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Central Question:
How do we as authors make our ethnographic texts believable?
Thesis:
Even without realizing it, we all have been shaped by various literary conventions to expect certain things from certain texts.  In ethnographic texts, the author must reassure her reader of the ‘truthfulness’ of her account via the construction of and adherence to a narrative contract that reassures the reader that she is both a) describing a certain reality, and b) describing that reality accurately, and with more insight than the reader possesses.

Argument:
· Ethnographic writing gains its authority through persuasiveness (89)

· The “persuasiveness” of ethnographic writing is achieved through the writing itself: how we write as ethnographers determines how people read what we write.  Stated differently, how we construct our texts affects what readers can expect from them; therefore we ought to construct our texts in a way that establishes expectations of authority on the part of us, the authors. (90)

· How do we establish ourselves as authorities?  How do we make the reader expect “reality” from our writings?  We persuade them that what we are writing is true-to-life.  And we do that by introducing familiar elements to the reader (those literary conventions, for example), establishing a specific place, then alluding to further information that we as researchers know that the reader will only know if she continues reading. (97-99)

Important Quotes
· “One of the important devices whereby he narrative contract is invited in the text is via the rhetorical device known as hypotyposis: that is, the use of a highly graphic passage of descriptive writing, which portrays a scene or action in a vivid and arresting manner.  It is used to conjure up the setting and its actors, and to “place” the implied reader as a first-hand witness” (98).

· “The rhetorical devices…combine with what we might normally think of as the more straightforwardly “scientific” (101)

Jennifer’s Discussion Q’s

1. Do you buy this distinction between “rhetorical devices” and “science”?  Isn’t scientific writing just based on a different kind of narrative contract, with different tropes and memes that establish “vraisemblance” and invite expectations of a “accurate” representation of “reality”?  In this sense, might Atkinson be selling ethnographic texts short, and underestimating the importance of “persuasion” in all research, qual and quant?

2. Should the ethnographer insist she has privileged knowledge, and thereby justify her representation of reality as the ‘most objective’?  Or should she highlight the persuasive nature of her project, thereby acknowledging that she is constructing reality in her own writing?  Can we justify the superiority of our representation of reality without arguing that ours is the only representation?

3. Think of Tearoom Trade or The Oven Bird’s Song.  Did the vivid descriptions of Cornerville and Sander County, and their citizens, convince you there was more truthfulness to these accounts than there would have been otherwise?  What did the poem contribute to Oven Bird?

