_tly writ-
ing jottings is a critical, consequential ethnographic activity, publicly pro-
claiming and reaffirming fieldworkers’ research commitments and he-nce
their status as outsiders, as persons in the setting who have clearly deline-

ated tasks and purposes that differ from those of members.”* Writing -

down jottings not only reminds ethnographers of their marginal- social
standing in settings but creates it as well, increasing immediate feelings of
isolation and alienation.

It should come as no surprise, then, that many ethnographers, both
students and experienced practitioners, feel deeply ambivalent about jot-
tings. Jottings interfere with their interactions with people in the ﬁ-eld;
they create difficulties in interacting with others while at the same time
observing and writing down what is happening. Indeed, students who
come back from the field without jottings usually report that taking jot-
tings on the spot would have made others uncomfortable. These stude.nts,
then, directly experience the distracting, alienating consequences of jot-
ting notes.

Most ethnographers, however, try to balance and juggle these tende.:n-
cies, sometimes participating without immediate thought about writing
down what is occurring, sometimes temporarily withdrawing to some
private place to write covert jottings, at other times visibly .jotting notes.
Several practical writing conflicts arise from these opposing pre.ss.ures.
The inclination to experience daily events either as a “natural” participant
or as a researcher shows up in writing as shifts in point of view as well as
in varying kinds of details considered significant for inscription. Even -
where and when to jot notes depends on the person’s involvement at a
particular moment as a participant or observer. Whethe;r a research;r—
as-neighbor in the village and researcher-as-intern on a job, the te.nswn
between the present-oriented day-to-day role and the future-.orlented

ethnographer identity appears in the practical choices in writing both
jottings and more complete notes. .

In sum, in most social settings writing down what is taking place as it
occurs is a strange, marginalizing activity, marking the writer as an ob-
server rather than as a full, ordinary participant. But independently of the
reactions of others, participating in order to write leads one to assume
the mind-set of an observer, a mind-set in which one constantly steps
outside of scenes and events to assess their “write-able” qualities. It may

X
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be for this reason that some ethnographers try to put writing out of mind
en.tlrely by opting for the more fully experiential style of fieldwork" But
this strategy puts off rather than avoids the marginalizing consequences

of writing, for lived experience must eventually be turned into observa-
tions and reduced to textual form.

chapter three

Writing Up Fieldnotes I:
From Field to Desk

After hours participating in, observing, and perhaps jotting notes about
ongoing events in a social setting, most fieldworkers return to their desks
and their computers or typewriters to begin to write up their observations
into full fieldnotes. At this point, writing becomes the explicit focus and
primary activity of ethnography: momentarily out of the field, the re-
searcher sits down to the task of turning recollections and jottings into
detailed written accounts that will preserve as much as possible what she
noticed and now feels is significant.

In this chapter, we are concerned with the processes of writing up full
fieldnotes; we focus on how ethnographers go about the complex tasks
of remembering, elaborating, filling in, and commenting upon fieldnotes
in order to produce a full written account of witnessed scenes and events.

At THE DESK

Writing up fieldnotes requires a block of concentrated time. Incidents
that span a few minutes may take the ethnographer several hours to write
up; she tries to recall just who did and said what, in what order, and to
put all that into words and coherent paragraphs. Indeed, an ethnographic
maxim holds that every hour spent observing requires an additional hour
to write up. Over time, fieldworkers evolve a rhythm that balances time
spent in the field and time writing notes. In some situations, the field
researcher may put a cap on time devoted to observing in order to allow
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a substantial write-up period on leaving the field. Limiting time in the
field in this way lessens the likelihood that the fieldworker will forget
what happened or become overwhelmed by the prospect of hours of
composing fieldnotes. For beginning ethnographers, we recommend,
when possible, leaving the field after three to four hours in order to begin
writing fieldnotes.

In other situations the fieldworker might find it more difficult to with-
draw for writing. Anthropologists working in other cultures generally
spend whole days observing and devote evenings to writing. Field re-
searchers who fill roles as regular workers must put in a full work day
before leaving to write notes. In both cases, longer stretches of observa-
tion require larger blocks of write-up time and perhaps different strategies
for making note-writing more manageable. For example, once having
described basic routines and daily rhythms in the first sets of notes, the
ethnographer who spends hours in the field may focus subsequent notes
on significant incidents that occurred throughout the day. At this stage
longer periods spent in the field may in fact prove advantageous, allowing
greater opportunities for observing incidents of interest.

Alternatively, the field researcher with regular workday responsibilities
may find it useful to designate certain hours for observing and taking
Jottings, giving priority to these observations in writing up full fieldnotes.
Varying these designated observation periods allows exploration of dif-
ferent patterns of activity throughout the day. Of course, while using this
strategy, the fieldworker should still write notes on important incidents
that occur at other times.

Perhaps more crucial than how long the ethnographer spends in the
field is the timing of writing up fieldnotes. Over time, people forget and
simplify experience; notes composed several days after observation tend
to be summarized and stripped of rich, nuanced detail. Hence we strongly
encourage researchers to sit down and write full fieldnotes as soon as
possible after the day’s (or night’s) research is done.

Writing fieldnotes immediately after leaving the setting produces
fresher, more detailed recollections that harness the ethnographer’
involvement with and excitement about the day’s events. Indeed, writing
notes immediately on leaving the field offers a way of releasing the weight
of what the researcher has just experienced. It is easier to focus one’s
thoughts and energies on the taxing work of reviewing, remembering,
and writing. In contrast, those who put off writing fieldnotes report that
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with the passage of time the immediacy of lived experience fades and
writing fieldnotes becomes a burdensome, even dreaded experience.

Often, however, it is impossible for an ethnographer to find time to
write up notes immediately upon leaving the field. Long or late hours,
for example, may leave him too tired to write notes. Under these circum-
stances, it is best to get a good night’s sleep and turn to writing up first
thing in the morning. Sometimes even this is impossible: a village event
may last through several days and nights, confronting the anthropological
researcher with a choice between sleeping outside with the villagers or
taking time out periodically to sleep and write notes.

Whether written immediately or soon after returning from the site,
the fieldworker should go directly to computer or typewriter, not talking
with intimates about what happened until full fieldnotes are completed.
Such “what happened today” talk can rob note-writing of its psychologi-
cal immediacy and emotional release; writing the day’s events becomes a
stale recounting rather than a cathartic outpouring.’

Ethnographers use a variety of different means to write up full notes.
While the typewriter provided the standard tool for many classic ethnog-
raphers, some handwrote their full notes on pads or in notebooks. Con-
temporary ethnographers strongly prefer a computer with a standard
word processing program. Typing notes with a word processing program
not only has the advantage of greater speed (slow typists will soon notice
substantial gains in speed and accuracy), but also allows for the modifica-
tion of words, phrases, and sentences in the midst of writing without
producing messy, hard-to-read pages. And fieldnotes written on t.he .com—
puter are easily reordered; it is possible, for example, to insert incidents
or dialogue subsequently recalled at the appropriate place. Finally, co-m—
posing with a word processing program facilitates coding and sorting
fieldnotes as one later turns to writing finished ethnographic accounts.

The researcher who has been in the field for a long period and has
limited time immediately afterward for writing full fieldnotes has several
alternatives. First, he may make extensive, handwritten jottings about the
day’s events, relying on the details of these notes to postpone writing full
fieldnotes, often for some time.? Secondly, she may dictate fieldnotes into
a tape recorder. One can “talk fieldnotes” relatively quickly and can dic-
tate while driving home from a field setting. But while dictation preserves
vivid impressions and observations immediately on leaving the field, dic-

tated notes eventually have to be transcribed, a time-consuming, expen-
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sive project. And in the meantime, the field researcher does not have
ready access to these dictated notes for review or for planning her next
steps in the field.

In summary, beginning ethnographers should not be surprised to ex-
perience deep ambivalence in writing fieldnotes. On the one hand, after
a long, exciting, or draining stint in the field, writing up notes may seem
a humdrum, extra burden; on the other hand, writing fieldnotes may
bring expressive release and reflective insight. Having seen and heard in-
triguing, surprising things all day long, the fieldworker is finally able to
sit down, think about, and relive events while transforming them into a
permanent record. Writing fieldnotes may bring on an outpouring of
thoughts and impressions as the writer reviews and re-experiences the
excitement and freshness of the day’s events.

STANCE AND AUDIENCE IN WRITING FIELDNOTES

Sitting down to write full fieldnotes involves a turning away from the
field scene toward “getting it down on the page,” toward the worlds of
research and writing. In making this turn, the field researcher does not
grapple simply with what to write down; she also decides how she is going
to present and convey what she has seen and observed. While some of
these decisions are relatively straightforward, others are more implicit,
arising from the particular stance adopted in writing fieldnotes, that is,
from the author’s orientation toward and attitudes about the topic or
people studied. Whether her stance is primarily influenced by a theoreti-
cal position within a discipline or by her personal, moral, and political
commitments, the ethnographer expresses this fundamental stance in a
distinctive tone which can be heard and sensed in specific writing choices
throughout her fieldnotes.

At a fundamental level, a researcher’s stance in fieldwork and note-
writing originates in his outlook on life. Prior experience, training, and com-
mitments influence the fieldworker’s stance in writing notes; these influ-
ences predispose him to feel, think, and act toward people in more or less
patterned ways. Whether it be from a particular gender, social, cultural,
or intellectual position, the fieldworker not only interacts and responds
to people in the setting from that orientation but also writes his fieldnotes
by seeing and framing events accordingly. The effects of this fundamental
stance appear in fieldnote writing in subtle ways: these range from how

STANCE AND AUDIENCE 43

he identifies with (or distances himself from) those studied and thus writes
about them sympathetically (or not), to the kinds of local activities which

- draw his attention and result in more detailed descriptions, to the way he

prioritizes and frames certain topics and thus writes more fully about any
events he sees as relevant. )

By self-consciously recognizing his fundamental orientation, the
fieldworker may be able to write fieldnotes that highlight and foreground
issues and insights made available by that orientation. This recognition
may also make him more sensitive to the ways his orientation shapes key
interactions with others. For example, in writing up fieldnotes about a
school for gays and lesbians, one heterosexual male often wrote about the
ways students pressed him to reveal his sexual orientation and watched
for his responses to their jokes and teasing. But an openly identified gay
male researcher in the same field-site became sensitive to how students
“sexualized” stories about their experiences as they constructed gay iden-
tities in everyday talk. Indeed, he then began to ask and write about stu-
dents’ talk about sexual activities, as in the following fieldnote:

“Wait.” I said, interrupting his story. “Where was this?” “Over by Circus Books,”
Adam said. “And what was he doing?” | asked as I leaned forward smiling slightly.
“He was cruising,” Adam said. ... “What's that?” T asked.... “It’s a meeting
place,” answered John. “And this is at a bookstore,” I said sounding a bit confused.

“Yeah,” they both said reassuringly.

The more the field researcher acknowledges those factors influencing his
fundamental stance toward people in the setting, the more he can exam-
ine and use the insights and appreciations opened up by this stance in
fieldnote writing. Furthermore, he can better guard against any over-
riding, unconscious framing of events—for example, by avoiding evalua-
tive wording or by focusing on members’ views of events.

As fieldwork progresses, the researcher’s stance toward people and is-
sues may change. As she learns through interactions with individuals in
the setting to look at activities, events, and issues in new ways, she may
adjust her prior views and reorient herself vis-3-vis others. Having read-
justed her stance toward people in the setting, she will more frequently
write fieldnotes in ways which not only highlight members’ views but
which also reveal her ongoing resocialization. Over time, a fieldworker’s
personal views and theoretical commitments often change; her stance in
writing fieldnotes shifts as she more frequently comes to see and respond

to events as members do.
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Another key component determining the stance expressed in written
fieldnotes is intended or likely audience. How a field researcher writes about
observed events is linked to often unacknowledged assumptions about
whom he is writing for. We first consider anticipated actual readers and
then turn to the subtle but significant relevance of more diffusely envi-
sioned audiences.

Under most circumstances, a researcher writes fieldnotes immediately
for herself as a future reader. This absence of an actual reader allows the
researcher to write in relaxed and shifting styles, moving from stance to
stance, from audience to audience without worrying (at that point) about
consistency or coherence. In this sense, fieldnotes should be written
“loosely” and flowingly. If and when fieldnotes are shown to another
reader—usually in a more comprehensive paper or article-—the field re-
searcher can at this time take control of this process; she can select, focus,
and edit any notes before making them available to others. As future
reader of her own fieldnotes, the researcher anticipates a detailed reading
in order to code and analyze the notes for a paper or article.

Fieldnotes are also written differently depending upon how far in the
future the field researcher projects himself as reader. Student field re-
searchers, for example, may write notes for themselves as readers in the
near future—e.g., at the end of the quarter or semester when working
on a final paper. Experienced ethnographers envision themselves as read-
ers in a more distant future, recognizing that notes should include details
and background sufficient for making sense of them several years hence,
when the immediacy of the field experience has faded.

In practice, however, the researcher-writer may have in mind actual
readers other than herself. Student researchers in particular must ordi-
narily submit their fieldnotes to an instructor and write notes for that
reader. Similarly, field researchers in team projects (Douglas 1976) will
write notes to be read by co-workers and colleagues. Here field research-
ers may self-consciously write with actual readers in mind, producing
accounts explicitly oriented to these others’ knowledge and concerns.
One common effect of writing with such readers in mind is to include
more details of background and context to make fieldnotes more acces-
sible. The ethnographer should nonetheless try to maintain a loose, flow-
ing, and shifting approach, not trying to write with consistency of voice
and style.?

The effects of envisioned audiences on how fieldnotes are written are
more subtle and complex than those of actual readers.* The ethnogra-
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pher’s stance in writing fieldnotes involves trying to convey something
about the world she has observed to outside audiences made up of those
who are unfamiliar with that world. In this sense fieldnotes are ultimately
intended for outsiders of one sort or another. Indeed, it is in this respect
that fieldnotes differ from a personal diary: fieldnotes are not merely the
personal reactions of the writer, intended to heighten self-awareness and
self-insight; they are more fundamentally accounts framed and organized
to be read by some other, wider audience.

AMany ethnographers envision and write for a professional audience,
forming their fieldnotes with eventual publication in mind. These sorts
of notes may need some polishing and smoothing, but the writing is in-
tended to be comprehensible to other professionals who are unfamiliar
with the people and customs being written about. To the extent that the
researcher-writer is self-conscious about writing for an ultimate, broader
audience, notes will be richer; they will provide more background, con-
text, and detail.

This is not to say that fieldnotes in “raw” form would be immediately
comprehensible to professional or other outside readers. Fieldnotes are
an accumulating body of writings in which the sense of later portions will
depend upon what has been written eatlier. People or events described
in earlier notes, for example, need not be described in later ones. And
indeed, just who the people are in particular incidents may not be evident
to outside readers because of abbreviated names and lack of socially iden-
tifying information.> Only with filling in and contextualizing would such
a fieldnote actually become comprehensible to someone other than the
writer. Thus, accumulating fieldnote entries have an open-endedness
which allows for new information and insights and an unfinished in-
progress quality which calls for editing later on.

In writing fieldnotes most ethnographers probably shift between self
and professional others as envisioned future audiences. When writing in
the first person about one’s own direct involvement in field events or
when reflecting on one’s emotional reactions or intuitions about next
steps to take in the field, for example, the ethnographer may assume that
these accounts will only be read by and hence need only to be compre-
hensible to oneself. In contrast, when writing up an event that was deeply
“important” to those in the setting and that is likely to be excerpted for
the final ethnography, the writer may strive for completeness and detail.

In sum, stance and envisioned audiences significantly prefigure the
way a researcher composes fieldnotes, even though both take on height-
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ened salience when the field researcher self-consciously prepares texts
for wider audiences. For writing fieldnotes involves a series of intricate,
moment by moment choices in abstracting and processing experience.
These choices involve not only what to look at and perhaps jot down,
but also for whom and hence how to write up full fieldnotes. For student
ethnographers, this audience is usually an instructor who reads and com-
ments on fieldnotes, although more ultimate audiences-—e.g., profes-
sional readers in one’s own discipline—may also have an influence even at
this point. These intended and anticipated audiences and the theoretical
commitments they reflect linger as an influential presence over every eth-
nographer’s shoulder.

THE Process oF WRITING Up

At first glance, writing up may appear to be a straightforward process to
the fieldworker. It may seem that with sufficient time and energy, she can
simply sit down and record her observations with little attention to her
writing process. While having enough time and energy to get her memo-
ries on the page is a dominant concern, we suggest that the fieldworker
can benefit by considering several kinds of writing choices. In this section
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we discuss “purposes and styles,” “recalling in order to write,” “turning
jottings into full fieldnotes,” “multiple voices and points of view,” and
“real-time and end-point descriptions” as these influence the process of

writing.

Multiple Purposes and Styles

Ethnographers have multiple purposes in writing their fieldnotes, and
these aims shape their choices and styles of writing.® The most urgent
purpose is to record experiences while they are still fresh. Thus ethnogra-
phers write hurriedly, dashing words “down on the page”; their notes
read like an outpouring, not like polished, publishable excerpts. Knowing
that a memorable event fades and gets confused with following ones as
time passes, a fieldworker writes using whatever phrasing and organiza-
tion seems most accessible, convenient, and do-able at the time. She need
not worry about being consistent, and she can shift from one style, one
topic, one thought to another, as quickly as the fingers can type.
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In that initial writing, the field researcher concentrates on a remem-
bered scene more than on words and sentences. Focusing too soon on
words produces an internal “editor” that distracts attention from the
evoked scene and stops the outpouring of envisioned memory. The goal
is to get as much down on paper in as much detail and as quickly as
possible, holding off any evaluation and editing until later. As one student
commented at one point in her process for writing up notes: “I might
just type this in and go back later on and decide that’s not exactly how I
wanted to word that or that’s not exactly the way that I was feeling at that
time, but for now, I just like to get them down and then go back over.”

In writing up, ethnographers strike a balance between describing fully
and getting down the essentials of what happened. As one student said
while struggling to describe an incident:

Here I'm going to stop and go back later because I know what I'm trying to say
but it isn’t coming out. . . . So there’s a little more to it than that, but I have to
think about how to say it, so I'm just going to leave it. When I write my field-
notes, I just try to get it all down and I go back through and edit, take time away
from it and then come back and see if that’s really what I meant to say or if I
could say that in a better way, a clearer way.

Fieldworkers may write down all the words that come to mind and later
choose a more evocative and appropriate wording. Many writers produce
a first round quickly, knowing that they will make additions, polish word-
ing, or reorganize paragraphs at some other time. Thus, in that first rush
of writing, finding the absolutely best word or phrase to persuade a future
audience should not be of such concern that it slows down the flow of
getting words to paper.

All in all, while ethnographers develop a variety of styles and strategies
for writing fieldnotes, we encourage initial writing that is as spontane-
ously organized as conversation about a day’s experiences, with changes
in topic and focus that reflect shifts in the writer’s attention; as varied in
language and sentence patterns as the voices of individual speakers; and
as unevenly and loosely phrased as the hurried flow of writing dictates.
Such writing sounds quite unpolished because fieldnotes in-the-making
are not yet edited for readers.

After “getting it down,” ethnographers can give more attention to
other purposes for writing fieldnotes. After finishing a day’s entry, a
fieldworker may quickly reread what he has written, filling in with addi-
tional phrases and comments as he does so.” Such additions may describe
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an experience as fully as possible; reflect on and express the field research-
er’s sense of the meaning or import of that experience; or self-consciously
try to persuade an envisioned, future reader to see that experience in a
particular way.

These different purposes and additions may produce even more
marked stylistic shifts in a set of fieldnotes. Getting it down results in a
loose, sporadic flow of writing; reflecting and making sense leads to an
entry with comments and questions; imagining an interested reader who
wishes to know more encourages longer and more vividly detailed notes.

Recalling in Order to Write

Ethnographers seem to rely upon a few standard ways of recalling and
organizing the day’s events when writing full fieldnotes. One strategy is
to trace one’s own activities and observations in chronological order, re-
calling noteworthy events in the sequence in which one observed and
experienced them. Another strategy is to begin with some “high point”
or an incident or event that stands out as particularly vivid or important,
to detail that event as thoroughly as possible, and then to consider in
some topical fashion other significant events, incidents, or exchanges. Or
the ethnographer may focus more systematically on incidents related to
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through in the order recorded, filling in and making connections between
jotted segments on the basis of memory. In this sense, jottings anchor the
writing process, providing a link back to the field. Ethnographers thus
rely upon key words and phrases from their jottings to jog their memo-
ries. The issue, however, is not simply that, with jottings to rely on,
fieldworkers can remember “everything.” Rather, they can feel more se-
cure about their ability to recall and to write about those scenes they
found noteworthy while in the field.

Turning Jottings into Full Fieldnotes

Producing full fieldnotes from jottings is not a mechanical process. The
fieldworker must construct something out of these bits and pieces of in-
formation together with the recollections of events, incidents, and expe-
riences they inspire. The description that results must make sense as a
logical, sensible series of incidents and experiences, even if only to an
audience made up of the fieldworker herself.

In writing fieldnotes from jottings, the ethnographer moves back and
forth between these jottings and the fuller, richer recollection of the
events that occurred. To appreciate these processes, note the contrasts in
content, texture, and comprehensibility between the initial jottings and

the full fieldnotes concerning the court hearing on a requested temporary

restraining order in the landlord-tenant dispute.

e specific topics of interest in order to recall significant events. Often eth-
nographers combine or alternate between strategies, proceeding back and
forth over time in stream of consciousness fashion.

. . . 1 .8
As emphasized in the previous chapter, field researchers do not always Jottings:

produce abbreviated, jotted accounts of what happened in a setting prior
to sitting down to write full fieldnotes. Under these circumstances, recall-
ing witnessed events for writing begins from memory alone. Here the
ethnographer may simply pick some starting place—a key incident, the
beginning of her day in the field—and begin writing. Or she may start
by reviewing the day, event by event, and make decisions at each point
as to whether this or that is noteworthy. Finally, in beginning the writing-
up session, the fieldworker may employ any of these procedures to de-
velop a listing or outline of events and topics to be covered.

Writing fieldnotes from jottings (or from a listing of topics developed
in preparation for writing) may follow a different course. Particularly if
the jottings are extensive, they can be used to organize the fieldnotes: the
fieldworker simply turns to the start of that day’s jottings and moves

[case number]
Snow, Marcia
Thomas atty - AIDS Mike
Murphy
legal guardian

are you prepared to proceed against

the one individual — (both)

massive doses of chemother(apy)

L don't think he’s ever going to come in
here

L know he’s well enough to walk —

€ame in (returned heater) — when?
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you can call his doctor at UCLA and

he can verify all this

I just don't call people on the

telephone — courts don’t operate that way — it has to be on paper or (in
person)

Mr. M returned my heaters —
was walking

Let me be clear

You dont want to proceed against
only one of these individuals?

I want to proceed against (no, but)
— if he is his guardian both — but

unravel it
Dept 10 —J(udge) Berkoff’
Ms. S, hold on just a

Full Fieldnotes:

Marcia Snow has longish, curly, dark brown hair, in her 20s, dressed informally
in blue blouse and pants. No wedding ring, but with a youngish looking guy
with glasses. Robert Thomas is in his 40s, light brown hair, shaggy mustache
Jjacket with red-black checked lining. 7

Judge begins by asking RT if he has an atty; he does, but he is not here. He
explains that his business partner, Mike Murphy, who is also named in the TRO
is not here today; he has AIDS, and is very ill. “I'm his legal guardian,” so I car;
represent his concerns. J asks MS: “Are you prepared to proceed against the one
individual?” MS answers that she wants the order against both of them. RT then
explains that MM has had AIDS for three years, has had “massive doses of chemo-
therapy,” and adds: “I don't think he’s ever going to come in here” J asks MS if
frem what she knows that MM is this sick. MS hesitates, then says: “I know he’s
well enough to walk.” I saw him walking when he returned the heaters that they
stole. J: When was this? (I can’t hear her answer.) RT: He’s had AIDS for three
years. He’s very sick. “You can call his doctor at UCLA and he can verify this”
J: “I just don’t call people on the telephone. Courts don’t operate that way. It has
to be on paper” or testified to in person. RT repeats that MM is very ill, that he
has to take care of him, and he is not getting better. But MS again counters this,
saying again: “Mr. Murphy returned my heaters—he was walking then. . . ”

J then looks to MS, asking: “Let me be clear—you don’t want to proceed
against only one of these individuals?” MS: “No, I want to proceed against both.
But if he is his guardian,” then I can go ahead today with it. J agrees to this, saying
he will let another judge “unravel it,” and assigns the case to Dept. 10, Judge
Berkoff. MS and RT turn to leave, but ] says: “Ms. Snow, hold on just a minute
until the clerk has your file”” MS waits briefly, then gets file and goes out with
the guy with her.
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Compared to the highly selected, partial, and abbreviated jottings, the full
fieldnotes tell a coherent, step-by-step story of what was observed in the
courtroom. Most of this story consists of details that have been filled in
from memory. The brief “background” of the case provided by the jot-
tings, for example, has been fleshed out into relatively full descriptions of
the two litigants (but not of the judge or other regular courtroom person-
nel). In addition, the notes tell a story about one specific topic—the
problems arising from the absence of a co-defendant, the questions the
judge raises about this absence, and a sequence of responses to this prob-
lem by the petitioner and defendant. The story, however, is missing key
elements (for example, the fact that this case involves a tenant-landlord
dispute) and contains elements of unknown meaning (for example, Mar-
cia’s comment about how the absent defendant “returned the heaters that
they stole”).

Also consider the handling of direct quotations in moving from jot-
tings to fieldnotes. Only those words actually taken down at the time are
placed in quotes; a portion of the direct speech missed at the time is
paraphrased outside the direct quotes. Thus, the jotted record of the
judge’s remark, “it has to be on paper or (in person)” is written in field-
note form as: ““It has to be on paper or testified to in person” As a
general practice, speech not written down word for word at the time
should either be presented as indirect quotation or paraphrased (see chap-
ter 4).

In general, writing fieldnotes from jottings is not a straightforward

remembering and filling in; rather, it is a much more active process of

constructing relatively coherent sequences of action and evocations of
scene and character (see chapter 4). In turning jottings and headnotes into
full notes, the fieldworker is already engaged in a sort of preliminary anal-
ysis whereby she orders experience, both creating and discovering pat-
terns of interaction *This process involves deciding not simply what to
include but also what to leave out, both from remembered headnotes and
from items included in jottings. Thus, in writing full fieldnotes, the eth-
nographer may clearly remember or have jottings about particular inci-
dents or impressions but decide for a variety of reasons not to incorporate
them into the notes. The material may seem to involve matters that are
peripheral to major activities in the setting, that members appear to find
insignificant, or that the ethnographer has no interest in.

However, in continuing to write up the day’s fieldnotes or at some

later point in the fieldwork, the ethnographer may see significance in

P
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jottings or headnotes that initially seemed too unimportant or uninterest-
ing to include in full fieldnotes. The student ethnographer who, in writ-
ing full notes, had initially passed over a jotting about the “delivery of
three new bags of sand” to the sandbox at a Headstart Program (chapter
2) saw relevance and meaning in this incident as she continued to write
up and reflect on the day’s observations:

Now that P'm thinking back, when we got the sand, it was a really hot day so
that actually that jotting did help me remember because it was so warm out that
Karen, the teacher, said that the children could take their shoes off in the sand
box. This became a really tough rule to enforce because the children arent al-
lowed to have shoes off anywhere else. They would just run out of the sand box
and go into the parking lot and so it was a really tough rule to enforce. And I
have an incident about that.

In the comments made here, the student comes to appreciate (and con-
struct) a linkage between the three new bags of sand included in her
jottings and what she sees as significant issues of rule enforcement and
control in the setting; with this appreciation, she decides to incorporate
the delivery of the sand as an incident in her notes. Moreover, this focus
on enforcement and control leads her to review her memory for “rele-
vant” events or “incidents”; here she recollects “an incident about that,”
signaling her intent to write up this incident in her notes.

In light of the ways “significance” shifts and emerges in the course of
writing notes and thinking about their import, we encourage students to
write about as many of these “minor” events as possible, even if they
seem insubstantial or only vaguely relevant at the moment. They may
signal important processes relevant to other incidents or to emerging ana-
lytic themes in ways the ethnographer may only appreciate at some later
point. Even when writing the story of one rather cohesive event, writers
should include apparently tangential activities and comments, for they
may turn out to provide key insights into the main action.

Multiple Voices and Points of View

In writing fieldnotes, an ethnographer not only remembers and envisions
a scene; he also presents that scene from a selected angle which highlights
some of its features more than others. This angling results in part from
theoretical concerns of the researcher’s discipline; it also results in part
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from the nature of his participation in the field—for example, from his
inevitably selective positioning and from identifying with certain mem-
bers’ experiences. In writing, the ethnographer thus reconstructs memo-
ries—prompted by jottings and headnotes—which privilege certain ob-
servational perspectives and certain members’ experiences over others.

The selective tendencies of field participation and memory construc-
tion are supplemented by the fact that ethnographers, like all writers re-
counting events, must unavoidably tell their story through a particular
“point of view”” By convention, “point of view” refers to the written
perspective on events, i.e., through whose eyes events are seen as well as
through whose voice they are described. Point of view refers to the per-
spective through which the story gets told, through whose view the char-
acters, actions, setting, and events will be presented to the reader. Al-
though authors have developed varied and complex ways to tell a story,
the most general distinctions are between first-person, third-person, and
omniscient points of view (Abrams 1988:144—48).

The First-person Point of View

A first-person mode “limits the point of view to what the first-person
narrator knows, experiences, infers, or can find out by talking with other
characters” (Abrams 1988:146). In fieldnotes, the first-person “I” telling
the story is the ethnographer himself. Since this perspective most readily
encourages the writer to recount his own experiences, responses, and
commentary as well as the actions and talk of others, we suggest that an
ethnographer often write in the first person. In writing fieldnotes in the
first person, the researcher presents the details he saw, experienced, and
now remembers from his own perspective and in his own voice.

Writing in the first person is particularly effective when the ethnogra-
pher is also a member of the group she is studying. Seeing incidents
through her eyes allows us to see an insider’s view of actions, as filtered
through her concerns as an ethnographer. In addition, the first-person -
point of view allows the ethnographer to present the natural unfolding of
experience as seen from her participant’s viewpoint.

The following ficldnote, written in the first person, illustrates these
qualities. In this excerpt, an observer employed in an upscale eyeglass es-
tablishment recounts an upsetting incident of sexual harassment by one

of the owners of the store:
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About halfway through the day, I am standing in the front section with Richard,
one of the owners, and Al, the manager, who'’s on door duty. I reach down to
get a sunglass to try on and say, “Oooo, these are great,” as I pull out the plastic
stop-sign shaped frames. Richard mutters something like “no” to tell me that
they won't be good on me. I notice that they are Lunettes, the manufacturer of
VVO glasses, and am surprised that I've never seen these and that Richard is so
quick to judge the result. I put them on and ask Richard, “What do you think?”
He looks at me and says, “You’ve got really great tits, don't you.” I think he has
said, “You've got really great taste, don’t you,” so I say, “Yeah, these are great,” as
I'look at myself in the mirror. (I also believe that when I don’t have my glasses
on and I can't see, that I also cannot hear. I have reconstructed Richard’s words
as he said them, from his next clarifying statement, and did not just put in my
interpretation.) I look at Richard. He says, “They’re really great tits” I utter a
low “Huh?” (I now go back to his first statement in my mind, and understand
that T had misheard his suggestion of my great taste in eyeglasses. Maybe on some
level I heard him correctly the first time, but recast it as something else; denial
restores equilibrium.) He continues, “Really firm and high—really firm,” gestur-
ing at this point with his hands like he’s feeling breasts. I am stunned and cross
my arms across my chest. (I did this unconsciously, as it wasn’t until Richard’s
next line that I had realized I had done this gesture of protection.) He continues,
“You cover yourself up.” He folds his arms: “Never seen you get shy before.” He
then puffs up his chest as if to strut (as if to show me what I usually do, or what
he expects me to usually do). “That’s not appropriate,” I say softly.

By writing in the first person, this ethnographer not only can present
what the offender, Richard, said and what she said and did in response;
but also she can reveal how she felt and thought about her experience:
“I'am stunned. .. " In this instance of abusive remarks inserted into an
otherwise innocuous conversation, the ethnographer’s expression of her
feelings of withdrawal and self-protection reveal, more fully than any
mere record of his words ever could have, how truly distasteful and
offensive his remarks were to her. Were it written in the third person,
the fieldnote would have lost her insider’s view—her inner thoughts and
feelings changing as the incident unfolded. Nor would the fieldnote have
revealed the way the owner’s insistence in repeating the offensive remark
transforms her earlier hearing of the comment and causes her “to cross
my arms across my chest” in a “gesture of protection.” This insistent repe-
tition accentuates and makes the offensiveness of these remarks pointed
and unescapable.

Moreover, by using the first person, the fieldnote can portray both the
author’s experience as a member and her reflections as a writing ethnogra-
pher. For example, she reconstructs and presents her experience of sexual
harassment so that we see how she initially experienced it as a salesperson
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talking to the store owner—mishearing him to say, “You have great
taste,” a remark more appropriate to their work relationship and to pres-
enting glasses to customers. But we also hear her commentary on her
experience, inserted in an aside as she writes the fieldnote, on why she
initially misheard his offensive comment: “Maybe on some level I heard
him correctly the first time, but recast it as something else; denial re-

stores equilibrium.”
The Third-person Point of View

Although such first-person fieldnotes allow the researcher to express her
thoughts and feelings well, the primary aim of ethnography is to describe
what others are doing and saying. Writing in the third-person point of
view is particularly effective for conveying others’ words and actions. We
suggest that the ethnographer write many of his fieldnotes from this per-
spective to report what he sees others doing and saying.

Writing fieldnotes from the third-person point of view does not de-
mand that the writer entirely avoid first-person pronouns or invariably
absent herself from her fieldnotes. Within primarily third-person field-
note accounts of others, the writer can include herself as a participant-
observer in the scene and insert her own responses in first-person asides.
For example, in observing and participating in the mukanda rituals (initia-
tions for boys) in Kabompo District, Northwest Province of Zambia, Ra-
chel Fretz often wrote fieldnotes which described the activities of others.”
These descriptions are primarily third-person accounts, though she occa-
sionally inserts her first-person perspective. In the following excerPt, for
example, she looks out at what others are doing and occasionally inserts
“I” statements in recounting moments of active participation and in de-

scribing her responses.

That afternoon we heard the women and children hollering as though a lyishi had
come and we [another researcher and I] ran down [to the center of the village]
with our cameras. It was Kalulu, the rabbit mask. He is a small, lithe figure dressed
in a grass skirt and grass shirt around his neck. On his arms and legs.he wears the
usual fiber costume, a net-like fitted body “overall,” and his mask is a small red
and white painted face with two large cloth ears. He calls out a nasalized, “Wha,
wha.” It sounds like a child’s cry. He hopped around the yard and half-ran toward
the children. Then the Headman told the women to dance with him; 59 D, his
daughter, called some women and children together and they turned their backs
toward the Rabbit, Kalulu, and sang and danced. . . . Now and then Kalulu rather
listlessly chased a woman or child. And then all of a sudden, he used his small
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switch and ran right up to a girl and switched her. The children ran away shriek-
ing and the Rabbit ran over to J's house. Shortly it came back.

And then it seems that the Headman called John over and gave him some
directions because after that John went and found Kianze, the eight-year-old girl
who lives with N (she’s her grandchild) and grabbed her firmly by the arm and
held on and dragged her screaming over toward Kalulu, the Rabbit, who reached
to catch her.

She ran screaming in the other direction and John went after her again and
grabbed her and pulled her toward the Rabbit. Kianze, looking over her shoulder,
seemed thoroughly terrified and screamed and screamed with tears running down
her face. (I felt horrified as I watched.) This time the Rabbit swatted her and she
ran still screaming into her house. And the mask ran after her and entered the
house. But she managed, I was told later, to hide under a bed.

Then, Kalulu ran after Jinga and he caught her and picked her up in his arms.
Jinga screamed too, but she did not seem so terrified and did not cry. Someone
said later that N [her grandmother] yelled at him to get her back, for the mask
had started to carry her down the path toward the mukanda camp.

Around this time, I noticed that Ana [the other young girl] had disappeared.
(Someone said she ran out into the bush and hid.) It seemed the Rabbit thought
she was hiding in her house, for he started to chase her mother, Nyana, who ran
swiftly into the house and slammed the door shut. Since it was a solid wooden
door which she held shut, the Rabbit could not push it open. . . .

(Truly, Kalulu Rabbit is a trickster who plays and dances and then turns on
people.) The next day I asked John why he grabbed Kianze and Jinga; he said it
was because they were supposed to go to school, but that they just left home but
did not actually go into the school every day. After a while, the mask ran off
down the mukanda path and | went home, still shocked by the mask’s treatment
of the two girls.

Although the ethnographer in writing these fieldnotes focuses pri-
marily on others—the masked dancer, the screaming girls, the grand-
mother—she occasionally includes her responses to the frightened girls
as “I” remarks inserted within her description. Had she quoted the out-
cries of the young girls and of the grandmother calling for someone to
rescue her granddaughter, she could have augmented the sense of seeing
the chase from a more immediate, close-up position. However, since she
was doing her research in the Chokwe language in a multilingual area
and these particular people were speaking Lunda and Luvale, she could
not provide direct quotes. Thus, her descriptions report their actions,
screamns, and what others speaking Kichokwe told her. Indeed, ethnogra-
phers should only write what they actually see and hear others do and
say; they should write as reported speech what others repeat to them.
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When an ethnographer tracks closely the activities of one person for
a period of time, he can write from a focused third-person perspective in
which he limits his descriptions to what that member saw, did, and said.
Field researchers may self-consciously write from the point of view of a
person directly involved in the scene or action. They may do so by de-
scribing an event from that person’s actual physical location, by selecting
details the person seems to notice, and by including the persons own
words describing the event. For example, in telling about a fight between
parents from the child’s point of view, a writer might not only narrate
using many of the child’s words but also describe only those details a child
might notice, such as the loud voices, threatening movements, and the
large size of those fighting. Though the researcher might make inferences
about thoughts and feelings, he would base them on observable facial
expressions, gestures, and talk, and describe these from the child’s per-
spective.

Use of the focused third person in writing often enables the field re-
searcher to more fully sense an individual member’s outlook and to pur-
sue questions and issues of interest to that person. For example, while
studying traditional healing methods in an African culture, the researcher
might track the activities of a healer for a day: going with him to make
his medicines, sitting beside him as he treats his patients, and resting with
him after his duties (cf. Yoder 1982). By staying closely involved in one
member’s activities and then describing what that person pays attention
to, does, and says, the ethnographer is more likely to get a sense of his
perspective. However, the researcher should not attribute motives or try to
depict what the healer is thinking; rather, the writer limits her fieldnotes to
what she observed the healer do and actually heard him say. Indeed, verba-
tim quoting, along with accompanying gestures and facial expressions, is
one of the most effective means of portraying a person’s views.

Clearly, the field researcher who actually takes different observational
positions and participates empathetically with different people can more
effectively write from different focused third-person perspectives and
document the multiple voices in the setting.”” For example, in writing
notes on a check-out line in a grocery store, the fieldworker might de-
scribe activities, at different times, from the position and perspective of
the checker, the bagger, a customer being served, and customers waiting
in line. Members’ voices and views most clearly are heard by faithfully

recording their accounts and dialogues.
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The Omniscient Point of View

An ethnographer can also write in the third person but adopt an omni-
scient point of view. In this point of view a writer assumes “privileged
access to the characters’ thoughts and feelings and motives, as well as to
their overt speech and action” (Abrams 1988:145). Ethnographers who
write from this point of view use an “objective” tone and style to report
events as “realist tales” (Van Maanen 1988). In adopting this all-knowing
stance, the writer can freely move from one time and place to another and
readily shift between characters. Indeed, with an omniscient perspective a
writer may describe not only characters’ observable movements and talk
but also their innermost thoughts, feelings, and motivations. And because
this point of view positions the writer as a detached observer above or
outside events, she then can depict characters and actions with near-
divine insight into prior causes and ultimate outcomes.

Had the fieldworker studying mukanda rituals in Zambia taken an
omniscient perspective, she would have recounted the intense and fren-
zied dancing, drumming, and singing of the whole village throughout the
prior night. Then she might have described the feelings of the young
boys—perhaps fear and excitement—waiting to be rushed at dawn into
the camp for circumcision. Certainly, the masked figure dancing to the
drumming would also have drawn her attention, and she would have de-
scribed his raffia costume and the black-and-red decorations on the mask.
From her unlimited perspective, she also might have described the cir-
cumcision taking place in the boy’s camp out in the bush, with the
fathers, brothers, and uncles attending. (Her descriptions of this gender-
delineated, all-male place would have had to be based on interviews.)
Next, she might have turned to the mothers, other women, and children,
back in the village, to report not only the singing and the ritual pouring
of water on the mothers’ heads, but also to describe their thoughts—
whether nervousness or joy—as they waited to hear from the camp leader
that their sons had been successfully circumcised.

This ethnographer, of course, did not actually write her fieldnotes in
such an omniscient manner, although she did describe many of these rit-
ual actions as she saw them or as others reported them to her. Indeed, it
would have been practically impossible to have written an omniscient
account of every aspect without having devoted many hours to inter-
viewing people about events she was unable to witness directly and about
their thoughts and feelings about these matters. Moreover, an interaction-
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ist and interpretive stance generally militates against using an omniscient ¥

perspective in writing fieldnotes. An omniscient style produces fieldnotes
that: merge the ethnographer’s participatory experience with reports from
others; conceal the complex processes of uncovering the varied under-
standings of what an event is about; reduce and blend multiple perspec-
tives into accounts delivered in a single, all-knowing voice; and ignore the
highly contingent interpretations required to reconcile and/or prioritize

competing versions of the event."
Combining and Varying Points of View

Regardless of the point of view assumed in writing fieldnotes, conscien-
tious ethnographers always keep their writing circumscribed by what they
saw and heard, sticking to actual details they witnessed and to actual ac-
counts they received. Thus, whether the author takes a first-person, a
third-person, or an omniscient point of view, the writing inevitably
comes from that ethnographer’s experience; she inevitably represents her
knowledge and understanding of others’ experiences. But the degree to
which the researcher becomes involved in people’s doings implicitly
shapes the perspective from which she can write about some incidents.

Involvement allows the writer to write from a “near” perspective and to v

present details as seen by a member and, by quoting, to present a mem-
ber’s voice. In contrast, even when writing in the first person, a physically
or emotionally “distant” perspective often results in more generalized de-
scriptions presented in a reportorial tone of voice.

Fieldnotes can also move from one perspective to another, in part be-
cause the researcher constantly shifts her attention between self and oth-
ers. Fieldnotes should balance sensitivity to people’s experiences of events
with self-conscious awareness of the observer’s own perceptions and reac-
tions to these others. This shifting. back and forth readily shows up in
changing voices and points of view.

On the one hand, the field researcher attends to and writes about what
events mean to members.yﬂe gives special attention to routine events that
occur frequently in that setting; even if people take these events for
granted and show little explicit interest in them, such events occupy a
great deal of their time and energy. The ethnographer also attends to
issues or incidents that seem of special interest o significance to members;
the goal is both to discover what such issues are and to discern the specific
meanings that members attach to them. In writing with this intention, the
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fieldworker often uses a limited third-person point of view and frequently
quotes members so that their voices can be heard.

On the other hand, the ethnographer cannot neglect her own involve-
ment in observed scenes, in making the observations, and in writing them
up. We expect an ethnographer’s presence to be not only seen but heard
in the day-to-day descriptions. Thus, the goal is not merely a picture of
the daily life and concerns of others, but rather a picture of this life and
these concerns as seen, understood, and conveyed by the ethnographer.
Here, for example, the ethnographer includes features and occurrences
that are unexpected, that stand in contrast with what she is used to, or
that generate strong emotional reactions. In writing such fieldnotes, she
often writes in the first person because she focuses on her reactions to
events and people. Including herself in the interactions, she quotes both
herself and others.

In sum, while an ethnographer writes particular segments from a single
point of view, the fieldnotes as a whole shift. The fieldworker moves from
describing events observed at one position, point in time, and perspective
to descriptions constructed from other points of view.

“Real-Time’ and “End-Point” Descriptions

In writing descriptive accounts, ethnographers face an additional choice:
whether to describe an event “in real time” from a perspective of incom-
plete or partial knowledge, or to describe it from some end point of more
complete knowledge.

In real-time descriptions, the writer seeks to characterize events using
only what is known at discrete points as the event unfolds; thus, the writer
tries to avoid using information that will ultimately come out but as of
yet is not available for describing what happened at those prior moments.
By way of illustration, consider the way in which the following descrip-
tion of approaching a skid row mission excludes key meanings until they
are actually discovered by the writer:

The whole area around the Mission, including the alley, was dense with people,
more so than the surrounding blocks. Probably eighty percent of these people
were black; about ninety percent were male. People lay, sat or stood all along the
aqua colored walls of the Mission. . . . The people on the left-hand side of the
door gave the impression of being in line: they all were standing at fairly uniform
distances, and the same people were standing in line throughout the several hours
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I was around the Mission. When I later read the Mission’s literature, I realized
that these people were likely waiting in line for the privilege of sp.ending the
night in the Mission. The literature noted that “sleep tickets” were given out at
12:30 pm and that the line formed early. Interesting, there were many more
people in back of the Mission in what I perceived to be the lunch line than were

in the sleep line.

This real time account preserves the writer’s experience of seeing an as-
semblage of people and not quite knowing what they were doing. That
they were “in line” is not initially used to characterize the scene, but is
presented as an in-process discovery; some effort is made to specify initial
grounds for describing these people as “in line,” e.g., “uniform distance,”
continuity over time. The later discovery of the “purpose” of these activi-
ties—to get a “sleep ticket” allowing one to spend the night in the Mis-
sion—is explicitly described; only then is this assemblage characterized as
“the sleep line”

In contrast, field researchers may also describe events by making full
use of what they ultimately came to know and understand about them.
This procedure incorporates “facts” or understandings subsequently es-
tablished in order to describe or characterize what was going on at earlier
stages. In describing a formal business meeting in this way, for example,
an observer would from the very start of the notes describe participants
by name and position, even though she had only come to learn these
matters over the course of the meeting.

MIn general, this procedure for writing about events uses understandings
obtained only at some “end point” as a resource for describing what hap-
pened at earlier moments. In observing new scenes, we often use what
we ultimately come to know to describe events and meanings that we
had initially not understood or had understood partially or incorrectly.
Indeed, observation involves continuous processes of such®etrospective re-
@_{g{mqtq{{on, as the observer shapes into more definitive form What. at
some eari\iéf"‘point had been hazy, ambiguous, or downright confusing
(Garfinkel 1967). Written ethnographic descriptions may also incorporate
such retrospective reinterpretations. A fieldworker observing on a bus,
for example, may note that a “crazy woman” boarded and talked to the
driver. If this woman’s “craziness” only became apparent as she talked to
the driver and other passengers, it represents an evaluation inferred from
an ongoing course of interaction; to characterize her as “crazy” from her
initial appearance in the scene obscures these processes and strips the
written account of any consideration of how her disorientation became
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visible to the observer. On the other hand, it might have been that her
presenting appearance and initial demeanor made this passenger’s “crazi~
ness” evident “at a glance” to the fieldworker {and presumably to any
culturally competent member of American urban society). In this case to
characterize this person as “crazy” right from the start raises an issue of
adequate description rather than of retrospective interpretation; “crazy”
is a highly evaluative term that should be accompanied by some descrip-~
tion of whatever observable features led to such a judgment in the first
place. In general, descriptively effective fieldnotes will enable a reader to
distinguish initial understandings from retrospective reinterpretations.
Some retrospective reinterpretation of this sort is practically unavoid-
able. For many purposes, we are not interested either in the initial inter-
pretations an observer made of people based on woefully incomplete in-
formation or in just how the observer figured out who and what these
people were and what they were doing. Yet there are times and occasions
when the field researcher may want to preserve initial understandings—
however misguided—and the actual process of determining meaning.
One such occasion is when the ethnographer wants to highlight the
natural unfolding of experience. For example, the account of the sexual
harassment incident presented earlier in this chapter uses the owner’s sub-
sequent comment to reconstruct the writer’s actual hearing of his first
abusive comment as “what he must have said.” This tactic compels the
writer to backtrack to explain how such a “mishearing” could have oc-
curred, thus emphasizing the separation and contrast between “what ac-
tually occurred” from “what the observer/writer experienced.” An alter-

W «;3{\ Jhative would have been to present the incident exactly as experienced:
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¥ \ & -%report the owner’s first comment as “you’ve got really great taste, don't

& you?”; then indicate how his second comment, “you’ve got great tits,’
transformed the previous hearing %This descriptive procedure would
allow the reader to share the observer’s shock in ways that more closely
reflect the temporal unfolding of the experience.

An ethnographer may also want to minimize the degree of retrospec-
tive reinterpretation in order to highlight his own processes for determin-
ing meaning. To return to our earlier example: if a fieldworker were in-
terested in how participants in a business meeting come to figure out
who the others present are, then he might focus on describing just how
he came to figure out these identities, writing the notes in a way that
preserved the initial lack of definiteness in these matters. These descrip-
tive procedures allow the reader to share at least part of the observer/
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writer’s actual experience of discovering meaning. It also brings the ob-
server/writer to the center of the process of establishing meaning and
hence “de-objectivizes” the description; a description of how a “sleep
line” outside a skid row mission came to be discovered as such shows the
observer/writer to be an active interpreter of the social world.

In summary, whether writing in “real time” in order to reveal the
process or in an “end-point” storytelling mode, the writer learns through V'
writing about her experiences. In the process of writing up, an ethnogra-
pher assimilates and thereby starts to understand an experience: she makes
sense of that moment by intuitively selecting, highlighting, and ordering
details and by beginning to appreciate their linkages with or contrasts to
previously observed and described experiences. In these respects, writing
fieldnotes is more than a process of remembering and getting it down.
Rather, writing fieldnotes promotes learning and deepens understanding

about what has been seen and heard in the field.'? Especially when learn- i/

ing an entirely unfamiliar way of life, researchers benefit from writing
about their experiences, for through writing they learn to understand
what may seem, at first, unusual and overwhelming. Indeed, ethnogra-
phers often want to write because they realize that writing is a way of
seeing, that a lived experience is not only preserved but also is illuminated
through writing about it.

REFLECTIONS: “WRITING” AND “READING” MODES

To characterize fieldnotes as descriptions initially conveys the prospect of
simple, straightforward writing. But once we recognize that description
involves more than a one-to-one correspondence between written ac-
counts and what is going on, writing fieldnotes raises complex, per-
plexing problems. Descriptions are grounded on the observer/writer’s
participation in the setting, but no two persons participate in and experi-
ence a setting in exactly the same way. Moreover, there is always more
going on than the ethnographer can notice, and it is impossible to record
all that can be noticed. Description inevitably involves different theories, bs
purposes, interests, and points of view. Hence, fieldnotes contain descrip-
tions that are more akin to a series of stories portraying slices of life in
vivid detail than to a comprehensive, literal, or objective rendering.”
The ethnographer, however, needs to avoid getting drawn into the
complexities of fieldnote descriptions while actually writing fieldnotes.
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She must initially work in a writing mode, putting into words and on paper
what has been seen and heard as quickly and efficiently as possible. In this
text-producing mode, the ethnographer tries to “get it down” as accu-
rately and completely as possible, avoiding too much self-consciousness
about the writing process itself. She stays close to the events at issue,
rekindling her excitement about these events, getting on with the task of
inscribing them before memory fades. The writing ethnographer tries to
“capture what is out there,” or more accurately, to construct detailed ac-
counts of her own observations and experience of what is “out there.” At
this point, too much reflection distracts or even paralyzes; one tries to
write without editing, to produce detailed descriptions without worry
about analytic import and connections, to describe what happened with-
out too much self-conscious reflection.

Only subsequently, once a text has actually been produced, can the
ethnographer really step back and begin to consider the complexities
which permeate fieldnote descriptions; only with fully detailed fieldnotes
can the ethnographer adopt a reading mode and begin to reflect on how
these accounts are products of his own often implicit decisions about how
to participate in and describe events. That is, only with full notes in hand
does it make sense to view these writings as texts that are truncated, par-
tial, and perspectival, products of the ethnographer’s own styles of partici-
pating, orienting, and writing. It is at this point that the ethnographer can
begin to treat fieldnotes as constructions, to read them for the ways they
create rather than simply record reality.

One key difference between initially working in a writing mode and
subsequently in a reflexive reading mode lies in how the ethnographer
orients to issues of “accuracy,” to “correspondence” between a written
account and what it is an account of. In the moment of writing the eth-
nographer must try to create some close correspondence between the
written account and his experiences and observations of “what hap-
pened” The immediate task in writing fieldnote descriptions is to create
a detailed, accurate, and comprehensive account of what has been experi-
enced. But once notes have been written, this correspondence criterion
may lose salience. “What happened” has been filtered through the person
and writing of the observer onto the written page. The resulting text
“fixes” a social reality in place, but in a way that makes it difficult to
determine its relationship with realities outside that text. Readers may
attempt to do so by invoking what they know from having “been there”
or from experience with a similar reality. But readers are heavily con-
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strained by what is on the page; they usually lack any effective means of
gaining access to “what actually happened” independently of the written
accountin such a reading mode, then, self-conscious, self-critical reflec-
tion on how writing choices have helped construct specific texts and tex-
tual realities becomes both possible and appropriate.
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chapter four

Writing Up Fieldnotes |l: Creating
Scenes on the Page

To view writing fieldnotes simply as a matter of putting on paper what a
field researcher has heard and seen suggests that it is a transparent process;
in this view, field researchers “mirror” observed reality in their notes.
They describe without elaborate rhetoric, intricate metaphors, or com-
plex, suspenseful narration. Writing detailed description, this view sug-
gests, requires only a sharp memory and conscientious effort.

A contrasting view insists that all writing, even seemingly straightfor-
ward descriptive writing, is a construction. Through his choice of words
and method of organization, a writer presents a version of the world. As a
selective and creative activity, writing always functions more as a filter
than a mirror reflecting the “reality” of events. Ethnographers, however,
have only recently come to appreciate this view, and to see how even
“realist” ethnographies are constructions which rely upon a variety of
stylistic conventions. Van Maanen (1988:47), for example, has identified
“studied neutrality” as a core convention in realist ethnography; through
this convention “the narrator . . . poses as an impersonal conduit, who
unlike missionaries, administrators, journalists, or unabashed members of
the culture themselves, passes on more-or-less objective data in a mea-
sured intellectual style that is uncontaminated by personal bias, political
goals, or moral judgments.”

As with completed ethnographies, descriptive fieldnotes also draw on
a variety of writing conventions. Ethnographers construct their fieldnote
descriptions from selectively recalled and accented moments. Whether it

be an incident, event, routine, interaction, or visual image, ethnographers
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reconstruct each moment from selected details which they remember or
had jotted down: words, gestures, body movements, sounds, background
setting, etc. While writing, they further highlight certain actions and
statements more than others in order to portray their sense of an experi-
ence. In other words, ethnographers create scenes on a page through
highly selective and partial descriptions of observed and reevoked details.
These scenes—that is, moments recreated on a page—represent ethnog-
raphers’ perceptions and memories of slices of life, enhanced or blurred
by their descriptive writing skills.

In this chapter, we explore the relations between an ethnographer’s
attention to people’s sayings and doings, immediate purposes for recalling
these moments, and writing options for presenting and analyzing them.
Of course, no writing technique enables an ethnographer to write up life
exactly as it happened or even precisely as she remembers it. At best, the
ethnographer “recreates” her memories as written scenes which authenti-
cally depict people’s lives through selected, integrated details. But in mas-
tering certain descriptive techniques, she can write up her notes more
easily in that first dash of getting everything down; and she can depict
more effectively those scenes which she intuitively selects as especially
significant. Whether she writes up key scenes first or goes back to them
to fill in details, learning descriptive writing strategies will enable her to
more vividly and fully create those scenes on the page.

We begin this chapter by examining writing strategies for depicting
slices of observed and remembered life in fieldnotes; specifically, we con-
sider strategies for describing basic settings, for presenting dialogue between
people, and for characterizing the main individuals who appear in the ac-
count. Second, we present options for organizing fieldnote descriptions:
sketches and then two forms of narrative, episodes and fieldnote tales. (Al-
though we discuss depicting and organizing strategies separately, in actual
fieldnote writing one does both at the same time.)""l"hird, we examine
several strategies of analysis which, in contrast to descriptive writing, allow
for in-process reflection through asides and commentary about the field-
notes being written. Such reflection about fieldnotes not only spurs the
ethnographer to envision scenes more clearly the next time he sees similar
events, but it also facilitates tracing out potential interconnections be-
tween events recounted in the fieldnotes.

Throughout the chapter, we focus our suggestions on increasing
fieldworkers’ awareness of their options for writing. For example, first-
time fieldworkers typically have little difficulty in writing snippets about
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brief interactions; however, they are often uncertain about how to write
about more complex, key scenes by sequencing interactions, creating
characters, reporting dialogue, and contextualizing an action or incident
with vivid, sensory details. Failing to write in-process commentary, they
overlook obvious connections which they might pursue. But though we
offer many concrete suggestions and examples, we do not attempt to pre-
scribe a “correct” style or to cover all the writing options an ethnographer
might use. Yet, we do suggest that one’s writing style does often influence
how one envisions what can be written.)kn ethnographer committed to
an “objective” writing style presented in the passive voice and with
neutral, colorless wording will often overlook human agency and will
more likely skip over the more messy (and often most interesting)
details of human experience. Learning to envision scenes as vivid,
detailed writing on a page is as much a commitment to a lively
descriptive style of writing as it is to an intellectual honesty in recording
events fully and accurately.

WRITING DETAILED NOTES: DEPICTION OF SCENES

The ethnographer’s central purpose is to describe a social world and
its people. But often beginning researchers produce fieldnotes lacking
sufficient and lively detail. Through inadvertent summarizing and evalua-
tive wording, a fieldworker fails to adequately describe what she observed
and experienced. The following strategies enable a writer to coherently
depict an observed moment through vivid details: these strategies are de-
scription, presentation of dialogue, and characterization. As is evident in
several of the included excerpts, fieldworkers often merge several strat-
egies.

Description

“Description” is a term used in more than one way. Thus far, we have
referred to writing fieldnotes as descriptive writing in contrast to analytic
argumentation.' Here we refer more specifically to description as a means
of picturing through concrete sensory details the basic scenes, settings,
objects, people, and actions the fieldworker observed. In this sense, writ-
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ing descriptive images is just one part of the ethnographer’s storytelling
about a day’s events.

As a writing strategy, description calls for concrete details rather than
abstract generalizations, for sensory imagery rather than evaluative labels,
and for immediacy through details presented at close range. Goffman
(1989:131) advises the fieldworker to write ‘flushly,”gnaking frequent use
of adjectives and adverbs to convey details:\For example, details present
color, shape, and size to create visual images; other details of sound, tim-
bre, loudness, and volume evoke auditory images; those details describing
smell or fragrance recreate olfactory images; and details portraying ges-
tures, movements, posture, and facial expression convey kinetic images’.l
While visual images tend to predominate in many descriptions, ethnogra-
phers find that they often combine these various kinds of images in a
complete description.

When describing a scene, the writer selects those details which most
clearly and vividly create an image on the page; consequently, he succeeds
best in describing when he selects details according to some purpose and
from a definite point of view. For example, the writer acquires a clearer
sense of what details to accent if he takes as his project describing not the
office setting for his observations, but the office environment as a clut-
tered place to work, perhaps as seen from the secretary’s perspective who
struggles with her boss’s disorder every day. However, frequently the
fieldworker sits down to write about a setting he does not yet understand.
In fact, the beginning ethnographer often faces the dilemma of not know-
ing what counts as most important; under these circumstances his purpose
is simply to document the impression he has at that time. Wanting to
recall the physical characteristics and the sensory impressions of his expe-
riences, a fieldworker often describes the setting and social situations,
characters’ appearances, and even some daily routines.

Ethnographers often select details to describe the ambience of a setting
or environment that is important for understanding subsequent action.
For example, during initial fieldwork in a village in southeastern Zaire,
an ethnographer might reflect on the spacial arrangement and social rela-
tions as she has observed them thus far. In her fieldnotes, she might de-
scribe how the houses all face toward an open, cleared area; that the vil-
lage pavilion where men visit is situated in the center; that the women
cook by wood fires in front of their houses, often carrying babies on their
backs as they work and are assisted by younger girls; that some men and
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boys sit under a tree in the yard near two other men weaving baskets.
How she perceives these details and the way she frames them as contextu-
alizing social interactions determines, in part, the details she selects to
create this visual image of a small village in the late afternoon.

An ethnographer should also depict the appearance of characters who
are part of described scenes in order to contextualize actions and talk. For
example, in looking at how residents adapted to conditions in a psychiat-
ric board-and-care home, Linda Shaw described someone who others
living in the home thought was especially “crazy”:

Robert and I were sitting by the commissary talking this afternoon when a new
resident named Bruce passed by several times. He was a tall, extremely thin man
with straggly, shoulder-length, graying hair and a long bushy beard. I had heard
that he was only in his thirties, even though he looked prematurely aged in a way
that reminded me of the sort of toll that harsh conditions exact from many street
people. He wore a long, dirty, gray-brown overcoat with a rainbow sewn to the
back near the shoulder over a pair of torn blue jeans and a white tee shirt with
what looked like coffee stains down the front. Besides his disheveled appearance,
Bruce seemed extremely agitated and restless as he paced from one end of the
facility to the other. He walked with a loping gait, taking very long strides, head
held bent to his chest and his face expressionless, as his arms swung limply through
the air, making a wide arc, as though made of rubber. As Bruce passed by on one
of these rounds, Robert remarked, “That guy’s really crazy. Don't tell me he’s
going to be recycled into society.”

Here the ethnographer provides a detailed description of a newcomer
to the home to provide the context necessary to understand a resident’s
comment that this person was too crazy to ever live outside of the home.

While describing appearance might initially seem easy, in fact many
observers have difficulty doing so in lively, engaging ways. Part of the
problem derives from the fact that when we observe people whom we
do not know personally, we initially see them in very stereotyped ways;
we normally notice and describe strangers in terms of gender, age, race,
along with other qualities of their physical appearance.” Thus, beginning
fieldworkers invariably identify characters by gender. They frequently add
one or two visible features: “a young woman,” “a young guy in a floral
shirt” “two Latina women with a small child” “a woman in her forties,”
“a white male with brown/blond medium length hair” Indeed, many
fieldnotes present characters as visual diches, relying on worn out, fre-
quently used details to describe others, often in ways that invoke common
stereotypes: a middle-aged librarian is simplistically described as “a bald
man wearing thick glasses,” a youth in juvenile hall as having “slicked
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back hair” a lawyer as “wearing a pin-striped suit” and “carrying a brief-
case” Such cliches not only make for boring writing, but also more dan-
gerously blind the writer to specific attributes of the person in front of
him.

The description of a character’s appearance is frequently “categoric”
and stereotyped for another reason as well: fieldworkers rely upon these
cliches not so much to convey anothers’ appearance to envisioned read-
ers, but to label (and thus provide clarity about) who is doing what within
the fieldnote account. For example, a fieldworker used the phrase “the
floral shirt guy” a number of times to specify which character he was
talking about when he described the complicated comings and goings
occurring in a Latino street scene. Thus the initial description does not
provide many details about this character’s appearance, but merely tags
him so that we can identify and follow him in the subsequent account.

However, the ethnographer must train herself both to notice more
than these common indicators of general social categories and to capture
distinctive qualities that will enable future readers (whether herself in re-
reading notes or others who read excerpts) to envision more of what she
saw and experienced. A vivid image based on actual observation depicts
specific details about people and settings so that the image can be clearly
visualized. For example, one fieldworker described a man in a skid row
mission as “a man in the back who didnt have any front teeth and so
spoke with a lisp.” Another described a boy in a third-grade classroom as
“wiggling his butt and distorting his face for attention” on entering the
classroom late. Such images use details to paint more specific, lively por-
traits and avoid as much as possible vague, stereotypic features.

Ethnographers can also write more vivid descriptions by describing
how characters dress. The following excerpt depicts a woman's clothes

through concrete and sensory imagery:

Today Molly, a white female, wore her African motif jacket. It had little squares
on the front which contained red, yellow, green, and black colored prints of the
African continent. Imposed on top was a gold lion of Judah (symbol of Ethiopian
Royal Family). The sleeves were bright—red, yellow, and green striped. The
jacket back had a picture of Bob Marley singing into a microphone. He is a black
male with long black dreadlocks and a litde beard. Written in red at the top
was: ‘“Rastafari.”

This description advances the ethnographer’s concern with ethnic iden-
tity and affiliation. The initial sentence, “Today Molly, a white female,
wore her African motif jacket,” sets up an unexpected contrast: Molly is
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white, yet she wears an item of clothing that the researcher associates with
African-American culture. “African motif™ directs attention to particular
attributes of the jacket (colors, insignia, and symbols) and ignores other
observable qualities of the jacket, e.g., its material, texture, style, cleanli-
ness, or origins. Consequently, this description frames the jacket as
an object publicly announcing its wearer’s affiliation with African-
Americans.?

Furthermore, rather than simply telling the reader what the ethnogra-
pher infers, this passage shows affiliation with African-Americans in im-
mediate detail, through actions and imagery. Contrast this descriptive
strategy with the following (hypothetical) abstract and evaluative depic-
tion which generalizes rather than specifies details: “Today, Molly, a white
girl, assertively wore her bright African jacket. She always shows off in these
clothes and struts around like a black” Not only does this summary rely
on a vague adjective (bright), but it also obscures the actions with evalua-
tive adverbs and verbs (assertively, struts, and shows off) and categorizing
labels (like a black).

Because an ethnographer wishes to depict a scene for a reader, he does
not condense details, avoids evaluative adjectives and verbs, and never
permits a label to stand for description. While all writing entails grouping
and identifying details, the ethnographer resists the impulse to unselfcon-
sciously label others according to received categories from his own back-
ground. Nonetheless, it is not enough to avoid evaluative wording. In
descriptions, the writer’s tone of voice unavoidably reflects his personal
attitude toward the people described. A better-than-thou attitude or an
objectifying of the other (as odd, a foreigner, from a lower class, from a
less civilized culture) always “shows” in subtle ways: tone, like a slip-of-
tongue, appears in word choice, implicit comparisons, and even in
rhythms as in the staccato of a curt dismissal. A self-reflective ethnogra-
pher should make his judgments explicit in written asides. But, the best
antidote to these evaluative impulses is to keep in mind that the ethnogra-
pher’s task is to write description that leads to an empathetic understand-
ing of the social worlds of others.

In addition to describing people, places, and things, an ethnographer
might also depict a scene primarily through action. For example, she
might portray a character’s talk, gesture, posture, and movement. In con-
trast to describing a person’s appearance, action sequences highlight a
‘cﬂharac‘ter\’ks agency to affect her world; a character acts within a situation,
in res'pkbnée"to a condition or to interactions with others in ways that
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shape future interactions. Through actions, characters move through
space and time; thus writers aim to capture the dynamic quality of action
and its forward movement—something happens!

The following exchange between teacher and student focuses on the
student’s actions and the teacher’s responses in a class for the “deaf and
hard-of-hearing™:

Bobbie walks in, swaying from side to side, and looks around. The teacher asks
him where he had been and Bobbie mumbles something. Then he starts walking
over to the computer and says that he wants to work on it, but the teacher replies,
“No, Bobbie [ want you to sit down here and see if you can play with us.” Bobbie
sits down at one end of the board [to a game]. He notices a crack in the board
and folds it upward while asking, “Why did you put a crack in the board?” The
teacher frowns and tells him curtly, “It was made that way. Put it back.” Bobbie
continues to move all the pieces around. The teacher tells him, “Okay, Bobbie,
why don't you go work on the computer.” Bobbie gets up quickly and walks over
to the computer where he sits down and starts working immediately.

Here, the writer presents the sequence of interactions with almost no
descriptive detail about appearances. Yet he conveys the scene by describ-
ing actions sequentially, using active verbs which allow the reader to see
the back-and-forth movement of the interaction. We get a clear sense of
movement from the lively, vividly worded actions: walks in, swaying,
looks around, asks, starts walking, sits down, tells him, does not cooper-
ate, moves, gets up quickly, walks over, starts working.

By convention, writers present action as progressing through time. In
the above scene, the interactions are so clearly linked that the writer uses
only one transitional word—*“then.” In a longer scene, or in one with
less obviously interconnected actions, a writer needs to orient the reader
with transitional markers to indicate shifts in time, place, and person as
the action unfolds. Writers sequence actions in an order (e.g., first, sec-
ond, third), and mark action shifts with transitions (e.g., now, then, next,
afterwards, the next morning). They also locate action with situational
markers (e.g., here, there, beyond, behind). In the following excerpt, a
researcher studying an outpatient psychiatric treatment facility connects
actions through transitional phrases (“as he continues talking”) and transi-

3y &

tional words (“then,” “as”):

I sat down on the bench in the middle of the hall. And as I sat waiting for some-
thing to gain my attention, I heard the director yell out, “Take off your clothes
in the shower!” as he shuts the door to the shower room. . . . Remaining outside
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the door of the shower room, the director speaks with Roberta, one of the staff
members assigned to look over the clients. Then Karen approaches them with a
small, dirty Smurf that she found outside. “Look at it, how pretty, kiss it,” she
says talking to the director, but he doesn’t pay any attention to her. As he contin-
ues talking to Roberta, he glances over and notices that I am observing them. As
our eyes lock, he opens up his arm toward Karen and requests a hug. Karen, in
her usual bashful way, giggles as she responds to his hug.

In this action-oriented paragraph, the writer focuses on movement—sat,
shuts, approaches, glances, opens—interspersed with talk: “the director
yell[s] out, ‘“Take off your clothes in the shower!”” In observing and re-
porting actions, ethnographers interested in social interactions view ac-
tion and talk as interconnected features of what people “do.” They write
about “talk” as a part of people’s actions.

it

Dialogue

Ethnographers also reproduce dialogue—conversations that occur in
their presence or that members report having had with others—as accu-
rately as possible. They reproduce dialogue through direct and indirect
quotation, through reported speech, and by paraphrasing. We hold that
only those phrases actually quoted verbatim should be placed between
quotation marks; all others should be recorded as indirect quotations or
paraphrases.

The following example illustrates how direct quotation, indirect quo-
tation, and reported speech work together to convey back-and-forth con-
versation:

For a minute or so before I left, I talked with Polly, the black woman who guards
the front school entrance. As we were talking, a black girl, wearing dark blue
sweats, walked by. Polly pointed to her. “Did you see that girl?” she asked me. I
told her I had, and Polly confided that the girl had hassled her. Polly said the girl
tried to leave school without permission and had started arguing. She said the
principal had been walking by and he had tried to deal with the disturbance. And
the girl had answered, “This is my school. You can’t control me!” and then she
called the principal a “white ME” Polly told me, “It’s usually a black MF, but she
changed it.” She said that girl has a “bad attitude” and shook her head.

Writing up this conversation as predominately indirect quotation pre-
serves the back-and-forth flow of the spoken interaction. Interspersing
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quoted fragments livens up the dialogue and lends a sense of immediacy.
By clearly marking the direct quotation, indirect quotation, and reported

speech, we can see how they work together:

Direct: “Did you see that girl?”

Indirect: I told her I had ...

Indirect: . .. and Polly confided that the girl had hassled her. Polly said that the
girl tried to leave school without permission and had started arguing. She
said the principal had been walking by and he had tried to deal with the
disturbance.

Reported speech, direct:

And the girl had answered, “This is my school. You can’t control me!” and
then she called the principal a “white ME”

Direct: “It’s usually a black ME, but she changed it.”

Indirect: She said that that girl has a

Direct: “bad attitude”. . .

Indirect quotation more closely approximates dialogue than paraphras-
ing does. Paraphrasing this conversation with Polly might have preserved
the basic content. But in paraphrasing, a writer translates speech into her
own words and too readily starts to summarize. For example, a paraphrase
of the last portion of this excerpt might read: “The girl talked back to the
principal and called him names. . .. She has some attitude problems.”
This paraphrasing obscures the flavor of chatting and offering confi-
dences, and it fails to voice the student’s remarks to the principal which
thus would have been unheard.

Members’ own descriptions and “stories” of their experiences are in-
valuable indexes to their views and perceptions of the world (see chapter
5) and should be documented verbatim when possible. Writing this ex-
change as a “story” told verbatim to the fieldworker preserves two
different kinds of information. First, it shows that “something happened”
between a student, a guard, and the principal. Second, the account pro-
vides the guard’s experience of that something, As the guard’s story, this
fieldnote conveys more about the teller and her concerns than it does
about the girl and her trouble.

Writing up dialogue is more complicated than simply remembering
talk or literally replaying every word. People talk in spurts and fragments.
They accentuate or even complete a phrase with a gesture, facial expres-
sion, or posture. They send complex messages through incongruent,
seemingly contradictory and ironic verbal and nonverbal expression as in
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sarcasm or polite put-downs. Thus ethnographers must record the mean-
ings they infer from the bodily expression accompanying words—ges-
ture, movement, facial expression, tone of voice. Furthermore, people do
not take turns smoothly in conversations: they interrupt each other, over-
lap words, talk simultaneously, and respond with ongoing comments and
murmurs. Such turn-taking can be placed on a linear page by bracketing
the overlapping speech.

Although accurately capturing dialogue in jottings and full fieldnotes
requires considerable effort, ethnographers have a number of reasons for
peppering their notes with verbatim quoted talk. Such dialogue conveys
character traits, advances action, and provides clues to the speaker’s social
status, identity, personal style, and interests. Dialogue allows the field re-
searcher to capture members’ terms and expressions as they are actually
used in specific situations. In addition, dialogue may point to key features
of a cultural world view. The following excerpt comes from a discussion
in an African-American history course:

Deston, a black male with Jheri cutls, asked Ms, Dubois, “What’s a sell-out? I
hear that if you talk to a white person—you sell-out. If you go out with a white
girl—you sell-out.” She replied that some people “take it to the extreme.” She
said that a sell-out could even be a teacher or someone who works at McDonalds.
Then she defined a sell-out as “someone who is more concerned about making
it . . . who has no racial loyalty, no allegiance to people.”

The writer uses direct quotation to capture a back-and-forth exchange
about racial identity, and also retains a key members’ term.

Since such verbatim quoting persuasively convinces a reader that one
“was there” and overheard as an insider, it can be tempting to approxi-
mate remembered talk. However, we urge jotting down verbatim quotes
as often as possible while in the field and then punctuating with quotation
marks only those phrases that are actually written down. Such consistency
not only avoids accidental misrepresentation but also keeps a fieldworker
more alert to presenting members’ views.

These issues and choices in writing dialogue become complex when
the local language differs from the researcher’s. How well the researcher
knows the language certainly determines the extent of verbatim quoting.
For example, when a fieldworker does research in a second language,
not only will she frequently miss what someone said because she did not
understand a particular word, but she also will have difficulty capturing
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the verbatim flow of a dialogue even when she does understand. By *
working with a local assistant and checking to make sure she understands
correctly what people are saying, she can compensate for some of 1.1er
difficulty. Similar problems arise when working in English in a setting
with much technical lingo or other in-group expressions such as slang.
Unable to follow all the talk, the researcher paraphrases as much as she
can and occasionally includes the snippets of verbatim talk she heard and
remembered clearly.

In response to these language difficulties, many ethnographers supple-
ment their fieldnotes by tape recordings. They might also make re-
cordings in order to preserve as detailed a record of naturally occurring
talk as possible so that they can pursue particular theoretical issues. 1':or
example, field researchers interested in recurrent patterns of interaction
between staff and clients may make special efforts to tape-record at least
some such encounters.” Still, most ethnographers do not regard re-
cordings as their primary or exclusive form of data; rather, they use them
as one way among others for closely examining the meaning events and
experiences have for those studied. ‘

By way of illustration, consider how Rachel Fretz worked V\.’lth re-
cordings of storytelling performances among the Chokwe people in Ban-
dundu, Zaire. She recorded and carefully transcribed all verbal expres-
sions of both narrators and audience, since listeners actively participate in
the storytelling session. The following is an excerpt from the beginning
of one such performance; the narrator (N), a young man, performs to an
audience (A) of women, men, and children one evening around the fire

(Fretz forthcoming).

N:  Once upon a time, there were some young boys, myself and Fernando and
Funga and Shamuna.

A: Is it a story with a good song? o
N:  They were four persons. They said, “Ah. Let’s go hunting.
Pia they went everywhere. Pid they went everywhere.
A:  Good. o
N:  They went this way and that way, this way and that way. No game. “Let’s

return. Let’s go.” They saw a large hut. Inside there was a container with
honey in it.

“My friends, this honey, mba, who put it here?”

He said, “Who?”

Another said, “Who?”

[Another said,] “Let’s go. We can’t eat this”
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made-of-human-ribs probably belongs to a sorcerer, that eating his honey
is dangerous because it will cast a spell over them, that the river which
appeared from nowhere across their path had been created by the sor-
cerer, and that Funga who ate the honey most likely will drown as a
consequence of not listening to his older brother. She learned that the
recurring song, sung four times during the performance, created a tension
between hope and panic about the consequences of eating the honey, and
between trusting that it was a natural river created by God (“This large
river God created”) and fearing that it was a sorcerer’s invention (“Eee,

Then, fwapu, Funga came forward and said, “Ah! You're just troubled.
Even though you’re so hungry, you won't eat this honey?”
“Child. The man who put the honey here is not present. You see that this
house was built with human ribs, and you decide to eat this honey.”
He [Funga] said, “Get out of here. I'll eat it. Go on ahead. Go now.” He
took some honey; he ate it.
“Shall we wait for him? We’ll wait for him.”
He came soon. “Let’s go.”
Liata, liata, liata, they walked along. “We’re going a long way. We came
from a great distance.” They arrived and found, ah! Kayanda [my good-
e ness], a large river.
N “My friends, what is this?”
‘ “My friends, such a large river. Where did it come from?”
o He said, “Ah! Who can explain it?”

Papa, it’s who ate the honey”)
Thus, a transcription of recorded speech 1s not a straightforward and
simple means of documenting an event. The ethnographer needs to ob~
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“We can't see its source or where it’s going.”
“Let’s cross the river. I'll go first.”
First Singing
Oh Papa. Eee, Papa, it’s I who ate honey.
This large river God created, 1 must cross it.
Papa! Eee, Papa, I'm going into the water.
This large river God created, I must cross it.
Papal Eee, Papa, I didn't eat it.
This large river God created, I must cross it.
Papa! Eee, Papa, I'm crossing to the other side.
This large river God created, I must cross it.

>zpZrZ>2Z

Transcribing a performance involves catching all the teller’s words and
audience responses (often requiring the help of a native speaker) despite
such interfering sounds as a dog barking and children crying. Accurate
transcription also requires close attention to the rhythm and pauses in
speaking so that the punctuation and line breaks reflect the storytelling
style (cf. Hymes 1991; Tedlock 1983).

But transcribing and translating the tape is only one part of the ethnog-
rapher’s efforts to learn about and understand storytelling performances.
She also wrote extensive fieldnotes describing the situation and partici-
pants.’ For example, she noted that the storytelling session took place by
the fire in the chief’s pavilion at an informal family gathering including
the chief, his seven wives, and their children and grandchildren. She ob-
served that the women participated primarily by singing the story-songs
and by answering with exclamations and remarks. The ethnographer also
recorded her conversations with these participants and the general com-
ments Chokwe people offered about telling such stories, called yishima.
She found out that in this performance, listeners know that the house-

serve and listen to more than the words; she needs to ask many follow-
up questions and write down what she learns. As a result, much field
research uses a variety of recording and encoding processes, combining

fieldnotes with audio and video recording.’

Characterization

Ethnographers describe the persons they encounter through a strategy
known as characterization. While a simple description of a person’s dress
and movements CONVeys some minimal sense of that individual, the writer
more fully characterizes a human being through also showing how that
® person talks, acts, and relates to others. An ethnographer most effectively
characterizes individuals in context as they go about their daily activities
rather than by simply listing their characteristics. Telling about a person’s
traits never is as effective as showing how they livey This entails presenting
characters as fully social beings through descriptions of dress, speech, ges-
tures, and facial expression, which allow the reader to infer traits. Traits
and characteristics thus appear in and through interaction with others
rather than by being presented as isolated qualities of individuals. Thus,
characterization draws on a writer’s skills in describing, reporting action,
and presenting dialogue.

In the following set of fieldnotes, Linda Shaw describes an encounter
with a couple living in the kitchen area of an apartment in a psychiatric
board-and-care facility. The woman in particular emphasizes the efforts
they have made to create a “normal” living environment and the futility

they feel in doing so:’
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[ went with Terri and Jay today as they offered to show me the “apartment” they
had created out of the small converted kitchen area that was their room. Terri
escorted me from one space to another, taking great pride in showing me how
they had made a bedroom area at one end, a living room next to it, and a kitchen
area next to that. They had approximated an entire apartment in this tiny space,
and she showed me features of each “room” in detail. The bed, they said, had a
real mattress, not like the foam pads on all the other beds. There was a rug on
the living room floor and a TV at the foot of the bed. Then Terri opened the
cupboards. She pointed out the spice rack and counted each glass out loud. She
took particular pride in the coffee pot she uses to fix Jay’s morning coffee and a
warmer oven where they sometimes heat take-out pizza.

Terri tried very hard to demonstrate all they had done to make their apartment
like one that any married couple might have; yet, the harder she tried, the more
apparent it became how different their lives really were. Terri spoke of the futility
she felt in spite of all these efforts: “All the noise, the screaming, the tension really
bothers me. I’'m married, and I can’t even be a normal wife here. I want to gec
up in the morning, fix my husband breakfast—a cup of coffee, eggs, bacon, or-
ange juice—before he goes to work, clean the house, take care of the kids and
then fix him a nice dinner and drink or whatever he wants when he gets home.
Here, I get up and can fix him a cup of instant coffee. You know, it’s not as good
to just pick up the apartment, but then there’s nothing else to do.”

Terri comes across as a fully human individual whose actions and talk
reveal her character. She has done her best to create the normal way of
life she wishes for but cannot sustain in this quasi-institutional setting.
Through her actions and words, we see her struggle in vain to construct
this private space as a refuge against the debilitating forces of institu-
tional life.

Pressed to finish his notes, a writer might be tempted to use some
convenient label (“a retarded person,” “a homeless person,” a black/
white/Asian, etc.) rather than looking closely at that person’s actual ap-
pearance and behavior! Such quick characterization, however, produces a
stock character who, at best, comes across as less than fully human and,
at worst, appears as a negative stereotype. For example, one student, in
describing people in a shopping mall, characterized an older woman as a
“senile bag lady” after noting that she muttered to herself while fumbling
absent-mindedly in a shabby, oversized purse. Such labeling sketches only
a pale type and closes the writer’s attention to other relevant details and
actions.

An ethnographer, however, does include members’ remarks and ac-
tions which stereotype or mock others. The following excerpt describes
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a student who mockingly acts out typical gestures and postures of a Latino

“cholo” before some classmates:

As the white male and his friend walked away, he said “chale homes” [eh! homies]
in a mock Spanish accent. Then he exaggerated his walking style: he stuck his
shoes out diagonally, placed his arms at a curved popeye angle, and leaned
back. . . . Someone watching said, “Look at you fools.”

In this group of bantering young men, the white teenage male enacts
a ludicrous caricature of a Latino “cholo.” Ethnographers take care to
distinguish members’ characterizations from their own by providing de-
tails which clearly contextualize the talk and behavior as delivered from
a member’s point of view.

An individual already well known through previous entries does not
need to have a full introduction each time he enters a scene. Even for a

main character, one describes only those actions and traits relevant to the

current interaction. In other words, a fieldworker not only considers an
individual’s qualities but also earlier appearances and relative impact in
this moment. Each entry is only a partial record, and as notes accumulate,
fieldworkers will notice that they have assembled enough observations to
present some persons as full-fledged individual®(“rounded” characters),
others as less well-known figureS“flat” characters), and a few individuals
as types such as a bus driver or a policeman’ “stock” characters).
Furthermore, continuing contacts with people greatly expand the field
researcher’s resources for writing fuller, richer characterizations. No
longer limited to the surface features visible to any observer, the re-
searcher can note and write about qualities that are harder to detect, that
become evident only with repeated contact and greater famniliarity. One
problem here is that ethnographers often describe even main characters
only upon first encountering them, leaving that first characterization un-
changed despite coming to know more about that person. Hence we
would suggest taking time as research progresses to periodically reflect
on and try to capture on paper the appearance and feel of major charac-
ters, now known as persons with unique features and special qualities.
An ethnographer usually characterizes in detail those persons who act
centrally in a scene. Although the full picture of any person develops
through time in a series of fieldnotes, each description presents vivid and
significant details which show a primary character as completely as pos-
sible? through appearance, body posture, gesture, words, and actions. In
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contrast, a peripheral figure might indeed be referred to simply with as
few details as necessary for that person to be seen doing his small part in
the scene.

A number of criteria shape the field researcher’s decision about who

is %rﬁlﬁlgd who is peripheral, First, the researcher’s theoretical interests
wiltfocts fier attention toward particular people. For example, the central
characters in a study of teamwork among “support staff”” in a courtroom
were courtroom clerks and bailiffs rather than attorneys, witnesses, or the
judge. Similarly, methodological strategies also focus the ethnographer’s
attention. For example, a strategy for depicting a social world by describ-
ing distinctive interactional patterns may shape the ethnographer’s deci-
sion to focus on someone who presents a particularly vivid illustration of
such a pattern.

In addition, the person’s centrality and function for those in the social
setting determine the degree of detail in characterization. If members in
a scene orient to a particular person, then a description that makes that
person central to the scene is called for. Conversely, even those who may
be central figures in a setting might get slight attention from the field
researcher if they are so treated by those in the scene. For example, in a
scene focusing on students talking in the quad at lunchtime, the “princi-
pal walking across the courtyard and looking from side to side” might
not be described in much more detail if no one seems to notice him.

Fieldnotes should also include the ethnographer as a character in the
interactions. The presence of the ethnographer who truly stands at the
side watching might only be noted to identify the position from which
the event is seen. But an ethnographer who directly participates in the
action becomes a relevant character in the fieldnote, especially when a
member clearly interacts with her. Indeed, a researcher may act as a cen-
tral character in the incident in unanticipated ways. He might shift from
his stance as an outside observer and become fully engaged in the interac-
tions. In the following excerpt, students playing an educational game in
a class for the deaf and hard of hearing encourage each other to speak.
The fieldworker, having had a stuttering problem all of his life, clearly
empathizes with the students. Though essentially an outsider in the class,
the fieldworker becomes a pivotal figure at one juncture:

Lynn keeps on telling Caesar to say what the answers are by speaking (rather
than through sign language). The teacher says, “Very good Lynn. . . . That's right,
Caesar, you should try to speak what the answers are as well so that we can all
understand you.” Caesar looks over at me a little red in the face and looks down

WRITING DETAILED NOTES: SCENE DEPICTION 83

at his desk with a half smile. The teacher asks him (while pointing at me), “Are
you afraid of speaking because he is here?” Lynn and Jackie and Caesar all seem
to answer at once in sign that he is afraid of having me hear him speak. [ tell
Caesar, “You don’t have to be afraid of what I think. I have a hard time speak-
ing too.”

Caesar seems interested by my statements and points a finger at me ques-
tioningly. The teacher says, “Yes, it’s okay, you speak fine. You don’t have to be
afraid of what anybody thinks about you. Just say one sentence and he’ll tell you
if he can understand you.”

Caesar reluctantly says something and then looks at me, his head still slightly
down and his face still red. A faint smile lines his lips as he waits for my answer.
I had not understood a single word and was feeling desperate. What if they asked
me to repeat what he had said? T reply, “Yes, that was fine. I understood you.”
The teacher quickly turns to Caesar and gives him the appropriate signs for my
answer and goes directly into saying that he shouldnt be so intimidated by what
other people think. Caesar looks at me and smiles. The game continues, and
Caesar starts answering in both sign and speech. And I began to understand some
of the things they were saying.

Clearly, this ethnographer’s past experiences and presence played a central
role in this scene, and his empathetic responses color the description 1n
essential ways. Had he tried to write up these notes without including
himself—his own interactions and feelings—the scene would have been
deeply distorted.

When describing their own participation in scenes, field researchers
generally write in the first person. If this observer had described the scene
in the third person, referring to himself by name, much of the impact

would have been lost:

Caesar reluctantly says something and looks at Paul, his head still slightly down
and his face still red. A faint smile lines his lips as he waits for his answer. . . . He
replies, “Yes, that’s fine. [ understood you.” The teacher quickly turns to Caesar
and gives him the appropriate signs for Paul’s answer and goes directly into saying
that he shouldn’t be so intimidated by what other people think. Caesar looks at
Paul and smiles. The game continues, and Caesar starts answering in both sign
and speech.

In the original segment, the writer carefully stuck to Caesar’s observable
behavior (“looks over at me with a red face” and “looks down at his desk
with a half smile”) and did not attribute nervousness. But in the third
person account, we miss an essential part of Caesar’s struggle to speak.
This struggle was conveyed through the ethnographer’s empathetic and
self-revealing comment, “I had not understood a single word. . . ;" and by
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more distanced observer looking out on a scene, describes what he or she
senses. Presenting a more or less static snapshot contrasts with writing
narrative, where the writer has the sense of moving through time, re-
counting one action after another.

While the term “sketch” employs a visual metaphor, this form of or-
ganizing writing need not rely only on visual details but can also incorpo-
rate auditory or kinetic details as well. For example, not appearance but
the sense of smell might be the primary criteria for recalling and con-
veying the merits of a particular food. In describing people, settings, ob-
jects, and so forth, the writer must evoke all those senses which recall that
moment as she perceived it. Often the sense of vision dominates, how-
ever, simply because the fieldworker observes at a distance or aims to give
a brief overview of the setting. It also dominates, in part, because the
English language for vision is much more detailed and developed than it
is for the other senses.” Hence the ethnographic writer may have to ex-
pend special effort to evoke and write about nonvisual sensory images.

A sketch typically is a brief segment, which unifies descriptive details
about a setting, an individual, or a single incident. Because it is primarily
static, it lacks any sense of consequential action (of plot) and any full char-
acterization of people. Consider the following sketch of a Latino street
market, which focuses on a single character at a stall with toys:

An older Latina woman is bent over looking at the toys on the ground. Behind
her she holds two plastic bags of something, which she uses to balance as she leans
over. She picks up several toys in succession from the ground, lifting them up
several inches to turn them over and around in her hand, and then putting them
down. After a minute, she straightens up and walks slowly away.

Organizing details into a sketch in this way permits the writer to give a
quick sense of the setting by presenting a close-up picture of one particu-
lar character’s engagement with it.

Often, sketches contextualize subsequent interactions, placing them
into a larger framework of events or incidents, and allow the reader to
visualize more readily the setting or participants involved. On some occa-
sions, however, these entries may stand as independent units of writing.
In the following sketch, for example, another writer describes the scene
in a high school during an uneventful, uncrowded lunch hour in a way
that documents how students group themselves:

Even though it was cold and windy, there were still about one hundred black
students clustered in the central quad. On the far left, one short black male wear-
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ing a black starter jacket was bouncing a ball. Next to him, seven black females
and two black males were sitting on a bench. Further to the right stood a concen-
trated group of about thirty or forty black students. I counted about twenty who
were wearing different kinds of starter jackets. Further up the quad stood- another
group of fifteen blacks, mostly fernales. At the foot of quad, on the far right, was
another group of maybe twenty black students, about equally male and femfile.
Some were standing, while others were sitting on a short concrete wall against
the auditorium. To the right of this group, I noticed one male, listening to a
yellow walkman, dancing by himself. His arms were flung out, pulling as though
he were skiing, while his feet ran in place.

This ethnographer was especially concerned with ethnic relations and
wanted to track how, when, and where students socialized and with
whom. Even when he could not hear or see exactly what the students
were doing, he depicted these groupings in an almost snapshot fashion;
although the paragraph includes visual and kinetic details, it creates the
scene as a still-life rather than as an event in which actions could be se-
quenced.

In general, sketches are useful for providing an overall sense of places
and people that sometimes stands as a background for other fieldnote
descriptions. Descriptive sketches of people standing around or of a per-
som’s expression and posture as she looks at someone, for example, can
reveal qualities of social relations even when apparently nothing much

is happening.

Episodes

Unlike a sketch, which depicts a “still-life” in one place, an episode re-
counts action and moves in time. When recounting a’_lv)}:i_gf_‘iwrlrci‘den’t
which does not extend over a long period of time or involve many char-
acters, one can organize and write it effectively as a single episode. In an
episode, a writer tells an incident as one continuous action or interaction
and thus constructs a more or less unified entry. Consequently, when
ethnographers perceive actions as interrelated, they often write up that
memory as a one- Or two-paragraph episode.

The following excerpt consists of a one-paragraph episode in which
the writer describes an interaction between two students during the be-

ginning of class time:

A black female came in. She was wearing a white puffy jacket, had glasses and
straight feathered black hair. She sat down to my right. Robert and another male
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(both black) came in and sat down. They were eating Kentucky Fried Chicken
which they took out of little red and white boxes. Robert’s friend kept swiping
at the black female, trying to slap her. She kept telling him in an annoyed voice
to leave her alone. After a minute of this exchange, the black teacher said to the
guy, “Leave her alone, brother.” He answered Ms. Dubois with a grin on his face,
“Dor’t worry. She’s my sistah.” The girl said, “Chhh,” looking briefly at him. He
had gone back to eating his chicken.

Here, the students’ and teacher’s actions are presented as a sequence, each
seeming to trigger the next; the girl responds to the boy’s swiping and the
teacher responds to him, etc. Thus, these actions are linked and appear as
one continuous interaction, producing a unified episode.

Not every episode needs to build to a climax as the one above does.
Many fieldnote episodes minutely recount one character’s routine, every-
day actions. In fact, in many entries, ethnographers find themselves writ-
ing primarily about mundane activities. In the following excerpt, for ex-
ample, the ethnographer recounts the way several students in an ESL class
worked together to complete a group activity:

One group consisted of six people: two Korean girls, one Korean boy, two Mexi-
can boys, and one Russian girl. Like all of the other groups, they arranged their
chairs in a small circle for the assigned activity. Ishmael, a Mexican boy, held the
question card in his hand and read it to the rest of the group: “List five things
that you can do on a date for less than $10.00 in Los Angeles.” (His English was
heavily marked by his Mexican accent, but they could understand him.) Placing
his elbows on the desk and looking directly at the group, he said, “Well?” He
watched them for a minute or two; then he suggested that one could go for drinks
at Hard Rock Cafe. The others agreed by nodding their heads. Ishmael again
waited for suggestions from the group. The other Mexican boy said “going to
the beach” and the Russian girl said “roller skating.” The Koreans nodded their
heads, but offered no other suggestions. (I think that Ishmael waited for others to
respond, even though he seemed to know the answers.)

In describing this classroom scene, the ethnographer filled six pages with
a series of such more or less isolated episodes occurring during that hour.
Thus, she was able to present the small groups as working simultaneously
on various activities. The episodes belong together only because they are
situated in the same class during the same hour. When describing concur-
rent actions during one hour, for example, fieldworkers often write them
up as a series of discrete episodes, loosely linked by time and place.
Many fieldnote episodes stand on their own, barely associated with
others. Ethnographers write many such episodic entries because they
rarely can track a sequence of actions and learn of all its outcomes within
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one day. They may write an episode about an interaction simply because

it bears upon a topic they are interested in. They often write without

knowing whether that fieldnote will later be important in the full analysis.
Yet writing these episodes over time will enable the ethnographer to find -

. Y
patterns of behavior and connections between people’s actions through

many different fieldnotes.

Fieldnote Tales

Within a day’s entry, ethnographers sometimes recount a Se€ries of epi-

sodes as interconnected because they are describing the same characters

or similar activities. The writer might also perceive the episodes as linked +

because “something happens”: actions progress, develop over time, and
seem to lead to immediate outcomes. In telling these episodes, eth-nogra—
phers draw on the conventions of narration and write the unfolding ac-
tions as “fieldnote tales”” These tales often become the most extended
units of writing embedded within a day’s entry. 4
Writing fieldnote tales, however, differs from crafting a dram:.mc nar-
rative. Well-crafted stories not only describe actions chronologically so
that a reader can follow them, but they also build suspense into the ux.l—
folding action. These stories make “something happen.” C}.laracters actin
ways that have consequences and that lead to an instruc.tlve, f)ften draf—
matic outcome.!! Ethnographers, however, are wary of imposing a uni-
fied narrative structure on events. Most everyday life incidents and events
do not happen like dramatic stories in which one action neatly-causes the
next and results in clear-cut consequences; instead, much of life unfo'lds
rather aimlessly. Describing life in a narrative form is highly interpretive
writing; in doing so, the ethnographer might overdetermine the connéc—
tions between actions and their movement toward an outcome. Making
all experiences fit the formal demands of a story falsifies them. .
Ethnographers, then, generally write fieldnote tales as a series of rfe—
lated episodes rather than as a unified narrative. We st_lggest that they résmt
crafting events into complex, dramatic sequences or into better sou.ndmg,
more convincing stories: they should not revise or rearrange actions to
make them lead (inevitably) to a particular ending or a climactic ?utcon}e;
nor should they build suspense into everyday events that la.ck this quality.
Rather, an ethnographer should try to recount action as it unfolded, to
tell the event as she saw it happen. As a consequence, fieldnote tales tend
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to be episodic, a string of action chunks put down on the page one after
another.

Though not highly-crafted or polished stories, fieldnotes tales never-
theless range from loosely to more cohesively integrated units within a
day’s entry. Inevitably, most fieldnote tales are loosely structured: the
writer reports only what she saw and as much as she remembers. For
instance, the ethnographer might write a series of episodes which high-
light several characters or which concentrate on similar activities. She
constructs them as an episodic fieldnote tale because she infers the actions
to be loosely interconnected. Nevertheless, resisting the urge to write a
cohesive story, she writes one episode after another, including all actions
she observed and remembers, whether or not she sees how they fit in
while writing about them. Often the import of an “extraneous” detail or
episode becomes clear only when rereading the tale. When getting the
scene on the page, the researcher makes what connections she can at the
moment, guided by an intuitive sense for what belongs in this tale, for
“what goes with what.”

Sometimes, of course, an ethnographer may intend to write fieldnote
tales as more tightly structured narratives—for very good ethnographic
reasons. Committed to members’ perception of events, the ethnographer
should write cohesive tales about events which members enact or present
as a unified series of actions. For example, the field researcher may ob-
serve activities that have more or less clear-cut beginnings, progression in
which one action causes the next, and consequential endings. Many crim-
inal court hearings in American society are structured to progress thus,
and the ethnographer can felicitously write a cohesive tale about them.
Similarly, the researcher may hear people telling coherent stories and
should write these tales as the tellers narrate them. For example, people
tell stories to each other about their day’s experiences; they narrate past
incidents in response to the researchers queries; and, they recount myths
and legends learned from their elders. In writing about such events and
stories, the ethnographer appropriately writes fieldnotes that have a uni-
fied narrative structure, in which one action leads to the next and builds
to an outcome.'?

In the following pages, we present two extended fieldnote tales.
Though both tales present a series of episodes as the researchers saw and
remembered them, the first tale presents the activities of two characters,
a policeman and policewoman, and only loosely interconnects them. This
episodic tale coheres only because the writer has a thematic interest in
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the activities of the two officers; that is, the episodes hang together by a

thematic thread. The second tale, in contrast, achieves a tighter narrative

structure by linking a series of episodes about a dean disciplining a stud.ent
ident. The writer clearly depicts

and, thereby, tells a single, unfolding inc )
a school incident in which one action leads to another; the fieldnote tale
ns toward some sort of resolution.

moves through a sequence of actio
about events he ob-

In this first tale, a student ethnographer writes
night, on patrol with two police officers, Sam

d while riding, one .
o Al : but otherwise fairly dis-

and Alisha. He recounts a series of consecutive
crete episodes; although these episodes all involve police activities, they

in several possible
are only loosely related to one another and contan p

“somethings that happened.”

Alisha was telling Sam about women officers in an(.)ther
eve what some of the women and the women trainees
always the women that do the stupidest
to the women officers. So—"

“Women think on

(a) As we were driving,
department. “T can't beli
have done and I hate it cause it’s
things. And that’s what gives 2 bad name

“You know what the problem is, don't ya?” Sam says.
the wrong side of the brain.”

“What?”
: - .
“They think out of the wrong side of their brain. .
i 1 ?” Ali urst out
“QOr is it because we don’t have a penis to think from?” Alisha

laughing.

“NOOO!”

«Is that what you think, Sam?”

“No. I'll probably tell my wife that. S
down an alley and passed a Hispanic guy about twenty.
those tires that were down here”

“The kid’s bike ones?”

“Yeah.”

“Maybe.’

“Um, sur

“1 don't know.” . i

“They were there last night, pieces to a bicycle!

“Oh. Should we go get 'em?”

“No they’ve been there forever.” N
(b) We pulled out of the alley and were waiting to make a right hand turn. “I'm

» | looked up and there was a white jeep without its lights

onna stop that. : .
in We zoomed ahead and got behind the car. The car got 1n the turning

lane as did we. After the light changed and we were proceeding throggh the
i i i i j lled into a gas station. . . .
intersection, Sam flipped on the lights. The jeep pu n. . -

Sam walked up to the car and Alisha walked up and flashed her ﬂa.shhght in
the windows. She walked back and stood next to me. The people in the gas
station all watched us. The girl (Caucasian) got out of her car, walked to the

he’ll get a kick out of it.” We pulled
“That guy was stealing

»
e. They were back there and they’re not there no more.
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back and looked at her taillights. Sam spoke to her and then walked back to
the car. We got in and Sam said that her headlights were on but not her
taillighes. He let her off with a warning.

(c) We decided to go to 7-11 to get coffee. We walked in and the lady clerk
knew Sam and Alisha. She gave them these big cups and Sam went and filled
them with coftee. I walked over and didn't see any of the cups like they had
so I just grabbed the largest coftee cup they had and filled mine up. Alisha
was looking down the aisle with all the medicines. I told her she should get
Tums for her stomach. Sam came over and made some comment. Alisha re-
plied that she had a tough stomach and she didn’t need anything. Sam got a
Mounds candy bar. We each paid and then went back to the car and started
driving around again. As we were driving, Sam rolled down his window and
pretended to throw his candy wrapper out the window. ‘““You didn’c?” Alisha
asked. With a big smile on his face, Sam said, “no,” and showed her the wrap-
per. Alisha went on to explain that she had a real thing for not littering, espe-
cially when they were working. “I think we need to be examples. What does

it look like if somebody sees a candy wrapper fly out the window of a cop
car?”

(d) As we were driving through a residential area we heard, “Crack! Crack!” I
immediately thought, fireworks? In retrospect that seems like such a dumb
thought, but having never heard gunshots except at a range, I guess I'm not
used to assuming something is gunshots. Sam said something about a car I
hadn’t seen and it having only one taillight. He floored the car, the engine
raced and we flew down the street. Alisha threw her coffee out the window
and both she and Sam pulled their guns out. “Get ready to duck if I tell you”
she told me. She then called in that we would be out in the area on possible
gunshots. “That fucker split” We flew down the street. At one point we came
up on a car coming towards us and we met the car as it was driving through
a narrow spot with cars parked on each side of the road. Sam locked up the
brakes, the tires squealed and somehow we made it through. Sam floored it
once again and once again we were flying down the street. We hit a bump
and I flew out of my seat. [ heard the things in the trunk bang on the top of
the trunk. “I want to find that car Alisha!”

“Did you see the people in it?”

“No. They were just hauling ass and it’s got a fuckin’ tillight that’s out
and I don’t even know what kind of car it is.” We drove around for a while
and then gave up the search. “Damn. [ want a felony tonight. We have to find
a felony tonight, Alisha. | want to point my gun at someone. Where are all
the felons? That was a pretty close call there.”

“Yeah. But I trust your driving Sam. I had to throw my coffee out though.
Maybe we should go see if it’s still there.” [Sam teases Alsiha for having to
throw her coffee out the window!]

“How was I supposed to get my gun out and hold my coffee?”

“I did it and I was driving.”

“That’s because Sam, you’re such a stud.”
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“I kept mine.” I said jokingly and they laughed.
“So you're talking to me about not littering and you go and throw your

: »
coffee cup out the window. . . )
“Correct me if I'm wrong, | did realize my mistake afterwards, and I re

i ffee.”
uested that you go back so could retrieve my co ce. .
! “No you said, ‘Go back and get my COFFEEY is what you said.” We

all laugh. . n
“But the coffee had to be in a cup in order for me to get 1t. .
“Would you do some police work and run this plate?” (It was a licele sur-

prising how fast the atmosphere had transformed. From total intensity to care-

free joking in minutes.)

(¢) Sam began to follow an old beat up American car. H.e sped up and toldhAhsia
to call it in for wants and warrants. As he pulled in closer, I saw tkact: de
registration said 1991 [it’s now January 1993]. “Come on. Cf)me back Code
36 Charles.” Sam said, hoping the plate would come back with felonf}; Wf:;ntsf
on it. The plate came back all clear, expired reg. T.he car made a.leh OT}(:

the main street and as we turned to follow, Sam ﬂleed on the lights. e
driver was a black male. Alsiha shined her flashlight in the back.sea.t and San;
walked up to the driver’s window. The drive.r handed Sam his llcertl)se ;rz

registration. Sam spoke with the man for a mml'.lte and then, walked ack to
the car. As he got in he said, “That’s a resp0n51.ble fat}?er.'l m not going }:0
write up a responsible father. He had his kids’ immunization records in his

glove box. That’s not our crack dealer.” , X
“Just cause someone’s a father doesn't mean he doesn’t deal. "
“That’s not what I meant. Fathers can be drug dealers, but responsible

fathers aren’t drug dealers”

In this fieldnote tale, as two patrol officers drive around, tbe?r react to
events observed outside the car and to topics raised in Falk within the.car.
The episodes reveal their now-teasing, now—s.upportl.ve worklrelanl(:i
ship. The tale also conveys the tenor of r(?utme police patro wordb
ongoing ordinary talk, endless driving, 0ccasmnal.breaks—[?u'rlctuate hy
moments of excitement during a chase which, in turn, dls?lpate.as t e
officers slip back into normal work activities. Clearly the quick shifts in-
terest the writer, who comments in an aside how suddenly the officers
turn from tense excitement to informal joking.

These actions clearly provide the material for a story or pefhap’s more
accurately several possible stories. One story might be of a night’s \.Z(.)rk
for two patrol officers; another might be about the ethnographer n 1lr11g
along with two officers, his efforts to figure out what .th.ey do amlil vs; Y,
and his hopes to gain some acceptance from them. But it is not at all clear
that these were stories the ethnographer intended to tell at the moment
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of writing. Rather his concerns were to write up “what happened” as he
remembered it. He does so by constructing a series of episodes.

Not all these episodes are closely connected. Obviously the writer
links some actions in one episode to actions in subsequent episodes: for
example, the coffees purchased at the 7-11 store in episode ¢ play a key
role in the subsequent chase episode (d). But no explicit connections are
apparent between other episodes. Even though the police stop two cars,
there are no indications that the second car-stop was in any way con-
nected to the first, although a reader might well be able to suggest con-
nections (e.g., the black father in the second stop had to be let off with a
warning since the white woman in the first stop also had been simply
warned).

In writing this tale, the ethnographer advances the action through
time by grouping actions into discrete episodes; in fact he has no need to
use an explicit transition term (e.g., then, immediately, next) to mark the
shift into a new episode. He also avoids using causal transitions such
as “because” or “consequently” or “despite” to forward the action and
more clearly establish links building to an outcome. Such interpretive
transitions overly determine the reasons for actions; this fieldworker, for
example, did not know why each person acted the way he or she did. To
avoid such interpretation, he simply juxtaposed related actions to show
how the interaction developed. In general, transitions should only orient
a reader in time, place, and sequence, rather than imply causal connec-
tions between actions leading irrevocably to an outcome, especially when
writing a loosely structured, episodic fieldnote tale.

Ethnographers, however, also write tighter, more cohesive narratives.
In such fieldnote tales, all episodes are clearly connected and the account
builds to an ending or outcome. Consider the following tale in which
the fieldworker tracks a single incident handled by the high-school dean,
Mr. Jones. The ethnographer composed this fieldnote as a sequence of
episodes, which for purposes of discussion, we have labeled a through i:

(a) Back in his office, Mr. Jones starts going through some of the paper work on
his desk. One whole pile is set aside for those students caught smoking. Ac-
cording to Mr. Jones, smoking is 2 major violation at the school. “The first
time you’re caught, you get written up and you get a record. The second
time—it’s state policy now—you get suspended.” I expressed my astonish-
ment. Mr: Jones also noted with a sigh that “all the kids caught smoking are
absent today.”

(b)) As Mr. Jones went through his files, he talked about “tagging” as an another
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indicator of delinquency. I was unfamiliar with the term so I asked him what
it means. He explained that “tagging” is doing graffiti. . . . “Most of the time
if we catch you, you go to jail. Thats if it’s on the scale that we can charge
you for it, of course. For the second time, they either get transferred to an-
other school or they have to do fifteen hours service for the school. Usually,
what we have them do is scrape down all the walls” (that they painted with
graffiti). [ asked if many students get transferred to other schools. He replied
that they do and that “we can send them anywhere in the district. The only
limit is transportation. We send a lot of the kids out for gang involvement.
Most of them go over to Southside. But then again, we receive a lot of the
same type of students from uptown, too.” I asked him, “So a lot of the prob-
lems are just being shifted back and forth between schools?” He replied,
“Well, the idea is that once a student is in a new environment, he might be
more inclined to change. So if we can't seem to do anything for him here,
we ship him off somewhere else where he might be away from some of his
bad influences.”

But, flipping through his files, he finds one that he was looking for and stops.
“Here’s one right here. Yep, second time caught smoking. That means sus-
pended” He turns to me and says with a confidential air, “You know, it can
really ruin a student’s future to get suspended, because it can lead to not being
admitted elsewhere. We try to let them know it’s serious.” The student’s name
is Sokoloff (or something very similar and distinctly Russian-sounding). He
looks at the schedules to see where Sokoloff is during second period and we
head up there.

—
fal

(d) Walking into the room where Sokoloff was supposed to be, I see all the kids
looking around at each other seriously. Mr. Jones asks the teacher, a middle-
aged white man, if he knows if Sokoloff is here. The teacher had to ask the
class if there was anyone there by that name. Many of the students look over
to a short, white male with long hair and a heavy metal T-shirt. He stood up
and acknowledged his name. Mr. Jones looks at him sternly and says, “Get
your bags, you’ll be needing ‘em.” We walk out of the room. (I was actually
only in the doorway, trying to remain as inconspicuous\ as possible.)

(¢) The kid has a Russian accent. He seems panicked once we are in the hallway.
He is walking side by side with Mr. Jones and looking up at him. In a pleading
voice, he asks him, “What did I do?” Mr. Jones responds, “You got caught
smoking for the second time. That means we have to suspend you.” The kid
lets out an exasperated sigh of disbelief and whines, “But that was last semes-
ter. I don't even smoke [now]. Pledse do me a favor” Mr. Jones goes into
explaining the state policy and tells him there’s nothing he can do but suspend
him. The kid starts talking about a Ms. Loges who . . . told me it [rule] was
going to change this semester. You can ask Julio [a classmate].” Mr. Jones
seems to be getting frustrated and says, “I have enough trouble. Look! I'm
activating school policy.” With this, we walked into the attendance office.

{f) (A little uncertain about how I should position myself to be unobtrusive, I sit




o6 CREATING SCENES ON THE PAGE

down at the desk opposite Mr. Jones’s and start acting like I'm looking at
some of the papers on his desk. The kid is starting to take notice of me now
and keeps looking at my notebook.) He keeps on pleading with Mr. Jones to
do him a favor. Mr. Jones inquires, “Don’t you read what smoking does to
you?” He gets on the phone and tells him, “I'm calling your mother. Does
she speak English?” The kid replies affirmatively. As he talks to a receptionist
where the mother works, he retains his authoritarian tone in introducing him-
self: “This is Mr. Jones, Dean of Discipline at the High School. Is Mrs. S.
there?” The mother is not at work yet.

(@) The kid pleads a little more calmly, “Do me a favor.” Mr. Jones replies author-
itatively, but with less vigor, “I'm not going to do you a favor. Not since |
don’t know what Ms. Loges said.” The kid continues to plead, while Mr. Jones
stays silent for awhile. The kid tells him, “My friend, Igor, got suspended on
the third time.” Finally, Mr. Jones says, “Well, it is a new policy this year, so
I suppose Ms. Loges could have gotten some of her facts turned around.”

(h) As he says this, a short, middle-aged Asian woman walks into the room and
seems amused by what is going on. (She sees me sitting at the desk and imme-
diately I get the impression that it is hers. I stand up quickly, looking back
down at it and then back up at her.) She seems to know exactly what is going
on with the student. She turns to him and starts saying, “You've been smok-
ing, hah? Well, don't you know how bad that is for you?”” She asks him, “Do
your parents smoke?” He says, “Yes, and my cousins. My whole family” (He
seems noticeably relieved and more than willing to talk about the acknowl-
edged evils of smoking.) He says, ‘I have been trying to stop, and I have been
doing pretty good. But it’s hard, you know?” The Asian woman says, “Ah,
you just have to put your mind to it. I used to smoke.” Mr. Jones adds, “Me
t0o. I used to smoke.” He nods his head knowingly. In a softer voice, he says
to her, “l told him I wouldn’t suspend him this time because he got some
wrong information. But next time, that’s it.”

(i) Then, the Dean dismisses him with a slight wave of his hand. The kid leaves
the office.

In writing this tale, the ethnographer interconnected the separate epi-
sodes—the talk and doings—to show actions as unfolding and devel-
oping in a chronological order. The tale moves from an opening which
initiates the action (dean examines pile of smoking infractions), through
a middle which advances actions as they develop (finding a delinquent
student, threatening him with punishment), climaxes in a turning point
involving a change in action (offering student another chance), to an end
which indicates an outcome or brings the actions to a resting point (stu-
dent leaving).

But even though this tale, unlike the previous one, moves to a specific
ending, the writer does not foreshadow this outcome by building it into
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his writing. In the last episodes (h and i), we learn only that the male dean
and the female administrator work together, and that she discusses the
smoking habit in greater detail with the student. She might have influ-
enced the dean to change his mind, simply through her presence; for, he
changes after she enters. But, we never get a clear sense of why the dean
relents or appears to relent: he may, after all, have been intending all along
to simply scare the youth rather than to actually suspend him. The ending
merely writes a closing to the fieldnote tale and is almost anticlimactic:
the student simply exits the scene. But a more definitive ending which
made a point (about discipline or the dean’s and student’s actions) would
have distorted the incident, attributing import that those involved did not,
or hypothesizing consequences that might or might not occur. Re-
maining true to his observations, the writer squelched any inclination to
craft a more emphatic ending.

Composing these tales often highlights a fundamental tension felt by
many ethnographers as they write fieldnotes. The researcher wants to
write the actions as she perceived them in the moment of observation
and to include as many details as possible. However, writing is a way of
seeing, of increasing understanding, and ultimately of creating scenes. In-
deed, writing on a page is a process of ordering; the writer, perforce,
selects this and not that, puts details in this order and not that one, and
creates a pattern out of otherwise fragmented or haphazard details.

Narrating is a particularly structured way of seeing and ordering life
and, consequently, may heighten the strain between trying to write “ev-
erything” and creating an intelligible slice of life on the page. The more
unified and climactic the narrative he envisions writing, the more com-
pelled the ethnographer feels to interconnect actions and to exclude any
details which the building story line renders peripheral or irrelevant. For
example, in the story about the dean disciplining the student, only epi-
sode b about graffiti does not bear directly on the story line about the
smoking infraction. Had the ethnographer written down other details
more extraneous to this story line, the tale would have been more epi-
sodic and less driven by an internal consistency. The tale might have in-
cluded, for example, extraneous dialogue with a secretary who remarked
after she got off the phone, “Your wife called to say you forgot your
lunch” or incidental actions such as a student waiting at the office door
holding a balloon in her hand. However, he did not include such irrele-
vant details; his tale has few gaps.

In telling a fieldnote tale, the ethnographer must juggle these contra-

-
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dictory impulses: to include even peripheral actions and to create an or-
dered progression telling the “something that happened.” If she truly
writes “everything,” she likely will create mumbo-jumbo on the page;
but if she overdetermines the connections in her story, she might close
her mind to other possible interpretations. Faced with this dilemma, we
fieldnote tales. Such a tale tends to be episodic: it describes seemingly
extraneous actions which happen during the incident recounted; it might
have gaps between episodes with no apparent connections leading from
one set of actions to the next; it often begins in the midst of action and
closes without necessarily arriving at any consequences or resolution.

Such a fieldnote tale reflects the ethnographer’s perceived experience
at the moment of writing. It tells the story as he understands it that day.
But every fieldnote tale is embedded not only within the day’s entry but
also within the context of ongoing fieldwork and note-taking. The re-
searcher returns to the field the next day to further explore his hunches
about the previous day’s events. He sees a character in various situations
over time and deepens his understanding of that person’s relationships and
patterns of action. Thus, as writing continues and fieldnotes accumulate,
the ethnographer may begin to see earlier tales differently than when he
wrote them. He may reexamine the implicit connections, the gaps he did
not understand, and the endings he inferred, and consequently, he asks
himself questions which stimulate a closer look when he returns to the
field.”

The cohesion of fieldnote tales, then, is temporary and conditional:
ethnographers’ understandings of recounted events may change as field-
work continues. In the light of further observation of related activities
and reappearing characters, the ethnographer may reassess connections
and disjunctions between episodes in a fieldnote tale. After observing the
dean many times, for example, the writer of this tale might come to see
the dean’s talk about graffiti as an essential unit in what, after all, seems to
be a rather cohesive story: the dean talks about graffiti as a serious infrac-
tion in order to highlight the minor nature of smoking violations. He
would then come to understand the tale as following this common pat-
tern: An authority threatens punishment for infraction; the student exhib-
its properly deferential behavior, offers an excuse, and promises to do
better; the authority relents and lets the student off with a warning. In
this version of the story, the student will not be suspended as long as he
is cooperative.
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In reviewing his tale, the ethnographer not only should reflect on the
implicit connections he made but also reconsider the gaps between (and
within) episodes. The apparent gap in the dean’s story—between the sus-
pension threat and the remission—might have various interpretations.
The ethnographer, for example, could infer any one of the following: (a)
that the dean lets smoking students off-the-hook if they are deferential;
(b) that the dean generally defers to the opinions of the female, Asian
administrator; (c) that the Asian administrator intervenes often for foreign
students. To locate grounds for choosing between these possibilities, the
ethnographer would further observe the dean as he disciplined students.

Finally, continuing fieldwork and note-writing may lead to revised
understandings about the ending of a tale; for, there is an element of
arbitrariness in both the beginnings and endings of stories. The writer
begins the tale at the point she began observing an event, key characters,
or an interesting situation. She ends her story either when that incident
concludes (the dean dismisses the student) or when she shifts her attention
to other characters, activities, or situations. Initially, the writer’s experi-
ence and attention creates the parameters of the fieldnote tale. But as she
rereads a tale and thinks about it, she might realize that this tale is inextri-
cably linked to others about the same characters. The specific endings are
mere resting points. For example, although this one police patrol tale
ends, Sam and Alisha continued their patrolling for several more hours
that evening and during other subsequent observations; the story contin-
ues through many more pages." In this respect, fieldnote tales have tem-
porary endings because the story about people’s lives continues the next
day and throughout the fieldnotes.

In sum, ethnographers write fieldnote tales which reflect daily experi-
ence, rather than craft artful, suspense-driven namatives. They draw on
narrating conventions which order actions so that a reader can visualize
them and which, nevertheless, remain true to their immediate sense of
the incident. But the understanding a researcher has of any one event
often fluctuates and develops as he continues to write and reread his

v notes. By considering alternate interpretations of a tale in the light of his

ongoing research, the ethnographer opens up the tale to more incisive
questions. Therefore, ethnographers commit themselves only tentatively
to the version they write today, for the “something that happened” might
well change. Thus, each fieldnote tale links to and comments on other
episodes and tales within a set of fieldnotes. In that sense, each tale—as

one version among many——Temains open-ended.
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IN-PROCESs ANALYTIC WRITING: ASIDES,
COMMENTARIES, AND MEMOS

As the field researcher participates in the field, she inevitably begins to
reflect on and interpret what she has experienced and observed. As pre-
viously noted, writing fieldnotes heightens and focuses these interpretive
and analytic processes; writing up the day’s observations generates new
appreciation and deeper understanding of witnessed scenes and events. In
writing, a field researcher assimilates and thereby starts to understand an
experience. She makes sense of the moment by intuitively selecting, high-
lighting, and ordering details and by beginning to appreciate linkages
with or contrasts to previously observed and written-about experiences.
Furthermore, she may begin to reflect on how she has presented and
ordered events and actions in her notes, rereading selected episodes and
tales with an eye to their structuring effects.

To capture these ruminations, reflections, and insights and make them
available for further thought and analysis, field researchers pursue several
kinds of analytical writing that stand in stark contrast to the descriptive
writing we have emphasized to this point. As the result of such writings,
the researcher can bring a more probing glance to further observations
and descriptive writing and consequently become more selective and in-
depth in her descriptions.

These interpretive and analytic forms of writing include asides, com-
mentaries, and in-process memos. These analytic writing strategies move
progressively further from the descriptive writing that produces the bulk
of the researcher’s fieldnotes. Asides and commentaries are analytic writ-
ings touched off while composing fieldnotes; the researcher might get an
idea as she recalls and puts on paper the details of a specific observation
or incident. In-process memos, however, are products of a more concen-
trated effort to identify and develop analytic themes while still actively in
the field and writing fieldnotes. Such memos are not usually stimulated

by writing up a specific event. Taking a more consistent analytic stance,

the fieldworker produces in-process memos by reading recently com-
pleted pieces or sets of fieldnotes to identify and develop particular inter-
pretations, questions, or themes.'® Clearly, these distinctions are not abso-
lute; the lines between asides, commentaries, and in-process memos are
often blurred. We offer them as heuristic devices that may sensitize the
fieldworker both to momentary and to more sustained concentration on
analytic writing while actively producing fieldnotes.
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Asides are brief, reflective bits of analytic writing that succinctly clarify,
explain, interpret, or raise questions about some specific happen.ing or
process described in a fieldnote. The ethnographer dashes off asides in
the midst of descriptive writing, taking a moment to react personally or
theoretically to something she has just recounted on paper, and then im-
mediately turns back to the work of description. These remarks may be
inserted in the midst of descriptive paragraphs and set off by parentheses,
as in the following examples. In the first, the writer pauses in an aside to

explain his reaction:

As we're driving along T ask George how long he has been teaching and he tells
me, “Well, it’s going on my eighth year”” I respond with 2 “Wow! (I didn’t think
he was as old as that) He smiles as he looks at me and goes on to explain where

he used to teach.

In the next excerpt, the ethnographer notes his uneasy feelings in an aside

about someone watching him:

I turn around, away from the office, and face the woman with the blondish hair
who is still smiling. (I can’t shake the feeling that she’s gazing at me.) “I’ll see you
Friday,” I say to her as | walk by her and out the front door.

Fieldworkers often write somewhat more claborate asides, several
phrases in length, again triggered by some immediate piece of writing
and closely tied to the events or scenes depicted in that writing. In the
fieldnote below, the fieldworker describes a moment during her first day
at a crisis drop-in center and then reacts to that experience in a more

extended aside:

Walking up the stairs to the agency office, I noticed that almost every steP creaked
or moaned. At the top stands an old pine coat hanger, piled high with coats.
Behind it is a bulletin board containing numerous flyers with information about
organizations and services of various kinds. (Thinking about the scene as I
climbed those stairs, I think that if I were an upset, distraught client, I would most
probably find it difficult to find helpful information in that disorganized mass.)

In providing her own “ljved sense” of the agency, the student incorpo-
rates in her description the meaning of physical space, while allowing for
the possibility that others might perceive it differently. Asides may also be
used to explain something that would otherwise not be apparent, or to

offer some sort of personal reflection or interpretive remark on a matter
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just considered. Ethnographers frequently use asides, for example, to con-
vey their explicit “feel” for or emotional reactions to events; putting these
remarks in asides keeps them from intruding into the descriptive account.

A commentary is a more elaborate reflection on some specific event or
issue; it is contained in a separate paragraph and set off with parentheses.
Commentaries involve a shift of attention from events in the field to out-
side audiences imagined as having an interest in something the fieldw-
orker has observed and written up. Again, in contrast to descriptive fiel-
dnotes, commentaries may explore problems of access or emotional
reactions to events in the field, suggest ongoing probes into likely con-
nections with other events, or offer tentative interpretations. Putting
commentary in separate paragraphs helps avoid writing up details as evi-
dence for preconceived categories or interpretations.'®

Commentaries can be used to create a record of the ethnographer’s
own doings, experiences, and reactions during fieldwork, both in
observing-participating and in writing up. A researcher/intern placed in
a social service agency wrote the following commentary after describing
an incident that she felt marked a turning point in her relationship with

staff:

Entering the kitchen, where staff often go to socialize alone, I began to pre-
pare my lunch. Soon, several staff had come in, and they began to talk among
one another. 1 stood around awkwardly, not quite knowing what to do with
myself. I exchanged small talk for awhile until D, the director, asked in her typi-
cally dramatic tone loud enough for everyone to hear: “Guess where A (a staff
member who was also present) is going for her birthday?” There was silence in
the room. Turning in her direction, I realized that she was speaking to me.
“Where?” I asked, somewhat surprised that she was talking to me. “To Hershey
Park!” she exclaimed. “No way!” I said, and feeling embarrassed, I started laugh-
ing. “Yeah,” D exclaimed, “She’s gonna dip her whole body in chocolate so R
(lover) can eat her!” The room filled up with laughter, and I, too, could not
restrain my giggles.

(With that, the group broke up, and as I walked back to my desk, I began to
feel that for the first time, I had been an active participant in one of their kitchen
get-togethers. This experience made me believe that I was being viewed as more
than just an outsider. | have been trying to figure out what it takes to belong
here, and one aspect undoubtedly is to partake in an occasional kitchen get-
together and not to appear above such practices.)

In this commentary the researcher not only reports her increased feeling
of acceptance in the scene but also reflects on the likely importance of
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these informal, sometimes ribald “get—togethers” for creating a general
sense of belonging in the organization.

Finally, commentaries can raise issues of what terms and events méan
to members, make initial connections between some current observation

and prior fieldnotes, and suggest points or places for further observation,

as in the following excerpt:

M called over to Richard. He said, “C’m here LI’ Homey.” Richard came
over to sit closer to M. He asked Richard about something Richard said earlier
(I couldn’t completely hear it) . .. something to do with weight liftir}g. Richard
replied, “Oh, I could talk about it for hours. . . .’ M asked Rich'ard if there was
a place where he could lift weights on campus. Richard said t'here was a
weightroom, but only “hoops” could use it today. M then asked Richard what
‘hoops’ was. Richard answered that “hoops” was basketball. .

(Is the word homey, possibly derived from homeboy, somebody who. is :iown or
cool with another person? It seems to me that M, who apparently didn'’t .know
Richard, wanted to talk to him. In order to do that, he tried to let Richard
know M thought he was a cool person? Homey appears to be applie.d regard.less
of ethnicity. . . . Their interaction appeared to be organized around mteres?t ina
common activity, weight lifting. Judging by the size of M’s muscles, this was

something he excelled in.)

This ethnographer has been noticing the ways blacks use the terms cool
and down to refer to inclusion of non-blacks in their otherwise black
groupings. In this commentary, he reflects on other terms which also
seem to be inclusive. N
In-process memos are products of more sustained analytic writing and
require a more extended time-out from actively composing fieldnotes.
Often they are written after completing the day’s fieldnotes. Although
perhaps touched off by thoughts generated by writing up a day’s fieldnote
entries, such memos address incidents across several sets of fieldnotes. In

o . e audi
writing in-process memos, the fieldworker clearly envisions outside a

them.
In-process memos can profitably address practical, methodological

questions that include: Where should I observe next? What questions
should I ask to follow up on this event? These questions help direct the
ethnographer’s attention, focusing and guiding future observations and
analysis. Asking such questions helped a researcher in a battered women’s
shelter identify gaps in her understanding of how staff viewed and accom-

plished their work:

v

ences and frames his thoughts and experiences in ways likely to interest

;




i
TR

E

T

i

i«

LI T

T

lg mowt
LI

i
: K P
Nl
tan 1

104 CREATING SCENES ON THE PAGE

The goals staff have talked about so far of “conveying unconditional positive re-
gard” for clients and “increasing their self-esteem” seem rather vague. How does
the staff know when they have achieved unconditional positive regard? Is it based
on their interaction with the client or by their refraining from being judgmental
or critical of them during staff meetings? I will attempt to discover how they
define and attempt to achieve the goal of “increasing a womar’s self-esteemn.” It
has been made clear that this goal is not only seen to be achieved when women
leave their abusive relationships. If leaving their abusive partners were the primary
indicator of achieving raised self-esteem, the organization would be largely unsuc-
cessful, since most of these women go back to their abusive relationships. Yet,
while I have learned what raising self-esteem is not, I have yet to learn what it is.

In this more extended series of comments and questions, the fieldworker
identifies two matters that shelter staff members emphasize as goals in
their relations with clients: “conveying unconditional positive regard”
and increasing client “self-esteem.” She then considers ways she might
look to understand how these general policies/values are actually imple-
mented and their success or failure practically assessed in interactions
within the shelter.

In-process memos may elaborate new interpretations developed from
subsequent incidents or understandings, as in the following;

Several weeks ago, | wrote about a client whom staff found to be quite aggravat-
ing and “annoying” because she had been continually calling the crisis line at all
hours of the morning. At the time I had been under the impression that staff
perceived such calls as unnecessary unless they pertained to immediate threats of
physical injury. Through a conversation that took place today [included in earlier
notes], I realize that this was an accurate but oversimplified notion. Although the
staff finds late night crisis calls quite aggravating, they also acknowledge the neces-
sity of maintaining such an option to deal primarily with violence of an immedi-
ate and physical nature. But even if the caller’s situation does not fit into that
category, she wouldn't necessarily be identified as a “nuisance” unless she had
called repeatedly and had enough familiarity with the organization to know bet-
ter. Each caller seems to be viewed as an individual case and is treated accordingly.
It is only when their issues become too time consuming or chronic that are they
identified as nuisance callers.

Here the student developed a more complex analysis by correcting and
extending an earlier analytic claim. Writing helped her clarify her ideas
and draw out subtle differences as she systematically examined new infor-
mation in light of what she had previously understood.

As a general practice in writing commentaries and in-process memos,
the field researcher should remain open-minded, avoiding conclusive an-
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alytic statements in favor of possibilities and alternatives. These writings
are most helpful when offering probing reflections, tentative musings, and

3 &
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open questions. For example, phrases such as * possibly, apparently;
“appeared to be” reflect these qualities in the field researcher’s commen-

taries on the term “homey.”

The field researcher may experience uncertainty and strain in deciding

when to concentrate on writing thoroughly descriptive fieldnotes and
when to record and develop analytic insights. Writing analytic commen-

tary and in-process memos can easily displace time and effort needed for
writing core descriptive fieldnotes. Yet we have often found that new
ideas, like the descriptive details that make vivid fieldnotes, are fleeting;
if not written down immediately, they tend to “get lost” or remain under-
developed. So the field researcher may constantly have to balance the
impulse to write down ideas and insights when they occur against .the
compulsion to “get it all down” as quickly and completely as possible
without interruption.

In sum, ongoing reflection and analysis, even as the fieldworker con-
tinues to observe in the field and to actively write fieldnotes, is crucial
for ethnographic research. Writing analytic asides, commentary, and in-
process memos helps the field researcher carry forward analysi.s .contem—
poraneously with the collection of field data. Such reflective writing often
incites the researcher to pay closer attention to what she sees and, thus,
to write more detailed and vivid descriptions. In-process analytic writing
in turn increases the possibility of making the kinds of observations
needed to develop and support a specific analysis. The more explicitly
analytic themes are identified, the better able the fieldworker is to “check
out” different alternatives, making and recording observations that can
confirm, modify, or reject different interpretations. Theoretical asides

and commentary, as well as more elaborate theoretical memos, enhance

these prospects.

REFLECTIONS: FIELDNOTES AS PRODUCTS OF WrITING CHOICES

In writing fieldnotes, ethnographers have as their primary goal descrip-
tion rather than analysis. A researcher writes notes with a specific purpose
ord a slice of life on a page. But these contrasting terms—
analysis—refer more to recognized kinds of writing than
tive activities. In that sense, writing fieldnotes is a process

in mind: to rec
description and
to separate cogni
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of “analysis-in-description.” Indeed, all descriptions are selective, pur-
posed, angled, voiced, because they are authored. To “write up life” in
this way, an ethnographer uses language conventions to create an envi-
sioned scene. Sketches and episodes present a still-life or tell a story; they
paint portraits of settings, people, and actions rather than offer causal ex-
planations or build an argument.

All writing, by definition, is an abstracting and ordering process: clear
writing always has internal coherence, the product of the writer’s atten-
tion to the subject as well as to the potential reader. Ethnographers con-
struct their fieldnotes in a process more accurately captured by the ex-
pression “writing up” than “writing down” or “getting down” people’s
doings and sayings. Writers do more than inscribe the world. Just as the
ethnographer-as-observer participates with members in constructing a
social reality, so too the ethnographer-as-writer creates that world
through language.

In this chapter, we have seen that even though restricted to actual
observed details, an ethnographer always “creates” the described scene.
Writing fieldnotes processes experience not only through a researcher’s at-
tention in the field but also through a writer’s memory and compositional
choices at the desk. An ethnographer perceives interactions and selects
significant details; in writing she groups these details into a coherent
whole according to conventional writing strategies."’

Awareness of writing conventions, however, is not meant to lead a
writer to be more craftily inventive through the use of persuasive thetori-
cal skills. Rather it invites the ethnographer to make more conscious
choices when creating fieldnote records that portray social worlds as ex-
perienced and perceived by others. Consider the effects of writing: not
only does a writer’s theoretical stance influence compositional choices,
but the reverse also happens. Even by inadvertently imitating an “objec-
tive” social science style, for example, with its measured wording, omni-
scient viewpoint, and use of the passive voice, descriptions reflect an
affinity—though ever so subtle—for that orientation. Certainly, a writing
style tends to shape any writer’s vision. How researchers see in the field,
in part, results from what they find noteworthy and “writable” as a field-
note. Consequently, students concerned about research integrity must
develop a conscientious respect for how their writing choices influence
both fieldwork and note-taking.

Whether carefully or haphazardly written, every fieldnote mirrors an
author’s choices: to include these details rather than those, to view actions
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either through this character’s or that one’s eyes, to sequ.ence actions 1.n
this way or that way (or randomly), or to write with partl'cular readers in
mind. These authorial choices, if only subliminal, result in on-the-page
descriptions with certain kinds of detail, a particular poin.t of vif:w, a tone
and attitude toward the persons depicted, and a distinctive voice. These
day-to-day renderings of scenes pile up, and writing choic?s assu.me a
cumulative effect: the notes portray that world through this particular
writer’s lens. In making writing choices, therefore, how ethnographers *
write fieldnotes becomes as consequential for readers and those dePicted
as what they write. Whether as privately filed resources or as public ex-

cerpts in final documents, fieldnotes persuade. .
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chapter five

Pursuing Members’ Meanings

At first glance, it might seem that the pursuit of members’ meanings is
fundamentally a matter not of writing but of what one does in the field—-
of asking questions and of positioning oneself to hear and observe others’
concerns. Members’ meanings, however, are not pristine objects that are
simply “discovered.” Rather, these meanings are interpretive construc-
tions assembled and conveyed by the ethnographer. This process certainly
begins with asking questions and paying attention what is relevant to
people in some indigenous group. But the key to the process lies in sensi-
tively representing in written texts what local people consider meaningful
and then in making their concerns accessible to readers who are unfamil-
iar with their social world. Ultimately, members’ concerns must be writ-
ten down as fieldnotes and then incorporated into more comprehensive
ethnographic accounts.

Given these complexities in capturing members’ meanings, it is not
surprising that field researchers’ efforts to do so have been partial or in-
consistent in two distinctive ways. First, some field researchers blunt ap-
preciation of members’ meanings by importing outside categories to
describe local scenes and actions. This sort of imposition obscures indige-
nous meanings. Second, some researchers present static taxonomies of
native terms. The ethnographer’s task, however, is more complex: she
must not only apprehend and convey members’ categories, but she must
also explain how members use terms in specific interactional situations
and how involved parties differentially understand and evaluate them.
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In this chapter we examine how ethnographic writing can become
sensitive to and vividly represent member-recognized meanings. In writ-
ing fieldnotes, the ethnographer makes her initial and perhaps most fun-
damental choices about seeing and presenting members’ meanings. But
she must not lose that commitment to local views when she writes
memos or later on when she composes her final ethnographic docu-
ment—even though she may be tempted to transform members’ mean-
ings into analytic concepts more familiar to herself and to her readers.
Indeed, to infer and present members’ meanings is perhaps one of the
greatest challenges in ethnographic writing, whether in the immediacy
of detailed fieldnotes or in the more public, abstract writing of final texts.
Thus, in this chapter we provide illustrations taken not only from stu-
dents’ original fieldnotes but also from working memos and final ethno-
graphic papers. We begin the chapter by considering how accounts often
obscure or suppress members’ meanings by imposing outside understand-
ings of events. We then examine ways of writing to convey the meanings
of those studied. First, we suggest ways of writing about what is signifi-
cant to members; we then explore the problems involved in conveying

local meanings.

ImMpOSING EXOGENOUS MEANINGS

All too frequently ethnographic fieldnotes fail to attend consistently to
members’ meanings, instead importing outside or exogenous categories
and meanings. Imposition of outside categories produces fieldnote de-
scriptions that fail to appreciate local meanings and concerns (Matza
1969:15—40) and that tend to frame events as what they are not (that is,
by reference to categories or standards that differ from those recognized
and used by members). In general, field researchers concerned with
members’ meanings are leery of any classifications which do not refer to
the categories that the people recognize and actually use among them-
selves.

Failures to appreciate members’ classifications arise from several
sources. First, lapsing into classic ethnocentrism, researchers may take a
category, standard, or meaning from one culture or locale and use it to
describe events in another context. For example, based on their own ex-
pectations, Westerners in an African cinema or theatre might describe as
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“disruptive” loud audience remarks to characters and thus fail to appreci-
ate such participation as a locally appropriate way of expressing an evalua-
tion of the performance. Or an observer may employ exogenous criteria
to evaluate school classrooms as “noisy” or “chaotic,” thereby ignoring
teachers’ and students’ actual understandings of how classroom activities
should be conducted. Both procedures caricature rather than describe be-
havior on its own terms.

Second, in a similar vein, ethnographers may use a term, category, or
evaluation that is recognized, used, and honored by one group in a particu-
lar social world to describe features or behaviors of another group in that
world. For example, psychiatric staff might interpret certain patients’ be-
havior as “acting out” or “denial,” even though the patients understand
the actions as common, everyday behavior. Often a field researcher who
comes across different local understandings of the same event has a ten-
dency to accept one view as “true,” thereby marginalizing competing
versions. In one situation in Zambia, for example, a diviner-healer deter-
mined that an older man who suddenly could not walk had been be-
witched and, after treating him for a year with medicines and massage,
cured him. However, the medical doctor at the local hospital, on hearing
the account and later meeting the man, concluded that he had had a
stroke resulting in paralysis. In writing fieldnotes, a Western ethnographer
might be tempted to privilege, though ever so subtly, the medical doctor’s
“scientific” account and then to describe the diviner’s interpretation as
“belief,” thereby prioritizing one practitioner’s explanations as more “ac-
curate” and implicitly more efhicacious.

Third, field researchers may adopt a dismissive attitude toward mem-
bers’ meanings, treating such meanings as flawed, hypocritical, contradic-
tory, or fallacious. For example, a student ethnographer working in Los
Angeles observed in weekly meetings of a study group devoted to the
philosophy of Edgar Cayce. In the following fieldnote, she describes an
incident recounted by a member to the group:

Dolores lost her purse and did not panic. She threw the white light around it
and asked God to protect it. She also asked that no one be tempted to take her
identification, credit cards, and money. The next day when she went to work,

she asked the guard on duty if the purse had been turned in. Indeed it had and
nothing had been displaced.

The student initially interpreted this story as indicating an extremely “pas-
sive” approach to the problems of daily life:
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The moral of the story was to leave everything in God’s hands. . .. To.me v1sl—1
ualizing the white light and talking to God are very passive Ways of dea.hng w1t’
an emergency situation as opposed to going to the police or retracing ones

steps.

This interpretation dismisses “casting the white light” and “talk.ing to
God” as ineffective nonactions at best and as pathological delusions a’t
worst. It implicitly counters, and hence negates, the group member’s
claim that the purse had been turned in and nothing taken bealzuse (f her
prayerful actions. The result is to debunk the actual -behefs of this particu-
lar group about the efficacy of action in everyday life.! .

Fourth, fieldnote descriptions and memos may be framed in terms of

a standard of what is “supposed to be” that derives from official -rules or
understandings that are held to govern action in some specific setting. Fc?r
example, noting a discrepancy between an elder’s account of the tradi-
tional meaning and sequences of a ritual and the actual perff)rmanc.e of
that ritual, an ethnographer might describe this ritual as “in decline
rather than as subject to adaptation and variation.? Similarly, an. ethnogra-
pher might describe and analyze police action on the. streets in terms of
official regulations for the use of force; how actual poll.ce officers evaluate
specific street situations and decide when and what lfmds~ 9f force to I.JSC
is thereby ignored.® In both instances, ethnographers 1mphc1Fly determine
whether actions should count as conforming to or departing from the
“traditional” version or “official” regulations and hence whether these
actions are “in fact” “authentic” ritual behavior or a “legitimate” use of
force. .

Fifth, the researcher may invoke a priori theoretical categorxes, often
those sacred to the core of a particular discipline, to characltenze events
and settings. For example, in studies of traditional narratm,so,r,“past re;
searchers relied heavily upon the analytic categories of “myth,” “legend,
and “folktale” even in explaining non-Western traditions. Since these cat,—
egories often 1mpose Eurocentric notions and thus rmsrepr.eser.lt a pec.)ple1 s
storytelling traditions and practices, contemporary folklorists 1ncre.asmg y
characterize storytelling with the indigenous terms and exp}anatlo_ns of
the group studied and describe how people use these terms in particular
storytelling events." '

Indeed, a field researcher may implicitly impose .su?h categories €x-
actly in asking exogenous questions rooted in an a prior res_earch ag.enda
or theoretical framework. Not only might a researcher 1mpc?se ideas
when questioning an “informant,’ but she might also impose an nappro-
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priate form of expression whose constraints distort responses. For ex-
a@ple, a field researcher who asks for a list of ingredients in cures or
discrete steps in a ritual may get arbitrary lists intended to please the re-
éear.cher. Or, when asked questions imposing external analysis and item-
1.zat10n, people may offer “non-answers” such as “yes,” “no,” or “some-
times,” especially if they usually describe these healing and ritual events
by recounting the story of the experience.® In sound ethnographic re-
search, in contrast, “both questions and answers must be discovered from
informants” (Spradley 1979:84).¢
Finally, describing local settings or actions in terms of dichotomized

variables may involve an imposition of exogenous categories. For an
ethnographer to describe those present in a bar as “regulars” ar;d “non-
re.gl‘llars,” for example, may ignore a range of other, more variegated
distinctions bar patrons may draw between one another. In general, the

reduction of ongoing social life to variables and to dichotomies ten:is to

produce a radical decontextualizing and destruction of local meanings

In all these ways, ethnographers tend to produce fieldnotes and i'n—

proceﬁs memos that ignore, marginalize, and obscure indigenous under-
star.lc.hngs. In the following sections, we suggest alternative procedures for
writing fieldnotes that avoid such impositions and that help develop de-

scripti .
riptions and analyses that are sensitive to local concerns, meanings
and categories. ’

R EPRESENTING MEMBERS’ MEANINGS

A numb.er of distinct moments in group life highlight how members ex-
press, orient to, and create local meaning. Ethnographers begin to con-
stru.ct members’ meanings by looking closely at what members say and do
during such moments, paying particular attention to the words, phrases
and categories that members use in their everyday interactions. ,

Members’ Terms of Address and Greetings

The way members address and greet each other is one of the most imme-
diately noticeable and revealing kinds of talk. Ethnographers often begin
by n(?ting and learning the proper terms of address, especially when
working in a foreign language and culture. In many communities, the
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way people address one another reflects their relative statuses; consider,
for example, the difference between first-name familiarity and the defer-
ence marked by formal titles such as Dr. or Mr. and Ms. Furthermore,
how people greet each other—both with words and body language—
often indicates something about the closeness, respectfulness, deference,
or hostility of that relationship.’

In Chokwe villages, for example, people address each other with kin-
ship terms, such as tata (father), mama (mother), yaya (older sibling of the
same sex as speaker), mwakwethu (younger sibling of the same sex as
speaker), or ndumbwami (any sibling of the opposite sex of speaker) (Fretz
1987:58-65). Listening to other people call out to each other reveals their
kinship relationship and helps the researcher learn local expectations for
appropriate speech and behavior. For instance, Chokwe grandparents and
their grandchildren may be publicly affectionate and joke together about
sexual matters in ways deemed inappropriate for other relationships. In
contrast, in-laws greet each other formally from a distance (the younger
person must step off the path) and never eat together. Similarly in Ameri-
can society, terms of address and greetings can reveal distinctive features
of social relations. It may be significant in classroom and psychiatric set-
tings, for example, whether students and clients address teachers and staff
by first or last name. In the same way, whether people exchange greetings,
and how they do so, may provide indications of locally significant ethnic
affiliation and disaffiliation (Anderson 1990:168-73).

Everyday Questions and Answers

An astute ethnographer notices the kinds of questions local people fre-
quently ask and the kinds of answers ordinarily given. For example, in
many African societies, people greet and ask each other the appropriate,
basic questions many times 2 day. The Chokwe, for instance, inquire
about each other’s well-being, including the entire extended family
(“Kuci ku nzuwo?” “How is it at home?”); they also ask about their own
and the family’s health (“Unahindvuka, nyi?” “Are you well?”). These
questions can open to conversations about health, work, money prob-
lems, quarrels in the family, births, deaths, eating well or searching for
food, or celebrations. Learning to appropriately ask and answer such
questions can lead into conversations about issues which Chokwe con-

sider vital to their everyday success or failure.®
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. Ethnographers sensitive to members’ experiences and views not only
listen to members’ questions; they also ask questions that are intentionally
open-ended, so as to allow members to use their own language and con-
cest in responding to them. In addition, they orient such questions to
topics which members find meaningful, that is, interesting, relevant to
feveryday concerns, in keeping with the ways they act and talk. By orient-
ing questions to mutually observed actions and overheard speech, an eth-
nogr:?pher is more likely to ask questions which make sense to members;
he might ask a question about an incident they both witnessed, about the;
member’s explanation of a term he just used, or about a comn;ent some-
one else made during a conversation. Such questions allow people to an-
swer with familiar forms of expression, embedding responses in a context
which makes sense to them and thereby revealing their concepts—their
member’s orientation to the “information.”

Naturally Occurring Members’ Descriptions

Ethnographers pay close attention to how members themselves character-
ize and describe particular activities, events, and groups. Recognizing that
an event has no single, necessary, or invariant meaning, the field re-
searcher does not assume that she knows what significance members attri-
l?ute to the incidents and objects that make up their world. Rather she
h.stens closely to what members say in the course of their ordinary activi-
ties about what something “was about” or what import an occurrence
has for them.®

II\'Iembers frequently provide naturally occurring descriptions of their
setting when they introduce or orient outsiders. Such descriptions may
be.explicitly framed to highlight qualities members consider special or
unique. For example, in the following fieldnote, a HUD [Housing and
Ur.ban Development] caseworker describes his work to the researcher and
points out the distinctive features of his agency.

bThe larger a bureaucra.cy is, the less luxury a professional working within that
ureaucracy has of making human contact. If I'm interviewing 20 or 25 people
per day, I don’t have time to break through. I have to do the job and I have to
move on to the next. Sometimes, that’s truly a case of numbers, why people in
government jobs act the way they do. We’re a small a ’ i

. ency,
that luxury. Other times we dont.” Beney, e sometimes have
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This caseworker expresses his concern about making personal contact
with applicants for federally subsidized housing, but at the same time he
signals that practical constraints sometimes make such contact an impos-
sible “luxury.” Thus, his description does more than orient the researcher
to the place; it also reveals his views about his work.

Naturally occurring descriptions can also arise more informally in the
course of ongoing talk about significant events in the setting. Here, for
example, a field researcher may want to pay close attention to how any
other newcomers are introduced to and taught “how things are done.”
Since newcomers are learning the ins and outs of what to do, they often
ask questions and make mistakes that reveal, through their own ignorance
of them, the implicit knowledge and skills that most long-time members
take for granted.

For these very reasons, the ethnographer may want to record in de-
tailed fieldnotes how she learns to make her way into and through a set-
ting, since members often socialize and instruct researchers just as they
do any other newcomer or their own children. Indeed, in many situations
such socialization is unavoidable. For example, when first living in a
Chokwe village, every move the fieldworker made as she learned to cook
outdoors on a charcoal burner—down to exactly how to stir the pot—
was subject to laughter, commentary, and correction by watching neigh-
bor women. Since people regularly work together and freely tease each

other about mistakes, they enjoyed the researcher’s awkwardness and jok-
ingly told her she seemed like a child. The fieldworker not only learned
appropriate behavior but also was able to notice the kind of expres-
sions—laughter, reprimand, correction—through which people social-
ize others."

Special problems arise when a researcher has directly observed a partic-
ular event; it is very easy to assume that since one saw something happen,
one knows what it means to others in the setting. Here the field re-
searcher should try to supplement her own description by listening to
how members talk about this event with others at some later time. Thus,

the fieldworker who has observed a complaint-filing encounter between

a district attorney and police detective may later record fieldnotes de-

tailing how the former recounted “what happened” to a colleague over

lunch."
Similarly, the ethnographer should not assume that the local meaning

and import of written documents are transparent and unproblematic. In-




116 PURSUING MEMBERS’ MEANINGS

stead, he should seek to understand how documents are read, understood
and interpreted by members. Thus, rather than simply treating a repor;
as an objective record, a field researcher might look closely at how a staff
Person summarizes the “essence” or “gist” of that report and then include
in fieldnotes both what was in the document and how the member re-
sponded to it.

Consider, for example, the following fieldnote describing a probation
officer’s interview with Tom, a sixteen-year-old, white surfer enrolled in
a special probation school. Having looked at a “progress report” from the

épecial school the youth was attending, the researcher wrote the follow-
ing fieldnote:

Overall his progress report has improved a little. But there was one day when
Tom was sent home. Shelly asked him about this.

Here the researcher uncritically asserts that the progress report “has im-
proved a little”; or more likely, since the probation officer a little bit later
characterized the report in these terms, the researcher has simply taken
9ver this judgment as her own. This procedure ignores the processes of
interpreting a progress report, of finding “improvement” or “lack of im-
proverlnent” in it. It treats the report as a factual record of the youth’s
behavior rather than as an opaque document produced in one settin;
and now being used in another.’? It obscures how the probation ofﬁcerf
characterization of “improved a little” may have been formulated specifi-
cally for this situation (e.g., to keep up the youth’s morale). In general
thr.ough this approach the researcher has taken over a member’s interpre—’
Fatlon, treating it as a matter of fact rather than as a meaning constructed
in a specific context for a particular reason.

Field researchers not only listen for naturally occurring descriptions;
they can also elicit members’ descriptions, carefully drawing out other;
to talk about what is significant to them."® Thus, the fieldworker might
ask a probation officer to talk about what she makes of a particular re gort
or what she finds significant in it. ’

Members’ Stories

P.eople may present extended descriptions of events they witnessed or
dlrectlly experienced, or of the reported doings of others (e.g., “gossip”)
organized by means of some narrative strategy into a personal story.'
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Such members’ stories may provide insight into the people and events
they describe. However, such stories are always partial, being told for
many different reasons and adjusted to fit different relationships and situa-
tions. In this sense they may provide insight into the teller’s momentary
concerns and circumstances. Consider, for example, this extended story

told to a researcher by a probation ofhcer:

“You been missin’ the action, man,” Jim said to me. I replied, “What hap-
pened?”

Jim walked over to the vending machine to get his staple snack. Then he
started to tell me that parents of a twenty-one-year-old male called him today
and they wanted their son arrested. The son had just gotten out of the “house”
fjail] and had evidently not shown up for his first appointment for probation. His
father said he was already back on crack and “binging hard” Doing nothing all
day except for smoking crack, he would stay in bed . .. only getting up to eat
and go to the bathroom. And the father said, in the phone conversation, that his
son should not be given the choice of jail or rehabilitation because he would
always choose prison. (By choosing jail, the convict can be back on the streets
smoking crack again in only a month.)

Jim continued to tell me that he went over there to arrest him because he was
“crashing” . . . When he arrived, he had the parent sign all the legal papers. And,
when he opened the door to arrest him, Jim noticed “he had a strawberry with
him” (a whore who sells her body for drugs, not money). He said that the arrest
went smoothly because the son “was so out of it”; he was “in the house right

»

now.

While this story is about a young man on probation, it reveals the probation
officer’s ordinary work practices and concerns, and the distinctive per-
spectives and commitments which underlie them.’® In this sense, ethnog-
raphers do not take a member’s story as a factual account but rather as an
expression of the speaker’s experience and views at a particular moment
in time, to a specific audience, in order to accomplish particular purposes.
He values and documents these stories as revealing a member’s experience
and perspective.

Ethnographers should also look out for and record different stories
told about the same events. These different versions might be grounded
in some of the same details, but each account is likely to include details
not present in the other, to order actions in slightly different ways, and to
offer different interpretations of cause and responsibility. Thus, a teacher’s
account of a “disruptive” classroom fight told to a field researcher might
sound very different from the version the teacher subsequently relates to
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his peers over lunch. In writing fieldnotes, the researcher should preserve
these differences if she is fortunate enough to hear both versions.
Diverse versions provide insights into the ways different members con-
struct and make meaning of the same event.'® For example, in a study of
personal experience stories about the Los Angeles riots that followed the
acquittal of the police officers who beat Rodney King, an African-
American student researcher highlighted the diverse voices of African-
Americans talking about their similar experiences. In the following story,
for example, the teller exults in the camaraderie between different races

and the “sense of community” he felt with those helping each other “take
the sh—, the stuff™:

“I remember—hearing the verdicts were in, and—this was at school, and—
uhmm also being in a state of disbelief, that, uthmm they came back not guilty,
the cops.

“And, uhmm, I went home, and my friends were coming by and I didn’t know
that they were about to go out. So, I went with them and we went out into
downtown, and—we started taking things.

“And I just remember that it was—Tlike a unified effort and everyone was in
the streets. And people who were gangbangers and everything else were, like,
helping you take the sh—, the stuff. Like, ‘Oh you want that man? Here, I'll get
that for you.” And it was like I felt, a, a, sense of community there, with different
races. | mean, these were Hispanics and everything else, and we were all throwin’
up the power sign and goin’ in taking what we wanted. And, uhmm-—basically
that’s what went on after I had first heard.”

Judy, a married, property-owning woman, talked about similar events and
her own experiences in very different terms:

“I talked to a lot of the neighbors. And, I asked the, the Latinos, why is you
stealin’ all this stuff, you know. It’s bad, you know, you know.

“And me and my husband, we went walkin’. We just went walkin’, you know,
we wasn't hurtin’ nobody, 'cause you could easily walk up and down the streets
and see what was goin’ on.

“And, you know, the funniest thing, you know, one of the neighbors said,
‘You know, my clothes is in the cleaners around there.” And so they started
walkin’ over there to see had they messed up the cleaners. And when they got
around there—‘they was at the cleaners.” And there was her clothes, one of the
Mexican guys had them—And my husband told them to ‘put that stuff back
there.” And [the neighbor] said, ‘You ain’t gonna take my clothes. You ain’t gonna

take my clothes. You ain’t gonna take my clothes.” Cause that was the main reason
we went around the corner.”

In the first story, the African-American narrator identifies himself as an
active participant in “taking stuff;” along with “gangbangers,” “Hispan-
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1 i etween

ics”” and everyone else. He narrates the experience as a bon(img b ;

p ;ple as a “sense of community there, with different races.” In contrast,
€ ,

from the very beginning of the second story, another African-American

teller depicts the conflicting stances people t.ook in the streét icttt;ltt;zls-.
some are out walking around just to look, while other.s are act1\£e ty et
ing”” She begins telling about watching and rebukm.g the La 1.nhbor,S
“spealin’ all the stuff” Then, she continues by recounting h}e;r r:)elgd ort
experience as 2 near-victim of such stealing: the teller,“her 1}5t ;:N,leXi_
the neighbor go to check on the local cleaners. an.d find ;ne o o
can guys” taking the neighbor’s clothes; they insist tha,t t é Trlan ;ﬁerent
stuff back there”” The two stories reveal the nflr-rators S-tnl?{;-lgly fifferent
alignments toward the rioters an;i, more ;rrg)hc.ltly, their differen

i the nature and significance ot the 1 :
Sstt?)r;ft:g:hzfethnographer——herself an Afﬁcan-ATIleriFan present d;m:li
the riots—pointed out that this ethnic com.mumty fhd ncI)t r:s;zozlhoz :
homogeneous group but rather voiced a Yanety:)f v1ev.vs. ”n act, g_
» others referred to 1t as a rebellion” to more em

some called it a “riot, :
itical 1 i oting. B
phatically express their political interpretation of the fires and looting. By

y lp e stories thls T Xam-
Ca[efun docunlentlng Inult 1 S 3 Csearcher was able to €

y ty .
mne the dlﬁérent ways people make meanlng Ofa communl event

ot. In writing about these

Members’ Terms, Types, and Typologies

i members
Ethnographers give close attention to the terms or phrases that

i ts. Many ethnographers are
regularly use to characterize people and even y

less concerned with the formal, technical terms .th.a.t reflect the 3ema:(t:1(s)
of bureaucracy, public relations, and frontstage civility; they are;) rar\:r 0
everyday, colloquial, and often evocative terms, terms that én:iy S; fle SI,), n
or earthy (e.g., “shit work” in Emerson and Pollner .19;7 ; asda s in
Van Maanen 1978) and that reflect and express practical, mundane
CerrClimsider some of the types recognized among those 11v1ng in }j res;;
dential facility for ex-mental patients (Shaw 1988”:282“—320). ”n. t e1 c;n
hand, staff identified some residents as “together” or mov.er:), 1r(ril}: e}; ug
that they would benefit from therapy and eventually find a job an p

1 ith “losers”—
independent living situations. They contrasted this type with p
al skills and resources who are deemed un-

nic patients with minim
oy £ mental health care. On the other

likely to ever get out of the system o
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h.and, Fesidents recognized distinctions based on whether one emphasi
:_I:CS ,W.lth some other residents or oriented toward developing P;:szzj
“Sp:i\;tlaglii‘:,of‘sniim statf. The former included “gadflies,” “therapists,”
o Res;dents let:;s,thzrsl: those kxliown to hang out with the “drug
€ETS W 1
concerns “old powerhouse” anz “top dc())g:i ?rélz:r:rj;lt:hdet?li;:iz:d Slt)aﬂ
tweefl these various terms suggest important differences betwe " l:—
praf;}llcal concerns of staff and different groupings of residents e
: .
ey haj::hsrilzglr:pl;;rc :Zionli:;si:;(;h lZlattive 1t::rm:1 should not assume that
ey ha , . 8, vu r.at er she should explore their
digeremll;aj;ih?i Eza?;zlégn;nc:: (c)irlffenng l1mport to members positioned
rent : example, a student ethnographer ob-
:leer::crili ;?hitzf;t;?l%::-for delinquent girls at the Reyes Reffmf Sech(:;l
heard both inmates talk about “buzzes”—personal letters writ-
y . e inmate to another that were officially banned by staff
expression of gang athiliation. In the following incident recorded ir?sh:

fieldnotes
, she presents an in K
mate’s conce
“buzzes”: rn about staff searches for

Then Kate sta i
tarted talking about how she was so excited that there wasn't a ro
om

search today because she rememb ; .
bivss in hor room. embered during 4th period that she had 7 illegal

But “buzzes” i igni
due ® s” had very different significance for staff and inmates. Staff
zzes i .
o o as a forr}]; of gang activity that might well escalate tensions
en gang members. The gi i
. girls described buzzes simpl “
ters” without implicati fati D e
t implications for gang athliations and activities. Consider

f pl th an a aly ( emo writte l)y
N S€ commen t fr m
Or example ese CoO ents akell O n an
tic m n

Three girls in the cottage described buzzes in the following ways:

Claudl& It’s llke a legulal etter . . . hke ove lel we write to
.
a l l tter (o bO s, Or

Kate: Illegal letters—m)t QSSed throu Os and we get 24s 24 IIOUI SC-

Dani: “A small :
ation }TOte' that is passed to any other minor in the form of communi
aught with one, you must suffer consequences, such as in a 24.”

Not onl ipti
ifl do these descriptions lack any reference to gangs; they also
convey t 1gni ,
: yh :;t buzzes are significant to the girls exactly because they com
rise the 1 1 .
P ocal point of the staff’s stringent searches and expose th
caught to a standard house punishment (“24s™) -
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To explore and convey broader meanings, it 13 useful to pay attention
ompares with and differs from the uses of related

to how a term’ use C
different kinds

terms. For example, the Chokwe have terms for several
of “tellings.”t” They distinguish between these tellings by using various
cognitive categories, which are marked by distinctive terms, expressive
features such as diction and style, and social behaviors appropriate to

different situations.'® For example, kuta pande refers to informal talking

and telling about recent personal experiences——usually in an exaggerated,

r—as people visit together in the late afternoons and

dramatized manne
evening. However, kulweza sango refers to telling about community news

or events which people know to have happened; people tell such news

often as a part of greetings or when visiting. In contrast, kuta yishima refers

to telling traditional stories (and sometimes proverbs), supposedly based
d and reported to others long ago.

People describe kuta yishima as “coming from the ancestors” and as “told
y recognize that these tellings are a sort of fic-

to make us wise,” but the
tionalized truth often manipulated during the performances for persua-

on real events the ancestors experience

sive purposes.

But these terms do not sufficiently indicate all the distinctions which
the Chokwe make. Although they do not use distinct terms for each, the
Chokwe do distinguish between two different kinds of yishima—short
onger stories. People employ the shorter yishima

sayings or proverbs and 1
sessions) to

(proverbs) 1n informal and formal conversation (e.g., court
make a point. In contrast, people tell the longer yishima only at night as
they sit around their fires visiting and entertaining themselves. In these
s are inventive cOmMposers playing to the enthusi-

latter situations, Narrator
s; thus, different narrators will tell different ver-

astic responses of listener

sions of the same story, and the same narrator’s version of a story will vary

from telling to telling. If pressed to verbally distinguish between kinds of
yishima, people might say “the long ones” (yishima yisuku) for stories of
“the short ones” (yishima yipinji) for proverbs, but these distinctions are
not commonly made verbally. Furthermore, in specific instances people
do sometimes make further distinctions between kinds of stories, even
though they are all known as yishima. For example, when listeners want
he performance by singing along, they might

to participate more fully in t
request 2 chishima-cha-miaso (a story-with—a—song), in which the narrator
weaves a recurring song into the plot.

Indeed, ethnographers should attend to momentary and situational

distinctions between terms as well as to more pervasive ones. Though
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these distincti .

distinctions may not become evident in any one observation or Having worked previously in detention halls for juveniles, she was struck by
the differences at Reyes. At Reyes they are less stringent than in the halls. “The
big thing here is buzzes, which are like nothing to me.” In the halls, pens and
pencils aren’t allowed, but they are in Reyes. Metal isn't allowed in either; she

interview, i iti
, over time by writing fieldnotes and memos such distinctions

become i i 1
e increasingly evident to the researcher. By noticing members’ dis

tinctions between related m m
terms, an ethnographer i i i
pher is less likely p i . |

O B o o1 SnOBmPer hel to impose took a metal splint that she found in Kate’s r00 for fear that it cO 1d be used as

Wi . ention to the situated u. W wh h
of terms often reveals itional distin \% . e deer Th

additional distincti ithi iti h

oftems offen reveals add | dis tions within the cognitive catego- She described Reyes as a “placement center” where the kids receive ‘‘treat-

he term: ppear to ind » ; 't terri isti " ids 1 :

¢ to indicate. ment.”” “These kids aren't ter bly sop isticated. e kids in the halls would hide

In some situati
at1 . . .
ons, ethnographers may come to focus on member things in Noxema or baby powder, but that wasn't as big a concern here. In the
halls “potential danger’s always present.” Here the girls mostly just want to talk

recognized types. Pe .
- oopne P | ople may refer to types with distinct terms or expres
v i . M : . -
oo example, social agencies routinely come to distinguish betwee o the boys
: n o
i

different client ty| i
. pes, as analyzed in a student eth
nity mental health clinic: Frhnogrphy of s comm-

P

Here the researcher picks up and writes in her fieldnotes about the con-
trast that a staff member draws between this reform school and juvenile

The chronic client is i
seen as having a low | ioni ; T Y .
and residual “symptoms” (i.e heagring ) evel Ofdﬁmﬁ:llomng, unsocial behavior, hall. This indigenous contrast highlights several differences between these
. M oices and talki . .
people are viewed by staff as “hard to handle” and “i ng back to them). These rwo work settings that are relevant to this staff member: less staff concern
and “in their own world.” . . . In with danger, more relaxed forms of surveillance, more effort to “help”
) , ,

contrast prog
O , the Cllellt Wlth potentlal 15 seen as ha f

ving a aVOIablC rognosis and
CXhlbltS ()CCaSlOIlal Symptoms as C()ntrasted Wltll the ongoing Symptoms ()f

the “chronic.” T
” The staff usually use terms such as “cooperative,” “intelligent,” and

the kids. On other occasions as well, local staff made similar comparisons
between Reyes and juvenile hall, emphasizing the former’s “leniency”

“potential” in describing these cli
clients. T i o .
than the chronics,” as having greate hf:ffl_chents are also seen as “trying more p relative to the latter.
. ’ T possibiliti . A . .
said of one such patient: “Even thouph S es as well as CaPébﬂltleS. As Julian Similarly, in police patrol work, officers frequently contrast those who
gh Sam messes up sometimes, he's a good “hustle a lot” with “burn outs” who are just “putting in their time.” A

guy. He tries, you know what I »
’ mean?
In identifying members’ ) student ethnographer elaborated this contrast in the following memo:
or ; _g <;m ers’ types, this ethnographer not only specified the
ms used in referrin « . ; i i
g to a type, such as “chronic client” and “client The term “hustling” is used by deputies to refer to

with potential,” . . . , A »
potential,” but also she incorporated members’ descripti looking for crime, for a “good shake,” for someone to take to jail. A “good shake
ptions of types refers to someone whose search by the police will lead to a “good arrest” A

into her ethnographic
account: a chronic client h i
. as ongozu . .

whereas a client with potential is intelligent, g ng symptoms, “good arrest” typically refers to most felony arrests and some misdemeanor arrests

. C 133 . R . .

to 1mprove. gent, cooperative, and “trying” (i.e., possession of a concealed weapon). One deputy described some recent good
arrests: “The rapist I got yesterday was pretty fun. A couple of weeks ago, Igota

biker with a 45 automatic. He also had a bulletproof vest and some drugs. That

an officer who is always

, »
Indigenous Contrasts , was a pretty good arrest.” . . - . o .
[In contrast}, hustlers characterize bum-outs as making “bullshit” arrests; that

is, he arrests people for crimes not considered to be serious by hustlers, but merely

While ethno
raphe i o v et : .
graphers seek to avoid describing events and settings in terms for the sake of “stats” “Stats” are 2 monthly record of which deputies at the
outs are thought to be concerned

of wha : . .
t they are not (that is, by contrast with other, familiar settings and station are making the mMOst S7E pum

merely with the quantity, not the quality, of their arrests. One deputy remarked

standards; see Geari
ng 1970), there are 1
occasions when
selves use such characterizations. Thes 1 members them- that he didn't want to work with another deputy, A, beciuse B e Al
s e sch charcer imo. :)sorts of “indigenous contrasts™"” people for “petty shit”’—drunkenness and traffic warrants.
members’ perceptions and 1
S : p and evaluations.
, in talking to a stud
ent ethn 1 - | . o
ographer, a probation officer , The one-sidedness of the contrast drawn here is particularly striking.

Those who identify themselves as “hustlers” characterize as “burn-outs”
those to whom they attribute an alternative work style. The contrast,

compared the Reyes Reform Scho 1 1
: : ol and it 1
juvenile halls and their residents: o reslents with several other
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moreover, 1s extremely value-laden; “hustlers” make “good shakes” while
“burn-outs” arrest for “petty shit” simply to satisfy administrative pres-
sures. As a result, there is no way of telling whether those designated as
“burn-outs” would identify themselves as sharing a distinctive approach
to patrol work. Nor is there any appreciation of the alternative perspective
toward police work that might be articulated by those who so identify;
they might explain that their work style reflects the experience and matu-
rity lacking in the violence-prone, “gung-ho” attitude of younger, more
aggressive officers. In this light, indigenous contrasts may not always
prove useful as ways of characterizing a setting as a whole; rather, such
contrasts might alert the ethnographer to what specific groups within a
setting identify as crucial or significant differences.

Members’ Explanations and Theories

An ethnographer should look for and seek to convey members’ more
complex explanations for when, why, or how particular things happen. In
effect, the ethnographer puts aside his own inclinations to explain when
and why particular events occur in order to highlight members’ accounts
of them. In this way the ethnographer seeks to elicit or distill members’
theories of the causes of particular happenings.

By way of illustration, consider a study of the door-to-door canvassing
activities of the local chapter of a feminist political action committee. The
committee sought contributions and signatures on petitions supporting
state legislation on behalf of women. Canvassers were assigned to territor-
ies or “turfs” in crews of 4 to 14 persons under the supervision of a field
manager, and they were paid a percentage of the contributions they
brought in above a preset minimum. Canvassers varied widely in the con-
tributions they collected: some worked a full shift and brought in little or
nothing, while others working the same turf collected hundreds of dollars
in an evening.

These variations might well have tempted the researcher to come up
with her own explanation for why canvassers differed so drastically in
collecting contributions. Instead she attempted to understand what issues
were of most concern to those involved in the campaign. In asking this
question, she noted that participants in the fund-raising effort were them-
selves deeply and practically interested in differences in canvasser perfor-
mance, and that the explanations offered varied depending upon one’s
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. . o N
position in the organization. Canvassers emphasized distinctions bet;vee

’ i ise significant
“good turf” and “bad turf)” contending that no one could raise sig
to-door in neighborhoods where

ing door-
ounts of money when going
o The researcher

most people were predisposed against their message.

wrote of one incident:

ing 1 1 ing an
It had been a hard week canvassing in Beach City and no one was 'mak d% : ly
ini e
money. The crew was vocally complaining, and wanted to leave imme ately
because it was “bad” turf and was upset at management’s unresponsiveness to

their plight.

. . . .
Supervisors supported different explanations, generally honing in somd
failure in the canvasser’s technique. For example, the researcher quote

i canvassers to focus on Improv-
one supervisor’s comments on how to get

: « 9,
ing a weak “money rap :

“People want to attack and blame the turf because it is the mos;1 varymgliz:r;g;—t
tion. This is the most natural reaction. But, we nee<.i to make them real o
there are other factors going on while one is canvassing that they ca:xucori1 ;ﬁ;u-
a person has a lot of signatures and talked to a lot of people but got small co

tions, then they are connecting with people, and it’s just a matter of working on

the money rap.”
Supervisors and front-line canvassers came into recurrent C(;;lﬂ;a do;:

exactly which theory was most accurate and }-wnce wh.at'cou e

to alleviate the problem. Management Strategies for training superv1£srors,

for example, emphasized practices that would prevent canvassers from

“blaming the turf””:

manager: “When someone has done

advised a prospective field .
o ; of even when they are emotional. Act

shitty, get them away from blaming the tu A
as an emotional lightning rod but hold firm.

The officer manager urged her field managers: “When you pick all the cl;mvastsers

‘trunk talks.” When you pull up to a

t night, you should do what are called ‘trun’ .

uzr:on’s iickﬁp spot, pull a few feet away from them and hop out to debrief the.m.

ff they did well, ask them what was going good for them that mrzdf1 the e\:ier;mg

ey di look at their turf sheet and do a

L. If they did poorly, take a moment to '
lefiZiszf;lalysis of};vhat 5vent on out there. This trains them to analyze the evening

instead of automatically blaming the turf.

i ut
In this instance, then, the ethnographer proceeded exactly by tracing o
different “members’ theories” As she made the differing nature and loca-
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tion of these working theories her analytic focus, she went on to explore
their practical, interactional, and organizational uses.

Finally, the field researcher should realize that people may offer more
than one explanation for an occurrence and, indeed, may express what
appear to the researcher as “contradictory explanations.” Particularly in
multicultural and multilingual communities, people frequently shift be-
tween languages, cultural expectations, and differing frameworks for per-
ceiving and assessing behavior. In contemporary Africa, this flexibility is
not uncommon. For example, in Northwest Province of Zambia, the
Lunda, Luvale, Chokwe, Luchazi, and Mbunda peoples intermingle and
intermarry. In addition, many younger people have completed grammar
school taught in the official national language, English. In this multi-
lingual context, people regularly invoke contrasting cultural frameworks.
For example, when talking about illnesses and deaths caused by wanga
(sorcery/witchcraft), young people often shift between traditionally-based
views and biomedical explanations learned in school. Talking in Ki-
Chokwe with the ethnographer and several other neighbors, a man re-
flected on a young woman friend’s untimely death, concurring with the
local diviner’s claim that she had died from wanga. Later on, explaining
details of her life to the ethnographer and one of his brothers in English,
he talked about her long-term symptoms as characteristic of “TB” and
“AIDS.” Since he did not see these explanations as mutually exclusive, in
foregrounding one he did not negate the other one: wanga was the cause
of death, though TB or AIDS was the disease. Recognizing that, as their
social identity, situation, or language shifts, human beings readily adjust
their explanations, an ethnographer should carefully document in field-
notes when, how, and to whom people explain their crises.?

MEMBERS’ CATEGORIES IN USE: PROCESSES AND PROBLEMS

Members® descriptions, stories, types, and theories, no matter how rich
and evocative, provide only a starting point for ethnographic fieldnotes.
Deeper, fuller memos and analyses in a final ethnography require examin-
ing not simply what terms members use, but when, where, and how they
use them and how they actually categorize or classify events and objects
in specific situations.

By way of illustration, consider the following fieldnote provided by a
student ethnographer with extensive gymnastic experience, in which he

- R
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identifies terms for those attending an “open gym night” at a local univer-

sity campus:

At open gym nights there are different classes and subclasses of people attending.
The major classes include the regulars, the visitors, and the walk-ins. Of these
there are many subclasses too. In the regulars class, there are the novice, the ex-
gymnasts (old-timers), and the advanced amateur. The novices are people that
have never taken gymnastics, classes or lessons, and are people that just walked in
one day due to interest. The advanced amateurs are people who were never on
any gymnastics teams, but have taken classes or lessons, or used to be walk-ins.
Finally, the old-timers are those who competed at either the high school or col-
lege level. . . . Walk-ins are students who have had a long term interest in gymnas-
tics and would like to learn from the old-timers.

This description provides a typology of those coming to the gym: “Regu-
lars” (subtyped into three further classes—‘‘novices,” “advanced ama-
teurs,” and “old-timers™), “visitors,” and “walk-ins” But as it stands, this
typology identifies only categories recognized by the ethnographer; it is
not clear that people in this setting actually apply these categories to oth-
ers (and themselves), and, if they were to do so, when, where, and under
what circumstances. Thus, the problem with this typology is two-fold:
we do not know whether or not members recognize and use terms such
as “regular” and “walk-in"; and more fundamentally, we do not know, if
they do use these terms, exactly how, when, and for what purposes.

In insisting on considering members’ actual situated use of specific
terms or categories, the issue is not the “validity” or “reality” of these
categories in a conventional sense. Rather, any object or event can be
categorized in multiple ways; and the fact that some objects/events might
be classed in one way or another (e.g., on the basis of having this or that
trait or attribute in common) is not adequate grounds for recommending
a particular classification, since we can always invoke or imagine other
traits that would produce very different sorts of classifications.” Gym par-
ticipants might indeed, at some times for some purposes, recognize “regulars,”
“visitors,” and “walk-ins” as meaningful categories. But we cannot tell
from this description, since no effort is made to look at how members
actually talk about and identify others on specific occasions; that is, the
types are presented without interactional context, as always and every-
where relevant. Since multiple classifications are always possible (Heritage
1984:144-50), the ethnographer should not impose classifications, even
when starting with indigenous categories. Rather the ethnographer,
alerted to possibly relevant local categories, should look closely at how
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members actually classify events on particular occasions for particular pur-
poses.

Ethnographic fieldnotes, then, should not simply report any indige-
nous terms discoverable in a setting. Fieldnotes should more fundamen-
tally detail members’ actual, situated uses of such terms. The following
pages provide two extended examples of how field researchers’ notes and
other writings can be made more sensitive to the interactional uses of
member-recognized categories.

“Storytelling” as “Doing”

Stories are told for specific purposes. Indeed, people may tell a story to
convey and support a particular interpretation of past events or to define
current relations in order to shape future actions. Thus, what stories
are “about” must consider the kind of speech, to whom the teller is
speaking, the stated or implicit purposes, as well as other contextual
influences.?

Consider the following incident that occurred in Zambia as Rachel
Fretz was preparing to leave a Chokwe village in which she and a local
assistant, Mwatushi, had been working for several weeks (Fretz n.d.).
Mwatushi’s father called his wife, son, and the ethnographer into his
house for a farewell discussion and well-wishes for travel:

We greeted each other and then chatted about our leaving. . . . He [the father
and host] said that he was very pleased that I had come to stay here and that they
did not know until yesterday that we were leaving today. Otherwise they could
have sent something with us. Now they only have sweet potatoes to send, and
maybe when | come the next time, they can send something good, like a chicken,
with me.

Then he started to narrate. His voice shifted into the rhythms of storytelling
and speeded up. . ..

“There was a chindele (foreigner/white person) who had two servants, and
when he went back to his country to get married, he left his house and all his
things with his servants to watch over them until he came back. Now the chindele
stayed longer than they expected, and so the one servant said, ‘Let’s leave, he’s
not coming back.” But the other servant said, ‘No, he told us to stay here until
he came.” The one servant left, and when the master came back, only one servant
was there—"

He paused: “Ah no, I made a mistake. Both servants stayed until the chindele
came. He came with his wife and he said, ‘I am very pleased that you stayed here
until I came, and because of that, I will give you each a small present. It is only a
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small present for you to take back to your village, to your wives. It is small because
I used all my money to get my wife, but please take these small bundles of grass
as presents.” Then he gave each one a very small bundle of grass.

“Then the one servant said, ‘Why should we take these very small bundles of
grass to our homes, because we have much grass in our own villages.” ‘But no,’
the other man said, ‘he gave us the bundles and said to take them to our village.’
And so they left.

“Halfway home, the one man said, ‘Ah we have much grass at home and here
I am carrying this small bundle. No, I will not carry it. 'l throw it away.” But
the other man said, ‘No, I am carrying mine to the village.” So they went.

“When they arrived in their village, the one man gave his wife the bundle of
grass and said, ‘It is a small present from the chindele because ] stayed until he came
back. Here, put it in the house.” So she saved it. Then later that day it began to
rain, and it came through the holes in the roof, so the man took his grass and
repaired his roof. That night they slept well.

“In the morning, the other man—the one who threw his grass away—got up
and looked out his window. He called his wife and said, ‘Come see the house of
our relative, the one who repaired his roof with the chindele’s grass.”

“They saw a large house with a tin roof and windows and many rooms. In
the yard they saw two vehicles, one for the man and one for the woman, who
just then came out wearing good clothes.

“Then the man who threw his grass away said, ‘Wife, let’s go back on the
road to where I threw the grass away so that we can bring the grass and have a
fine house, too.” But when they got to the place where he had thrown the grass,
they found that the bundle was scattered and all the grass broken.”

The father (narrator) continued, “Thus even though we do not have much to
give you—we have no chicken to send with you—we give you these small words
to keep and not throw away: May God bless you and carry you well on your
journey. May He keep you where you are (live).”

I said, “Tiwasakwila (thank you). I have already received very much from you.
I have received much help with my work, which your son and I will study when
we go back [to my village]. And I thank you for these words which I will carry
with me” ...

Then he said, “It is good that you are taking our son with you. He should do
everything you tell him. If you call him to come with you, he will come. If you
tell him to stay, he will stay. Whatever you tell him, he should do.”

[After more talk Mwatushi’s mother also offered an apology for not sending a
chicken.] Then she said, “So please receive this small gift”” and she gave me a 500
kwasha bill [which, as the price of two chickens, did not seem small to me]. . ..
We said, “Goodnight and sleep well,” and left.

This story is a gift, presented to the ethnographer in lieu of a chicken,
and it offers a blessing for the return trip to another village where she
lives. The father implies that this seemingly small gift of a blessing and
money, like the grass in the story, may turn out to be of exceptional value.
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Our gift, he suggests, may be a great benefit to you, if you have the sense
to receive it properly.

Furthermore, the story is a misende (parable) through which people
address each other indirectly (Fretz 1994) and which here provides a con-
text within which to hear the subsequent conversation. The father uses
the parable to introduce a conversation about reciprocal relations. He
continues by establishing that Mwatushi, his son, will not only work very
well for the researcher and follow her directions exactly, but also that
the ethnographer must become his family in the distant village where
she lives:

“So it is for you to keep him. . . . It is for you to advise him so that he lives well.
Because he is alone over there [without relatives in the village where the re-
searcher lives and works], you are now his mother, his father, you are his grand-
mother and his grandfather. You are his brother and his sister. It is for you to
keep him.”

The parable provides connotations for the word “servant,” suggesting that
someone who stays with the chindele will (and should) be rewarded like
the servant in the story who exactly followed the directions of the master.
But in the subsequent conversation, the father suggests that Mwatushi as
“family” will be even more closely allied and loyal to the researcher than
a “servant” would be; for, the father continues by further discussing
Mwatushi’s work for the ethnographer—suggesting that perhaps he
would travel a great distance with her. Having established these relation-
ships, the father then asks for a gift which the ethnographer might bring
in the future should she return from America to Zambia. According to
the Chokwe, people in a close relationship not only give each other gifts,
but they respectfully ask each other for gifts and favors in order to estab-
lish and solidify a good relationship. As a respectful form of speech, the
parable graciously created an opening for his comments and requests.

In sum, the parable—heard in context—subtly reinforces and extends
through connotation the father’s courteous remarks and questions about
reciprocal relationships. His story is not only an immediate gift and bless-
ing for the road, but also connotes an ongoing relationship. The father’s
creation of family ties with the ethnographer would indeed have long-
term benefits to her. But only by recognizing the storytelling as a misende
through which the father addressed her indirectly, could this ethnogra-
pher truly hear what he was saying.
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Members’ Terms in Everyday Interactions

Through experience in commission sales, student ethnographers have
found that salespersons who regularly or blatantly “steal customers” are
termed “snakes” or “sharks” by coworkers and are generally subject to a
variety of pressures, rebukes, and sanctions for their behavior. It is tempt-
ing for a field researcher to simply accept these definitions of particular
salespersons as “snakes” and to then contrast how they work the floor or
deal with customers with those not categorized as “snakes.” But ethnog-
raphers who proceed in this way will produce truncated rather than com-
plex and nuanced descriptions and analyses of relations among workers
in these settings. Specifically, they will fail to fully appreciate and docu-
ment the micro-political, interactional processes through which some
workers determine that others are “snakes” and attempt to convince co-
workers that this is indeed the case. And they will fail to fully trace out
the intricate local knowledge (Geertz 1983) which underlines any compe-
tent use of members’ terms in specific situations.

To illustrate the depth and complexity that can be added by look-
ing closely at the problematics of how members actually use indigenous
categories, consider the following fieldnote written by a salesperson/
researcher who worked as a saleswoman in an expensive, high fashion
women’s clothing store and who herself played a major role in the work-

place dispute she describes:

I was helping a woman who was shopping with her husband, and I had taken
her to the back dressing room where she was trying on a lot of clothes. Whenever
a customer is trying on a lot of clothes, all the salesgirls notice the customer and
who is helping her. While I was fitting her in the dressing room, the husband
obviously had to wait outside the dressing room. As it turned out, he asked Ellen
at the counter about a pretty sweater hanging above the cash drawer. It was a
$710 Iceberg sweater with a beaded picture of Tweety and Sylvester on it. He
quickly told Ellen that he wanted to buy it as a present for his wife and to wrap
it before she came out of the dressing room. As soon as I came out I saw Ellen
writing up this sale. I was furious. I was helping the wife and they were a unit. If
I am helping her, then I am helping him also. Ellen said that she didn’t know that
I was helping his wife in the back when I asked her why she didn’t get me to help
him. 1 didr’t believe her. The sale was too big and easy for her to pass up. So
when the wife came out with about $500 worth of clothes to buy, Pat and Jane,
watching over the counter, gave me eyes like they can’t believe what Ellen had
just done. . . . Ellen had snaked my customer and we all knew it.

I confronted Ellen and said that what she did was wrong, implying that she
was a snake. She became very defensive. She said, “Hear me out and then I'll
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listen to you.” After I heard her out, I started to talk but she cut me off in the
middle of my sentence and said, “Let’s see Sammie” [the manager]. Meanwhile,
Pat and Jane both told me that I should have the whole sale. I went upstairs to
speak to Sammie alone first, and she asked me if [ wanted the whole sale or half
of the sale. I said that I believe I deserve the whole sale, but I will split it if she
understands what she did wrong. Sammie then told Ellen that she must split the
sale with me. When I went up to Ellen to say that it was not fair that she cut
me off earlier, she cut me off again saying, “It’s over!”

Initially, note the explicit one-sidedness of this fieldnote account; its au-
thor does not take the stance of a neutral, uninvolved party but clearly
presents herself as one of the story’s two major protagonists. The account
is explicitly political in that it is “making the case” that Ellen “snaked my
customer.” The accusation appears at least partially contested by Ellen,
who is indirectly quoted as saying she did not know “I was helping his
wife in the back” and who clearly refused to relinquish her claim to the
commission.? The author ignores these possibilities in laying out specific
grounds for her claim: any competent salesperson should “know” that
husband and wife are a “unit” and would notice a promising customer
trying on a lot of clothes; other parties in the setting interpreted the event
in the same way as the author; and the local authority figure actually
settled the conflict in a way that confirmed the author’s version.

The circumstances described in this fieldnote account also direct at-
tention toward the interactional work that took place to get this incident
defined and treated as “snaking” While this incident ends up being
treated interactionally by others in the setting as an instance of “stealing
a customer,” this result is not predictable in advance but emerges as the
interaction unfolds, as the various parties advance their respective claims
and accounts and appeal to and elicit support from co-workers. In general
it is important for ethnographers to look beyond simple use of such mem-
bers’ terms to appreciate the underlying micro-political character of these
processes. In the case of “snaking,” this author, as a careful ethnographer,
pushed beyond the mere claim that another “stole a customer” to look at
how salespeople establish claims to specific customers, when and how such
claims are ignored or bypassed, how they reassert and sustain these claims,
and how conflicting claims and interpretations are presented and resolved.

Furthermore, this account points the way toward appreciating the
extensive local knowledge required to make convincing accusations of
“snaking.” Specifically, the claim that another salesperson “stole my cus-
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tomer” presumes knowledge of a whole set of local practices for “claim-
ing customers.” Elsewhere the student researcher began to sketch these

practices in the following terms:

Having asked a customer if she would like any help, you stand nearby; if any other
salesgirl makes a move towards the customer, then we can say that person’s name
out loud. When she looks over, we can point to the customer, signaling that we
have already asked them if they would like any help and implying that they are
“my” customer. This is how we preserve our claim to the average customer who
walks in off the street.

“Stealing a customer” thus assumes that a salesperson specifically ignored
this sort of asserted claim. Indeed, the account of the Iceberg sweater
incident underlines how the accused culprit “must have known” that the
customer had been tagged: “Whenever a customer is trying on a lot of
clothes, all the salesgirls notice the customer and who is helping her”
In this sense, a members’ term presupposes and encodes specific local
knowledge and practice that the ethnographer wants to identify and de-
scribe.

As ethnographers pay close attention to members’ meanings, they be-
gin to appreciate how much interactional and political “work” it takes
for people to create their meanings. In so doing, the careful ethnographer
learns to explore the knowledge which undergirds the implicit claims
which people make about events. These often unstated purposes and
claims make it clear, however, that field researchers cannot fully deter-
mine members’ meanings through interviews or informal questioning,
Ethnographers must discern local knowledge not simply on the basis of
people’s talk but rather through their “talk-in-interaction,” that is, they
must notice what people do in relation to others in order to produce

specific, situated meanings.

RACE, GENDER, CLASS, AND MEMBERS’ MEANINGS

Because they are committed to members’ meanings and experience, eth-
nographers treat the relevance of gender, race, or class for everyday life
in ways that differ significantly from common theoretical approaches
which set forth a priori assumptions and definitions. Even though, like
such theorists, the ethnographer may assume from the start that these are
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tomer” presumes knowledge of a whole set of local practices for “claim-
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“my” customer. This is how we preserve our claim to the average customer who
walks in off the street.
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customer had been tagged: “Whenever a customer is trying on a lot of
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In this sense, a members’ term presupposes and encodes specific local
knowledge and practice that the ethnographer wants to identify and de-
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gin to appreciate how much interactional and political “work” it takes
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which people make about events. These often unstated purposes and
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specific, situated meanings.

RACE, GENDER, CLASS, AND MEMBERS' MEANINGS

Because they are committed to members’ meanings and experience, eth-
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in ways that differ significantly from common theoretical approaches
which set forth a priori assumptions and definitions. Even though, like
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significant matters that should always be attended to in understanding
social life, she places priority on how people themselves deal with gender,
ethnicity, and class within the dynamics of specific instances and situa-
tions.

This ethnographic stance toward issues of gender, ethnicity, and class
has been criticized on several counts. One line of criticism insists that
ethnographic research is uninformed by theories which might enable the
fieldworker to transcend the limited view of specific events and allow her
to write about more generalizable social forces. Another line of criticism
holds that ethnographic treatments of gender, ethnicity, or class are nar-
rowly restricted to empirical observations: that is, that ethnographies de-
scribe specific locales and situations as isolated from the broader social
structures and forces that critically determine specific events and individ-
ual lives.

Certainly, both criticisms highlight areas in which an ethnographic
approach to gender, ethnicity, and class differs from more encompassing
theoretical approaches. Committed to members’ meanings and experi-
ence, ethnographers are more attracted by what Geertz (1976) termed
“experience-near” as opposed to “experience-far” concepts; thus, they
generally give priority to these meanings over a priori, received theories.
Valuing the local and the specific, field researchers look in a focused way
at daily life rather than in a broad and sweeping manner at general pat-
terns. Ethnographers certainly prefer to see the direct influence of social
structures, rather than to assume their relevance and effects at the outset.
At first glace, this “experience-near” approach seems to create tensions
between ethnography and theories about the effects of broader social
structures. However, some of these apparent tensions lessen, perhaps even
disappear, by looking closely at several ways that ethnographers can and
should bridge their commitment to members’ meanings with their con-
cern for gender, ethnicity, and class.

At the most basic level, the ethnographer with strong interests in gen-
der, ethnicity, and/or class should carefully select a site for field research
where he expects one or more of these processes to be particularly salient.
In choosing a site, the researcher should look for a setting where gender,
ethnic, or class diversity not only seems clearly highlighted but also where
these issues concern the members. Examples would include police forces
with increasing numbers of women or ethnic recruits, or schools with
ethnically diverse student populations. In addition, a researcher might
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choose to study events through which members directly address these
issues. For example, an ethnographer interested in gender issues might
research occasions in which elders teach the next generation. In many
societies, initiation ceremonies explicitly focus on instructing youth about
gender roles and responsibilities. Among the Chokwe in Zambia, such
rituals as mwadi for girls after they begin menstruating and mukanda when
boys are circumcised are central village events which provide explicit in-
formation about gender construction.

Indeed, an ethnographer not only can select a setting and events which
focus directly on gender, ethnicity, or class, but she might also design a
field research project exactly for its relevance to a theoretical issue derived
from these concerns. Those researchers concerned with the reproduction
of class distinctions in schooling, for example, might want to follow the
progress of a group of working-class youth over time in one particular
school (Willis 1977). Or, they might look specifically at the differential
decision-making by school counselors in tracking working- and middle-
class youth (Cicourel and Kitsuse 1963).

Once in a setting, the ethnographer’s first concern should lie in explor-
ing the significance of gender, ethnicity, or class matters for those studied.
A first step in this direction requires paying close attention to any occasion
upon which people explicitly talk about and/or act toward each other on
the basis of race, gender, and/or class. For example, rather than assuming
that ethnicity is invariably a causal factor producing a behavior or event,
the ethnographer seeks to describe in detail any interaction in which
ethnic identification becomes a matter of attention. In the following
fieldnote, a student ethnographer describes what happened when an
African-American high school teacher opened a discussion of white-
black relations in an African-American history class:

Ms. B picked Dapo next. Dapo said that he had just moved to the Valley, South-

land Hills. This comment drew a couple of “wo00’s.” Dapo grinned. He said the
area he moved to is a “white neighborhood.” One time he was walking down
the street by his house and passed a white child playing there. The child’s parents
saw Dapo and grabbed the kid and dragged it inside. Dapo was kind of laughing
as he said this. He said he wanted to tell the people, “I'm Black, but 'm not
going to kill you.” Some classmates burst into laughter and talked among them-

selves. Dapo continued, “My parents are Creole. . . . They’re all (lowers voice to
an aside) ‘you’re not really Black.” My cousins have blue eyes and blonde hair and
all that . . . " He continues, his voice firming up, “I'm Black. I'm a Black person.

... I'm proud to be Black.”
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This account conveys a number of dimensions and contradicitons of eth-
nic identity that are meaningful to a high school student. For example,
we see the complex tensions that exist between who his parents tell him
he is (“You’re not really Black) and who he is to those in this neighbor-
hood and for this class (“I'm Black™).

However, the significance people attribute to gender, race, or class
may be difficult for ethnographers to document because people do not
always directly reference them. On some occasions, an ethnographer may
feel that people regularly act toward one another in “classed” or “gen-
dered” ways; yet, they may not be able to pinpoint how this is so or to
record specific scenes or actions in which these features are explicitly
alluded to. It may thus be extremely difficult to identify and tease out
these matters in writing fieldnotes. In other situations, a researcher might
expect gender, race, Or class to be important but find that members fail
to acknowledge these factors. In such instances, the ethnographer must
push beyond explicit use of relevant terms to make more systematic ob-
servations to identify patterns of activities that reflect the relevance of
gender, ethnicity, or class.

For example, in her study of storytelling in a Chokwe village, Fretz
was consistently told that “anyone may tell yishima.” And, indeed, in most
villages, men and women, adults and children told stories around the
family firesides. But in her own research in the village of the highest
chief, after one initial evening in which a woman narrated in the chota
(the chief’s pavilion), she could not get any woman to tell a story. With
continued observation and reflection, she eventually realized that not
only did the chief consistently dominate the storytelling, but he requested
that all storytelling take place in his pavilion, a locale where men meet to
talk and where women, if invited, participate by responding and singing.
Thus, questions about women’s roles in storytelling did not reveal the
status and gender impact of “storytelling rights” in the pavilion because
the answers to these questions were not linked to storytelling but to other
relational and situational factors. Only repeated observation and compari-
son between similar situations finally led to an understanding of the com-
plex web of situational, gender, and status influences working in this
context.**

On other occasions, specific talk by members will provide a useful
starting place for further inquiry to trace out the relevance of ethnicity,
gender, or class in wider realms of local life. For example, one group of
students set out to study relations between students in an ethnically di-
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verse school. One of the group came back with the following talk about

different “groups” on campus:

Around the lunch table today, a bunch of guys who hang around together were
talking. I thought they could help me understand the different groups at Central.
They used a lot of terms I'd heard before to describe the kids. One guy talked
about “trendy people,” and how I could recognize 2 trendy person if I saw one.
Someone else said there’s “ballers;” which are people who play basketball, and
then there’s “footballers,” people who play football and then people who “kick”
[hang around with] all the groups. And then there’s “posses.” They said a posse is
a group of students who hang around together, kick it together, and they do it
because it gives them a sense of belonging. One Black guy goes, “It’s just a coinci-
dence that all the people in my posse are Black” We were all laughing so hard.
He goes, “No, no, we all come from the same neighborhood. Some of them are
interracial” Then there’s the “swim team,” those are the druggies because they
use so many drugs that their eyes are always bloodshot so it’s like they were swim-
ming. Then there’s the “GCP?” the Green Card Posse, they go, “Oh, the Wet-
backs” A “cool” person wears mice clothes. I asked, What if you don’t have
money for nice clothes, does that mean you’re not cool? They said, If you have
a good personality. But if your personality is the same way you dress, then forget
it. “This place is a fashion show”

Here we see that students invoke a range of local categories in distinguish-
ing and categorizing one another. Some of these categories make direct
and explicit reference to ethnicity, €.g., “the Green Card Posse”” Eth-
nicity is also directly mentioned with reference to “posses,” but specifi-
cally how it is relevant appears more open: one speaker identified his
posse as all black; another claimed that some posses are “interracial.” In
contrast, another speaker minimizes ethnicity as the basis for group for-
mation. Finally, most of the categories are not explicitly identified with
any particular ethnicity, e.g., “ballers.” “druggies,” “cool” people. An eth-
nographer in this setting would want to follow up and seek to establish
the ethnicities of students identified as belonging to each of these various
categories. This inquiry would be primarily a matter of observing the
ethnic status of students identified with each category, then perhaps talk-
ing to students about observed ethnic patterns.

An ethnographer could also use this incident as a starting place for
tracing out connections between these student categories and gender or
class. It appears that this talk about groupings occurs among and is about
boys; but the field researcher would want to find out specifically if any
of these categories include girls and to ask further questions about similar
or different groupings among girl students at the school. Here in particu-
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lar the ethnographer should trace out gendered patterns of segregation
and difference, as well as of integration and overlap, among students and
their activities.

Handling issues of social class is more complex. Compared to gender
and ethnicity, class is an “experience-far” rather than an “experience-
near” concept (Geertz 1976). As a result, ethnographers rarely encounter
members explicitly talking about “class” per se. But people employ a
number of terms that refer to elements or components of the concept of
social class. This instance, for example, directly involves a kind of natu-
rally occurring “ranking” of persons that mirrors one concern of the so-
cial class concept. Furthermore, these students discuss “money,” “nice
clothes,” and the school as a “fashion show,” suggesting that parental in-
come and conspicuous consumption might bear on how one is catego-
rized within the school. Thus the field researcher might further question
and observe these matters in order to describe what students consider
“nice clothes,” the care they take to display them, and where these clothes
and the money needed to purchase them come from.

LocaL EVENTS AND SOCIAL FORCES

Finally, field researchers can employ a number of different strategies to
try to link local events and specific outcomes to more distant social set-
tings and more remote consequences. Initially, the ethnographer can look
for specific connections within the setting to outside social influences.
The ethnographer should attend foremost to how the people involved
talk about and understand their connections with these outside entities
and forces, but he would not be limited to these member-recognized
understandings. Field research on the homeless, for example, might well
begin by examining how people living on the street understand and cope
with the conditions of their daily existence on a day-to-day basis, includ-
ing how they see their relation to the wider society (e.g., Snow and An-
derson 1993). But the researcher would also observe the various persons,
agents, and institutions that have recurrent contact with the homeless:
for example, missions, hotels, and other places that provide occasional
residence; regular feeding lines and informal arrangements with restau-
rants as sources of food; relations with police patrol officers and jailers;
caretaker agencies and welfare/relief workers.?> And then a researcher (or
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other researchers) might move out to examine these institutions and
agents and their conditions of existence.

Ethnography can also explore links to broader social processes by ob-
serving people and settings as they change over time. Long-term, continu-
ous field research is necessary, for example, in order to understand how
working-class youth react to and are affected by their contacts with
schools. Introducing a longitudinal component to field research, while
practically difficult, allows the researcher to describe different life chances
and to understand how these chances are shaped and determined. Field
researchers, for example, often examine particular “nstitutional careers”
(Goffman 1961) and the factors that shape them, whether these involve
moving through schools to different final outcomes or through pro-
cessing by the police or courts to different fates. The limited “breadth”
of many ethnographies can be attributed directly to a lack of concern
with change over longer time spans, to an assumption that one can look
atemporally at one piece of life without considering changes over time.

REFLECTIONS: UsING FIELDNOTES TO D1SCOVER/ CREATE
MEMBERS’ MEANINGS

In this chapter we have proposed strategies for writing ethnographic
fieldnotes that collect and represent members’ meanings in a rigorous,
grounded manner. These strategies require the ethnographer to bracket
preconceptions about what is important in order to attend to people’s
indigenous ways of ordering and interpreting their worlds. In so doing
ethnographers assume that members’ meanings are consequential, that how
people act is based on their understandings of their local social worlds.
In pursuing members’ meanings, ethnographers begin by looking at
how members describe and categorize people and events; they try to dis-
cern their terms, phrasings, classifications, and theories. But indigenous
categories provide only a starting point; the ethnographer’s task is not
simply to identify member-recognized terms and categories but also to
specify the conditions under which people actually invoke and apply such terms in
interaction with others. For no term or category is self-applying to actual
situations; its relevance to specific circumstances cannot be determined
in advance. Hence the ethnographer should not describe social scenes by
applying member-recognized terms and categories to situations indepen-
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dently of members’ actual applications. Indigenous terms and categories
must be indigenously invoked and fitted to specific situations. In writing
about those in the open gymnastics session discussed previously, the eth-
nographer who identifies someone as a “regular” in his fieldnotes inde-
pendently of actual (interactional) treatment by members of that setting
has appropriated the power of fitting categories to specific situations.

Several implications flow from recognizing that the ethnographer who
writes fieldnotes about indigenous meanings should specify the condi-
tions under which members’ meanings are invoked and applied. First,
such fieldnotes must incorporate not words and phrases abstracted out of
context but the actual interactional occasions in which these members’
terms are used. Fieldnotes useful to appreciating members’ meanings,
then, will be interactionally rather than cognitively focused; they will
document not how members talk about various social objects, in general
and out of context, but how members construct meaning through interac-
tions with other members of the group, how they actually interpret and
organize their own and others’ actions.

Some methodological implications follow. Many ethnographers seem
to assume that the pursuit of members’ meanings is equivalent to in-
terviewing people about what is important to them. But ethnographers
collect materials relevant to members’ meanings by focusing not on
members’ decontextualized talk but on naturally occurring, situated in-
teraction in which local meanings are created and sustained. Writing eth-
nographic fieldnotes that are sensitive to members’ meanings is primarily
a matter not of asking but of inferring what people are concerned with
from the specific ways in which they talk and act in a variety of natural
settings. Thus, interviewing, especially asking members directly what
terms mean to them or what is important or significant to them, is not
the primary tool for getting at members’ meanings. Rather, the distinctive
procedure is to observe and record naturally occurring talk and interac-
tion. It may indeed be useful or essential to interview members about the
use and meaning of specific local terms and phrases, but the researcher’s
deeper concern lies in the actual, situated use of those terms in ordinary
interaction.?

Finally, focusing on interactionally situated uses of indigenous terms
heightens the ethnographer’s sensitivity to the intricate processes of situ-
ated judgment and skilled interpretation that characterize members’ use
of local categories. Members’ categorizations are not invariant and tran-

scendent but are tied to specific situations for varying purposes. Extensive
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local knowledge and judgment-making skill are necessarily involved in
their use. In the gym, for example, those about to undertake a particular
gymnastic routine requiring a “spotter” may have a practical interest in
recognizing and distinguishing between the experience and skill level of
others present. Indeed, experienced gymnasts can see at a glance how
much training another has had, on the basis of her performance and ac-
tions. In general, a deeper appreciation of indigenous meanings requires
learning when and how members actually make such assessments and

what knowledge they rely on in so doing.




