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In the early 20th century the University of Chicago fundamentally shaped the discipline of sociology.  Deegan noted that by 1930 it had reputedly trained over half of all sociologists in the world.

Part of this group created the Chicago School of ethnography.  Between 1917 and 1942 there were a set of core Chicago ethnographies produced by doctoral students of Robert Park and Ernest Burgess.

The ethnographies studied face-to-face everyday interactions in an urban context. Participant observation and an immersion in the setting were used.  It has been referred to as getting dirty in the field.  However the ethnographies usually involved multiple methods (triangulation) and often employed quantitative techniques such as mapping in addition to qualitative methods.

The focus of study was different for each student but Park and Burgess influenced the underlying theoretical tapestry.  They usually provided an introduction or discussion for the ethnographies.  There were several themes present within the ethnographies.

Urban Society as a Locus for Social Change

The ethnographies focused on the ‘natural areas’ of the city.  These areas ‘were transitional urban structures in which social differences maintained themselves as distinct patterns in a larger, undifferentiated society.’  There was a focus on process and change and in the collective transformation of society.

Race and the Nation-State

Another theme within the ethnographies was race relations.  Park idealized homogenous cultures where racial and cultural differences would disappear.  Park thought that this ‘melting pot’ had interim stages where differences are maintained, bounded and cherished.  Barriers to this melting pot in the United States were studied.


Presently there is still a strong influence from these ethnographies as universities throughout the country and world continue the Chicago sociological tradition.

