chapter seven

Writing an Ethnography

[n moving from fieldnotes to writing ethnographic texts, the ethnogra-
pher turns away from local scenes and their participants, from relations
formed and personal debts incurred in the field. Now an author working

at her desk, she reviews her recordings of members’ everyday experiences

and reorients to her fieldnotes as texts to be analyzed, interpreted, and
selected for inclusion in a document intended for wider audiences. Thus,
the dual awareness of members and outside audiences, inherent but often
muted in the participant-observer role in the field, becomes overt and
msistent in writing a polished ethnographic text.

While field researchers may envision different outside audiences, most
write for other scholars.! Having been trained in a particular discipline
(such as sociology, anthropology, or folklore), the field researcher draws
upon and develops ideas which make sense within the conceptual lan-
guage of that discipline. While disciplinary concerns will already have
shaped many fieldnote entries, in actually composing ethnographic texts

1

the researcher self-consciously makes his observations and experiences of

particular local scenes speak to the concepts and traditions of a scholarly
discipline. The ethnographer as author must represent the particular world
he has studied (or some slice or quality of it) for readers who lack direct
acquaintance with it. To do so, he moves back and forth between specific

events recounted in his fieldnotes and more general concepts of interest
to his discipline. An overconcern for a scholarly framework and concepts
would distort and obscure the nuances of everyday life; but to simply
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present members categories exclusively 1n their terms would produce

rexts devoid of relevance and mterest to scholarly audiences.
present an approach to writing finished ethnograph-

In this chapter we
ce this tension between analytic propositions

‘s that seeks to use and balan

and local meanings. Rather than composing a tightly organized analytic

argument in which each idea leads logically and exclusively to the next,

we advocate writing ethnographies as narrat

1988: Richardson 1990). Ethnographies are tales or stories not in the
that the writer uses standard literary

wve “tales” (Van Maanen

sense that they are fictional but 1n
inson 1990) to “construct”’ from fieldnotes a narrative

that will interest an outside sudience. Such tales weave specific analyses
of discrete pieces of Geldnote data into an overall story. This story 1s ana-

lytically thematized, but often in relatively loose ways; 1t 1s also fieldnote-
that is, constructed out of a series of thematically organized

conventions (Atk

centered,
units of fieldnote excerpts and analytic commentary.
We begin the chapter by examining the distinctive sort of ethno-

graphic story we seek to produce—what we call a “thematic narrative.”

Thematic narratives 1ncorpora
linked by a common topic.” We then discuss a series of steps that move

progressively toward creating a them
d. These steps include writing out initial statements of analytic
and editing fieldnote

te several analytic themes or concepts

~tic narrative that 1s fieldnote-

centere
themes. then selecting, explicating, sequencing,
build up a series of thematically organized units of

excerpts In order to
ntary. Finally, we discuss the writing of intro-

excerpts and analytic comme

ductions and conclusions necessary to produce the completed ethno-

araphic manuscript.”’

DEVELOPING A THEMATIC NARRATIVE

In coding and memo-writing, the ethnographer has started to create and

elaborate analytic themes. In wnting an ethnographic text, the writer
organizes some of these themes into a coherent “story” about hfe and
vents in the setting studied. Such a narrative requires selecting only some
€ the total set of fieldnotes and then linking them into a

small portion ©
ting some aspect or slice of the world studied.

coherent text represen
Writing a thematic narrative differs fundamentally from writing an an=

alytic argument, both in the process of putting that text together and 10
the structure of the final text. Structurally, in a text which presents a
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logical argument, the author sets forth a formal thesis or proposition i
on in

the introduction as a stance to be argued, then develops each analvti
point with evidence logically following from and clearly su orzm YEC
propositional thesis.* In contrast, an ethnographic story procfepds l:hng t E
'Tm intellectual examination of evidence to eventually reach its con;};g
ing central idea. While a thematic narrative begins by stating a mainl 11(11l "
or thesis, 1t progresses toward fuller elaboration of this idea throu hoea
the paper. Indeed, the more precise, fuller statement of the thesis isgoft;:
most eftectively presented at the end of the story, in a conclusion to the
paper.

[n addition, the structure of an ethnographic story results from an or-
dered progression of fieldnote excerpts. The details in the ﬁeldnotés stand
as the essential kernels of the story. That is, thematic narratives use field-
notes not as illustrations and examples of points that have already been
IElHdE‘, but as building blocks for constructing and telling the story in the
first place. In this sense, the main idea grows out of the ;)mcess of codin
flﬁd selecting excerpts, rather than prefiguring the choice of ﬁeldnétes t::g)
include. The excerpts in an ethnographic story are not so much evidence
for analytic points as they are the core of the story.

[n terms of writing processes, developing a thematic narrative requires
constant movement back and forth between specific fieldnote incident:ﬂ
and progressively more focused and precise analysis. To facilitate this prel
cess, we do not recommend beginning with a tentative thesis or working
hypci)thesis. Instead, we urge the wrnter to hold off formulating an explicit
thesis until the paper is finished, so that even in the process of writing
T;he' will make discoveries about data and continue to balance her 3nalyti;
insights with the demands of sticking close to indigenous views. We sug-
gest that the ethnographer begin developing a thematic narrative by m;rri;—
Ing ()Lilt a statement of a general fopic or gquestion. A topic ties a broad
analytic concern or sensitivity to the events that occurred in the setting.
for example, “ethnicity as social construction in a high school” and
parental 11_w01vement in juvenile court hearings” provide such topic
statements.” At this early stage, topic statements point to a concern or
phenomenon, but they do not pose a specific problem or question, nor
propose 2 formal thesis or explanation. Rather, a topic or question identi-
fies a more general focus and helps the author to begin tying fieldnotes
together into a coherent whole.

In general, the topic of the ethnographic story will incorporate several
more specific analytic themes, i.e., claims about key patterns, processes,
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or regularities within the setting. HCHC(? one‘w-ay to develop a ;0}]:1(: ]1]5 :
~eview the earlier codings and memos, identifying a nufnbelt of the Ido:
interesting or relevant themes in one’s fieldnotes. At this point we :; T!l]SE
that one write out phrases stating possible thetlletﬁ Clﬁéll'l?f’ jilnt:ihe}q:) lit y.
[nitially, the researcher need not be concemed' with der:,ldmg ‘0:' t e]je
themes relate to one another or how they might be tied togftltl m’r, tt e
writing is intended simply to clarify and specify th.emes‘of posls‘.l oJ( l11171 er
-st. But once several promising themes have been identified, the et‘ nog;l
rapher looks for ways of relating some of these themtf:s to one topic an
then decides to drop those themes which cannot be tied toithls t(‘:rplc. :

Alternatively, the ethnographer may come away from 11'15 '.i.'()dl[lf!; anl
memo-writing with a clear sense of an interesting .':m-.d umfymgl El{,jierad
topic. He should then write out this topic as exphmtl?z as 505511 ¢ ;_I:at
then attempt to specify more particular themes that might *e?e;{.;pf y
topic by reviewing his codings, memos, and per}mps‘ even orlglrm 1e t
notes. For example, having written the phrase, “1 will show that paren S
become involved in court decisions,” the student ethnogmp‘her stuc%ymg
iuvenile court then asked 1n what difterent wa\,-'?.ip;.lrents might bt‘LOI‘I‘lE
-im-folved in these hearings. On reviewing his codings, he founci'mfm clis-
tinct patterns, one in which the judge used Parents as a source otl mtormat;
tion about youth, the other n which the judge sought to help Pareit;
control their children. He then wrote out these t"wo. more Fpeu :;:
themes: “The judge sometimes uses parental mformal.:mn against the
Hinor in order to sentence him” and “the judge also nught‘ supportﬂt e
parents in disciplining the minor and therefore threaten punishment.

In either case, the ethnographer will move back and forth between
topic and themes, writing an OVerview stat‘ement tl‘mit relatesj thex;'les toc ;
topic and to one another, and/or developing explicit phrasings ‘ol: ea y
identified topic. The relations between themes need not be tl%i t. azle
closely reasoned; in “thematic narratives” the themes can l:re loosely n 8
orated. Relating and ordering themes will usually require clﬁn:g’es'lh
:Nording and conceptualization. Clearly, some themes may not ‘h*t WLtn
others. even on these terms, and may have to be drf)ppeFl. In fact, evio
after developing an overall plan for 2 first draft, 1t s #qultc commfcm é
revise both the specific thematic statements and their 1r1'tercmmect1?nst0
Sumber of times as work progresses and the ethnographic story begins to

shape. | |
taki’:omider how one student began to develop a thematic narrative

* ‘ . _ie ¢ - . »” U,b].ic
around the general topic “ethmicity as social construction” 1n a p
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high school. First, he wrote out an elaboration of his topic: “Through
people’s interactions ‘ethnicity’ is constantly being recreated and modified
within a situation.” Then, he wrote out a number of specific themes or
issues that he wanted to deal with. Finally, to present these themes, he

worked out the following order for five specific sections of the text—
each centered on one theme:

I. I provide an overview of some different ways ethnicity is used in schools.

2. I demonstrate that students refer to and recognize different social and ethnic
groups, but that the composition of the group varies.

. I examine the use of black ethnicity and the ways black social groups maintain
ethnic boundaries.

[ discuss people who use ethnic aesthetics of other people (whites’ use of black
styles), in terms of boundary definitions.

[ analyze ethnic conflict as a process of generating cultural distinctions.

In developing these themes, the ethnographer does more than name
different situations; more fundamentally, he points out distinctions and
interconnections between related phenomena. For example, the theme
of how students talk about and identify “different social and ethnic
groups™ not only considers a range of ethnic (and social) groups but also
deals with the ethnic identities assigned to others; in contrast, the theme
addressing how “black social groups maintain ethnic boundaries” will in-
volve examining how group members establish their own ethnic identity:.
Yet he also suggests important linkages between these phenomena; for
example, exploring “whites’ uses of black styles” suggests a concern with
the blurring and crossing of ethnic boundaries that will elaborate and
extend his interest in the maintenance of black ethnic boundaries.

To pick a topic and specific themes, the ethnographer must make
choices. Fieldworkers regularly find that they have many more themes
than they are able to include in any particular manuscript. The process of
developing a story is essentially one of selecting some themes that reso-
nate with personal or disciplinary concerns and that recur in a number of
specific fieldnotes. In selecting these themes and the data they make rele-
vant, the ethnographer inevitably ignores other themes and data, at least
for this particular manuscript.

In developing a topic and then assembling themes into a story, the

ethnographer should make every effort to incorporate multiple voices and

perspectives. To do so often requires giving special attention to selecting
and framing the topic and subsequent, interrelated themes, for how a

topic or theme 1s named and developed can implicitly privilege some
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ices and perspectives and exclude others. For example, one student Selecting Fieldnote Excerpts |

VOIC spec | o |

studying the relations between domestic workers and their employers 1ni- !'

tially id;ntiﬂed “hiring” as one topic in her ethnography. But “hiring” With a topic involving a number of themes in mind, the field researcher ]!,'f"

I '|

rames events from the point of view of the employer, highlighting and can return to the set of coded fieldnotes to identify the particular ones

F 2 # " pS ' < 2 8 % .
privileging her concerns with finding a worker who 1s reliable” and most relevant to key issues. He returns to these sorted notes. creating

“trustworthy.” “Hiring” implicitly neglects the domestic worker and her
ces for “getting hired” or “finding work.” A more relational fram- ethnographic story. We suggest several guidelines for dociditiy mihich .M

fieldnotes to excerpt. '

r |
fieldnote excerpts that will comprise the building blocks of the emerging \'f
|

practi

ing—e.g., "the hiring situation”—would incorporate the perspectives of

both employer and domestic worker.
In the following sections, we present ways of turning fieldnotes into

Selecting fieldnote excerpts is not a simple matter of “picking the most |
interesting examples.” Rather, the ethnographer has a variety of reasons ".!".'

ethnographic texts. While recognizing that the initial commitment n;:; a for dﬁjCidiIlg which fieldnotes to include in the final text. In introducing alll.
general topic and several initial themes informs this process, we emphasize a setting, for example, a field researcher may select fieldnotes because |
how the ethnographer elaborates, specifies, and excerpts fieldnotes— they aptly illustrate recurring patterns of behavior or typical situations in " !

that setting. Similarly, a field researcher may choose fieldnotes recounting If

which mav be only loosely associated with a common theme—in order

to develop a finished ethnographic story. commonplace happenings or concerns. These excerpts may introduce ||"

more specific analytic themes or identify significant variations from what i
15 usual. it

TRANSPOSING FIELDNOTES INTO ETHNOGRAPHIC TEXT T'he ethnographer also selects fieldnotes for their evocative and persua-

stve qualities. An excerpt may appeal because it portrays a rare or moving |

Atkinson (1990:103) argues that the “persuasive force" of an ethno- moment—someone expressing deep anguish or two people in a poignant |
graphic text derives from the “interplay of concrete exemplification :%nd exchange. Or a fieldnote description may seem likely to engage and per- I
discursive commentary.” We are explicitly concerned with producing suade readers by enabling them to envision scenes, hear voices. and iden- il
such fieldnote-centered texts—stories that stay close to and are highly satu- tity momentarily with the ethnographer’s perspective on the action. In |‘|
rate({ with bits and pieces of fieldnotes. 'lo create such a text, the ethnog- general, excerpts that contain close-up, vivid descriptions that portray ac- |
rapher must conceptualize the relevance of local happenings so that they tions and voices will situate readers in the scene: such excerpts will often i
relate to analytic issues; but simultaneously, the ethnographer must re- enable readers to imagine and vicariously experience what the researcher ||5|
main sensitive to how these reframings might distort the meaning of observed. In contrast, a “skimpy” excerpt lacking vivid details fails to i
member categories. persuade because it relies more on the author’s interpretation than on “ |
To begin this process, the fieldworker must return to the fieldnotes sights and sounds readers can visualize or hear. In addition. excerpts that ll
that inspired the story to look for potential excerpts that could develop a report naturally occurring dialogue often persuasively reveal members’ I
story line. The ethnographer first identifies pieces of fieldnote data 31.161 cor'lcems. Through hearing people respond to each other in a conver- |
then writes interpretive commentary about these excerpts; she also edits sation, readers can infer their interpretations of each other’s words.
each excerpt-and-commentary unit so that the analysis elaborates and Through such a dialogue excerpt, an ethnographer presents the negoti- l
highlights the fieldnotes which are the kernels of the story. Finally, ated quality of interactions—hence revealing a process rather than just an |
the researcher must organize these excerpt-commentary segments INto outcome. A perceptive author, therefore, looks for excerpts—especially i
coherent sections of the ethnography; that is, she orders them 1n a se- with talk and actions—which reveal members’ different views and con- | |
quence which creates a compelling story line which leads readers to an cerns. In'
In selecting evocative excerpts, the ethnographer does not need to (4

ever fuller understanding of the people and issues addressed.
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have a precise analytic idea in mind. But in most cases she will come to
discern analytic significance in such excerpts. An ethnographer trusts her
own intuitive sense that a particular written account is revealing even 1f,
at the moment, she cannot clearly articulate why this might be so. Con-
tinuing reflection on how and why an excerpt 1s evocative, moving, or
telling may ultimately lead to a new appreciation and a deeper, more
insightful story.

When constructing a thematic narrative, the ethnographer also spe-
cifically seeks excerpts that illustrate concepts and suggest ways of elabo-
rating or specifying these concepts. Finding and selecting excerpts clar-
ifies and gives content to the emerging story. As ethnographers find
and review new excerpts, they further clarify ideas, and, in turn, consider
additional excerpts they had initially ignored. Often these insights happen
spontaneously: as they clarify a theme or concept, a related instance re-
corded elsewhere in the fieldnotes comes to mind (“I remember another
instance of that!”) because it ties in analytically. And on finding and re-
viewing that piece of data, the ethnographer may further modify the core
idea. He looks again in his fieldnotes and early memos for other excerpts
that he may now see as relevant.”

A critical starting place, then, may lie in those fieldnote bits that
touched off particular codings and memo-writing on themes of current
interest. It is important to return to these previously thematized fieldnote
accounts (and to related coding and memos), to review them, and to
excerpt those that are relevant. For example, a research project on women
applying for domestic violence restraining orders focused on the role of
a friend or supporter in facilitating this process. The following fieldnote
played a pivotal role in helping the ethnographer to recognize key dimen-

sions in this process:

Julie Peters was my fifth client. She was a 24-year-old Caucasian, married to
2 Caucasian cop. He had never hit her, but held a gun to her face and strangled
her at one point and constantly abused her verbally. Julie had brought in her
riend Tina who did most of the talking for her. I could tell that Julie was very
quiet and preoccupied. Tina said that Juhe was really “messed up” and was losing

her hair, literally.
Julie: I just don't want my husband to lose his job. He's a cop, you know.
[nterviewer: 1 know you're worried about him, but let’s worry about
him later. First, let’s take care of you.

Julie: 1 know, you're right.
Tina: It took a lot for her to come in. I had to drag her in. She called

me this morning, crying, and I said, “That’s it, we’re going in.’
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This friend’s account of getting the wife to come in for a restraining order
against her husband typified a process whereby a supporter pushed a “vic-
tim” to seek legal remedy. Having previously seen fieldnotes related to
friends’ active participation in the application for the restraining order,
this fieldnote crystallized an appreciation of “third person support™ in
legal and other bureaucratic encounters.

In general, an excerpt may jog the memory, suggesting other “similar”
mstances or events, and, hence, provide a starting place for collecting a
body of excerpts bearing on a common theme. Or, the ethnographer may
begin to systematically review codings and fieldnotes, looking for ex-
cerpts of that “same thing.” One might then note a common pattern or
regularity captured in the mass of fieldnote data. In a study of probation
progress hearings in juvenile court, for example, a field researcher ob-
served that judges regularly solicited parents’ views about their children’s
behavior, as in the following instance:

Judge Smith answers [the minor| with a quiet but sharp tone: “I told you to
get good grades. . . . You haven’t been getting good grades. . . . I also told ;fou to
be obedient to your mother.”” He then asks the mother: “Has he been obedient
or disobedient?” “Disobedient. He doesn’t go to school when [ tell him to
go . .. she answers while looking at her son.

By collecting a number of such instances, the ethnographer can see nu-
ances within a theme and refine his interpretations of particular excerpts.

To do so, an ethnographer may begin to address issues of the differences
between instances she has observed and written about. In the first place,
she can look for variations within the theme or pattern seen in different ﬁeld-;
notes. For example, in studying the role of friends and supporters in inter-
views applying for a domestic violence restraining order, one might look
for instances, first, in which the supporter becomes actively involved in
the mterview and, second, in which the supporter says little and plays a
secondary role. Similarly, one might look for excerpts showing differences
in how parents respond to judges’ questions about their children’s mis-
conduct. Thus, the ethnographer could juxtapose the excerpt in which
the youth’s mother reported that her son had been “disobedient” to the
following one in which the mother supports her daughter—at least to
some degree—by minimizing reports of misconduct:

A young girl sits down to the left of her attorney. The mother sits down in the
back of the room in a chair closest to the entrance. Judge Smith asks the mother
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directly how the girl is doing. She comments that she has no problem at home
“with her” but that school is “a problem.”

Considering variations within a context of similarity helps the field re-
searcher pursue further comparisons and thus make additional excerpts
relevant.

In the second place, the ethnographer can select additional excerpts
that involve more profound differences. Here, he looks for instances that
contrast with the previously discovered pattern. In juvenile court probation
hearings, for example, an ethnographer might select an excerpt in which
the judge does not ask the parent for her view of her offspring’s miscon-
duct. Such excerpts begin to reveal the circumstances which shape and
limit the pattern of interaction in the first place. In the juvenile court
setting, this may occur in cases in which the parent has been discredited
in some way or when incarcerating the youth is a foregone conclusion.

In this process, the ethnographer should actually write out all of the
key dimensions, patterns, or distinctions. While the phrase or word which
coded an excerpt implies an idea, an author’s thinking often remains fuzzy
until she actually writes it out in a sentence. In writing out 1deas, she
continues mulling over her interpretations. Ultimately, she will hone ten-
tative ideas into more clearly articulated propositions in a final paper. But
at this stage she aims for textured richness and flow, rather than logical
tightness, and leaves precise formulations and wordings to be worked out
later. She tries to fully explore variations in and exceptions to the theme
she 1s investigating.

Throughout this process, an ethnographer continually refines her
overall sense of the emerging ethnographic paper. Often a main idea for
the ethnography becomes clear to her quite early—while determining a

TRANSPOSING FIELDNOTES INTO ETHNOGRAPHIC TEXT 179

Options for Explicating Fieldnotes

W1t11 a story in mind and a series of fieldnote excerpts and initial memos
in .hand, the ethnographer next begins composmg more elaborated ana-
lytlc‘commentaries that explicate each excerpt and link it to others. Pro-
f:eedmg in this manner—yproducing a series of written segments CL;I:I]biH—
ing analytic interpretation with fieldnote excerpt—builds up piece by
piece a coherent, fieldnote-centered story. ; 3‘

Ethr?ographers use two different textual strategies for creating and
Presentmg units of fieldnote excerpts and interpretive conmlenta;y. An
integrative strategy weaves together interpretation and excerpt; 1t produces
.:a text with minimal spatial markings—such as indentation or single spac-
Ing—to indicate where the fieldnote ends and interpretation b;gins As
an example, consider the following account of one way in which amaéeur

gyrotechmsts_peaple who illegally construct and set off homemade
fireworks and related devices—acquire their working materials:

A . _ - - - r . y = ' .
second category of high-yield explosives that are obtained primarily by the

core p?frel:echnist includes such things as dynamite and various liquid and plastic
ex_plof:wr::; used for both military and industrial purposes. In certain areas I:ivn*:
mite 1s reportedly very simple to acquire. | was informed that in 2 neigbh‘bt;rir; X
state anyone over eighteen years of age with a “respectable purpose” could nnki
an over-the-counter purchase of dynamite. During the study, Arnold, Russell ;;nd
Hank mud‘e an excursion to that state to buy, among other‘things e;;_::ht ‘;mks of
the explosive. As Arnold remarked: “We just said we had a mint; so;th :Df
that we were working, and the only purpose we had in mind was to set it |the
dylfm‘t‘mtel off, just like anyone who uses firecrackers—just for the ente;'t-linment
oflit. _He turther reported that he and the others proceeded to detonate thLe dyna-
mite 1 a remote spot to avoid the risk of transporting the explosive across :‘.tatf:

_ | n o . | . lines back t | >
topic or identifying themes during coding. Other ethnographers clarify o their home state.

the main ideas while selecting excerpts. And for some authors, 1t is only ‘s
ere the ethnographer employs fieldnotes as illustrations or “exemplars”

M L . .

(Atkinson 1990) of a claimed pattern, selecting and reworking them to
explicate and document those claims. As a result, fieldnotes and ideas are
merged into a single, flowing text written in a single voice. The writer

does not mark differences between fieldnotes recorded in the past and

present interpretations through textual devices but, rather. indicates this

isluf't through such transitional phrases as “for example” or “a telling ep-
1sode.” f

with the start of writing commentaries on the selected excerpts that the
central idea comes into focus. However, only when writing an mtroduc-
tion do many ethnographers finally settle on the exact focus and wording
of a thesis statement. In the meantime, by writing out a tentative state-
ent of the central idea, the ethnographer begins to shape the papers
overall focus and sense of what this ethnographic story will tell. But this
tentative. central idea—not yet a controlling thesis statement—often

changes during the process of explicating fieldnotes and revising sections
In ~ e
of the paper. contrast, an excerpt strategy visually marks fieldnote extracts off from

5 o . . .
ccompanying commentary and interpretation, usually by indenting and/
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or italicizing. Consider the following paragraph from an ethnographic

on “the difficulties which autistic clients experience as they at-

section
” The author begins

tempt to integrate into the community around them
the paragraph with the analytic pont that neighbors frequently treat them
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ﬁe]dnote bits as “evidence,” as what was “originally recorded.’ standin

In contrast to subsequent interpretation. Indeed, through clear-cut e:f
cerpts, the ethnographer adopts a stance toward the reader which says
“?efe 1s what I heard and observed, and here 1s the sense that I now mak:;
of 1t.”

in a “stigmatizing manner.” Then she provides an excerpt:
Many ethnographers develop a preference for one or the other option

At times people in the community respond more inclusively to clients, al-

though in a stigmatizing manner. At a local bowling alley, a bartender attempted
to use both integrative and excerpt strategies at different places for differ- I

to accommodate John but patronized him instead:
ent writing purposes. The integrative style promotes a smoother, more |

and employ it consistently throughout a given text.” But it is also possible

I went with John to the bowling alley to get his coffee. John asked the
man behind the bar if he could have a “very large coffee.” The man gave ‘

him a cup of coffee and then, when John went to pay for it, the man
handed back the dollar bill and said, “I forgot your birthday last year, : : - :
&% ) y: a8ty edits portions of the original fieldnotes that are not germane to the issue

thematically focused presentation of field data. It allows the author to i

convey many ideas in a concise, focused manner, since the writer heavily | |

Happy Birthday” John put the dollar back into his pocket and said, oF afcitment at hand. M
i 3 = = len ;1 - s . " : ~ - w .
“Thank you,” to the man. When we got back into the car, John said, 5 - oreover, an integrative style is particularly suited i
“It’s just my birthday. ['m going to get some things to open up.” John

continued to repeat these phrases (to “perseverate”’) until another situa-

tor presenting longer, continuous fieldnotes: extended episodes with |

complicated background circumstances can be recounted as one continu- | "||

| : . | 8 .
Ing story.” For this reason, this strategy facilitates consistent use of the

tion redirected him.
: |
| first person and hence encourages more flexible and reflective narrative
|

Although the bartender gives John positive social reinforcement, he too treats

him in a discriminatory way. John in trying to “fit in" 1n his community receives accounts. Finally, the integrati e ~ -
a response showing that he remains locked out. The bartender’s “special treat- gether Observati};n«: :111c:l1t:;‘%)mtmrE S:ffategy ) JJS?) us:efijl S brmgn‘}g o ‘: !"|
ment” of John reveals that he views him as “special’—different—deserving of | fieldnote record | PR Scatte.red = dlﬁerent places in Edle ‘ ‘
or in need of a break. In the bartender’s attempt to do a good deed, he further ord to create a coherent overview of an issue or pattern. I IH ‘

In contrast, the excerpt strategy preserves earlier descriptions and de- ; ||H|

stigmatizes a person who already has to work hard to attain the minimal entrance

he receives into his own community. tails without extensive editing, in some sense letting readers see for them- ‘ \IH‘
||| |

S 5k KL ‘ . . . i I
elves the “grounds” for analytic and interpretive claims. By textually dis- i

Here, the particularized nstance clarifies the more analytic statement the tinguishing fieldnote and analysis, the excerpt style invites th d
i | . L : y$1s, S invites the reader to il
uthor sets forth as the topic sentence. The fieldnote description inclines asses ToE ~ . s H |
P | P | sess the underpinnings, construction, and authenticity of the interpreta- | ‘=l'!
the reader to be persuaded by her analysis. Then, through analytic com- tions oftfered. Clearly, this strat Jies Baan et il
£ Howing th . W | % hor itial poi _ Ys strategy relies heavily upon the rhetorical im- lI'|
mentary following the excerpt, this ethnographer extends her initia point pact of presenting fieldnote excerpts as “evidence” collected prior to and i
e E . _ |
perhaps independently of the eventual interpretation. Finally, the excerpt .\||

by considering several features of the interaction: Johns trying to fit in,
the bartender’s positive reinforcement, and the subtly stigmatizing effect strategy allows for maximum presentation of unexplicated details and
| C etails an

qualities of events observed in the field. For ethnographers need not, and l’

of special treatment.

The fieldnote is easily recognized as an excerpt, since it is indented. in practice do not, explicate every aspect of the fieldnote excerpts th
aspec s they

This visual layout enhances the discursive contrast between descriptive incorporate into the text. Rather, they often allow the scenes t k fi
. - F, Jiel . ' b s to speak for |
and analytic writing. It also produces distinctly dialogic text, since the themselves. Containing more than the ethnographer chooses top dis | i

. : . : i3 s - | SCUSS |

ethnographer speaks in two different voices—as fieldworker describing and analyze, such oo i
, excerpts give depth : - |
s -fP 2 s pth and t-exture to ethnographlc texts. L '|.
, these unexamined qualities or details contribute to readers’ tacit

the experience depicted in the excerpt and as author now explaining
:
Hit!
(il

those events to readers. understanding of the scenes or events being described and analyzed. In il

’ 3 a‘ Out
| ‘

mode of presentation frames fieldnote excerpts as accounts composed 1n as striking, central, key writing in the ethnographic st
. . ‘ , ’ * | story.
the past, close to events in the field. In this sense, excerpting shapes up Despite stylisti - . . |
; ; stic and other differences, integrative
nces, and
g excerpt textual |
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strategies share the common goal of interweaving portions of fieldnotes
with analytic commentary. In this sense, both involve writing cohereng
units combining analysis with fieldnote data. We now want to address the
specific writing processes involved in creating such excerpt-commentary

UnN1ts.

Creating Excerpt-Commentary Units

To maximize the interplay between analytic idea and excerpt, a fieldnote-
centered analytic commentary does a number of things. It focuses atten-
tion through an analytic point; 1llustrates and persuades through a descriptive
excerpt introduced by relevant orienting information; and explores and de-
velops ideas through commentary grounded in the details of the excerpt. We use
the term excerpt-commentary unit to characterize this basic component of
ethnographic writing. While in some instances all these components can
be combined into a single paragraph built around a particular piece of
fieldnote data, in others full explication of the excerpt may require a
number of paragraphs. We examine how ethnographers write such units
using an excerpt strategy; we point out, however, that the integrative
strategy generally involves only minor variations in the procedure.

Consider the following complete excerpt-commentary unit from an
ethnography of a store-front continuation high school for gay and lesbian

students. Following a paragraph introducing the theme of the section—
students subtly undermine teachers’ power and role by “sexualizing ™ ex-
the author has presented and interpreted a typical incident of

changes
“sexualizing.”” He then moves to this umit:

Furthermore, students sometimes position themselves
as more powerful than the staff members by sexualiz-
ing the staff members’ instructional comments. The

analytic point

orienting information following excerpt is between Michael, the tutor, and
Mark, a student:

Soon after Michael had left the room, after his ex-
change with Chris, he came back and looked at
Mark and said. “Come with me, Mark.” Mark, who
at this point was putting some of his belongings in
his back pack, had his back turned to Michael and
said, “I don’t want to come with you.” While he said
this, he looked up slightly towards Chris and smiled.
The others [all students] laughed.

excerpt
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analytic commentary There are several aspects of this excerpt which are of
particular importance. First is the sequence in which
the comments occur. The teacher’s command.
“Come with me,” is a function of his authority as a
staft member, and Mark’s subsequent sexualization is
a challenge to this authority. Second, Mark not only
refuses his authority command but also, by treating
Michael’s comment as a sexual proposition which he
then turns down, further enhances his status. In es-
sence, Mark had positioned himself as the more pow-
erful of the two “potential partners” by refusing the
staff member’s “advance.” Finally, the fact that this
was done 1n front of the other students greatly affects
the consequences of the interaction. When the other
students laugh at Mark’s comment, they are acknowl-
edging the sexual component of his remark to the
point that Michael cannot simply overlook the sexual
aspect as he could if they were alone. In other words.
the students’ laughter makes the sexual component of

Mark’s comment real and consequential for Michael’s
role as staff member.

T'he author begins the segment with his analytic point—that students may
sexualize staff orders as a way of redefining and resisting them. This state-
ment not only links back to ideas in preceding paragraphs, thus contribut-
ing to the theme of the section and to the overall story of the ethnogra-
phy; it also “instructs” the reader in how the writer intends him to read
and 1nterpret that excerpt by directing attention to certain of its features.

Following the analytic point, the author provides orienting informa-
tion by writing a short sentence that acts as a bridge to the excerpt. This
information identifies the major characters in the scene by name and role.
since the author has already described the physical structure and daily
routines of this small school, he can assume that the reader understands
that the action takes place in a classroom. He also assumes that the reader
can understand the significance of the events that are about to transpire
without knowing exactly when during the day this incident occurred or
exactly what was involved in the unspecified encounter between the tutor
and another student, Chris. In many circumstances, however, the author
needs to orient readers explicitly to the context and previous actions of
about-to-be-recounted events. Following this orienting sentence, the
author presents his excerpt in indented form.

Finally, the ethnographer discusses the interaction described in the ex-
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cerpt in more extended analytic commentary, raising three issues relevant to
his theme: first, that Mark’s remark represented a challenge to the teach-
or’s authority; second, that Mark pulled off this challenge by interac-
tionally reframing the - ctructor’s command as a sexual proposition, play-
fully transforming their respective roles; and, finally, that other students
made up an audience to this exchange, their laughing response confirm-
ing and dramatizing the sexualized meaning Mark had offered and mak-
ing this incident a consequential challenge to Michael’s authorty.

In analytic commentaries, ethnographers further tell readers what they
want them to see in the fieldnote. It 1s generally helpful when writing
analytic commentaries to consider such questions as: What are the impli-
cations of the events or talk recounted in the excerpt? What nuances can
be teased out and explored? What import does this scene have for the
analytic issues addressed in the paper? Indeed, ethnographic writers often
develop such commentary by exploring the tension set up between the
focused idea and the more textured and less explicit fieldnote. Rather
than just considering outcomes, for example, they might examine the
negotiated quality of the interactions (e.g., transforming an order 1nto a
sexual proposition; examining the role of other students as audience).

As in the case in this segment, ethnographers often write the excerpt
in the past tense but develop their analytic points in the “ethnographic
present.” This convention portrays the incident recounted in the excerpt
as temporal and historical, whereas it presents the analytic commentary
1s ahistorical and generalizable.” Indeed, analysis inevitably generalizes
specific individuals, unique oteractions, and local events—at least to
<ome extent. But these abstractions never veer (00 far when commentary
stays grounded in fieldnote excerpts. The specificity and interactional dy-
namics. so vividly clear in the excerpt, temper the abstract insights.

[n writing an excerpt-commentary unit, the ethnographer must
closely examine his writing strategies to check whether idea and descrip-
tion reinforce each other. In a fieldnote-centered ethnography, a creative
tension exists between analytic points and illustrative excerpts; the eth-

nographer tells the story through both excerpt and commentary and thus

ideas and descriptive details must support each other. An excerpt should
not only further a theme or concept; it should also convince the reader
that the ethnographer’s specific interpretation and more general story are
justified. Conversely, the ethnographer should also ensure that the ana-
lytic point highlights the details of the excerpt. Often in checking the fit

f ficldnote and commentary, the ethnographer must revise the latter to

T . .
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bring it close
r .
. & o to the excerpt. In some instances, this revision so ch
analytic commentary that it becomes irrelevant to the anges

section; |
n; consequently, the entire excerpt-commentary unit

theme of the

s o i may have ¢t
ed—at least for the moment—until its relevance beco ] )
- mes clear

in another section.

” L3 ' . 'l r l “
- iy e
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his feet off of the chair, and then L walked down the hallway. When

back to - . she ¢
the control room a few minutes later. she noticed th T

back on the chair and s - at the boy’s feet wer
1e chair and she called him to the control room. He wa]kzd In Wi 1‘: '3
: cd 1m with a

grin on his face. She ask e L
nd looked at She asked why he put his feet back on the chair. and he shrue o
ot a ;‘u. ground. She then told him that when she tells him w};at t g%[
d ette ' A - | ‘ at [O ,
r do it. She told him to go and sit down in the dayroom 0

Despite an 1mtial foc bo '
| ll initial focus on “the yS Slttim: in the dayroom.” this excerpt
quickly shifts fro > point of view L : |
] 1-:1 ‘ ifts from the point of view of an anonymous observer of th
oys activities to that of the ; batio t C | c‘d‘ with e
‘ 1€ adult probation 1
l]' | p allon oilmncer harg | |
taining control in this sett [ h1 DO of view confl e
£ IS settng. his staft P | VI '
| . S int ot vi I '
o | s icts with an
1 tocus on the activities of the boys and their res e
. y e \ " responses to adult
[he fit veen f n C h d
between fieldnote excerpt and analyti point should be seen as
part oI the : ' | |
| o f th progression of the whole etlmographjc story ['he autho
should think not on_ly abo VT1t] 0 wh hﬁ evelo )
about writing an amlyti | | ve
| g ¢ C point ich d | p
theme of this section b o abou W exX d e
n but also a t h ! CO
| ¢ ow this excerpt and : pany
| , I'p accompany-
Ing commen Wil convin
8 ¢ nentary 1ll convince through the intt:rplay of fieldnote details
and 1deas 2 e Sto 0O
1deas and, therefore, move the storv along. In writin
ry . g excerpt-

CDIHTHE’I‘]L’RI"}’ units, the analytic point does not so much govern th

cerpt as highlight its features: the excerpt itself—as pivioz It i
| ;tmcted—constrains what analytic points the author can now nia);(ec;mc_i
g to angle the-m. In a sense, a thematic narrative progresses throunh
1hncren'1enta1 repetition. Each unit both repeats the theme but ;;13;3 thmugh
small increments adds some further ideas and glimpses of péople Tﬁe
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repeate d look at the section theme from different angles deepens the cerpt may push the researcher to new insights and analytic refinements.

reader’s understanding.

[n building a complete excerpt-commentary unit, the author often de-
Finally, the ethnographer should consider the implications of excerpt-

cides to modify his decision about the point at which the excerpt begins
taries already included in the ethnographic story for any addi- and ends. The ethnographer may also decide to make his point more
commentarie:

. onal such units that might be developed. Indeed, Katz (1988:142) argues economically by shortening the excerpt and providing background details
tional s

h [l-crafted ethnographies possess 3 “weblike character,” allowing as orienting information in the prior text.
that well-cratte ssess 2 * ;
ceaders to use data offered in support of one idea to confirm or disconfirm

other ideas. The ethnographic author, aware of these contmj*ung and.dls_
confirming possibilities, <hould be sensitive to the import of unexamined

features of other fieldnote excerpts and analytic commentanes for current

These editing decisions depend both upon the purposes for including
an excerpt (e.g., providing vivid detail) and upon the issues pursued in
the analytic commentary. But in editing excerpts, ethnographers also

consider a number of more general criteria, including length, relevance,

| . readability, comprehensibility, and anonymity of informants.
theoretical claims.

Because selecting and writing moves dialectically between e:{cer‘pts.
and by stating analytic points—rather than by stating a point and h?mtmg
for a good illustration—the author more likely maintains a commitment

An excerpt should be held to an appropriate length. An excerpt should

not ramble on endlessly just because the description or talk might be

interesting; readers find it difficult to sustain attention and interest
to members’ views. A preexisting theory or thesis should not overly de- through long stretches—that is, pages

cermine what the excerpts might reveal. Rather the ethnographer works

back and forth between coding, potential excerpts, and analytic pomts.so excerpt 1nto a series of smaller, separate units, and write interpretive com-
Bl - S 1 eanve 1entarv .
that together they move the story along. That process implants a cr ; mentary for each one.
| Te ~es the s an
tension between excerpts and analysis which enhances the story

of unbroken fieldnotes. If delet-
ing material is not advisable, the ethnographer can break up the initial

Relevance provides a primary concern in editing fieldnote excerpts. In
deciding relevance, the field worker must weigh both what qualities are
vital to the descriptions provided and what qualities contribute to the

theme of the section or analytic point of the unit. Thus, an ethnographer

begins by marking those features which are core to the interaction and
which reveal the point made. Then, she can review the intervening mate-
rial and reflect on which portions can be deleted and which need to be
retained to provide narrative continuity or to evoke a sense of scene and
context. Following the editing conventions for elisions in a quotation,
she then replaces the deleted portions with ellipses. Ethnographers should
take special care in editing interview dialogue not to delete their own

questions. Since these questions shape the answers given, they should be
preserved as context for the responses of the person interviewed.

? : . A : :I“‘ - S_
deepens the readers understanding of the world 1t represent

Editing Excerpts

[n writing an excerpt-commentary unit, the ethnogljaph-er rec;onsl{:r:'lizs]
the relevant excerpt. The researcher has begun by reviewing the orig,n
Geldnote to decide which portions to block out aljld'r.mwe to L-I’Latji' :1
working excerpt. This decision involves making an initial determjnalz](l)
sbout exactly where to start and where to end that excerpt. Generally,

: utti - er fie e segment is a prudent
wing in. rathe tting, a longer fieldnote segt
leaving in, rather than c g o

* . " 23
policy in making these first cuts. since the author can later eliminate po

tions which prove extraneous.

Consider the decisions Rachel Fretz made in excerpting and editing
’ 1 " s 11 v e ts
The ethnographer continues to review and edit these inmtial excerp

fieldnotes to include in a paper on Chokwe telling historical accounts
(kulweza sango) in Northwest Province of Zambia. She was interested in
the ways in which conventions common in narrating traditional stories
were also employed in telling historical accounts about events that oc-
curred 1n the recent past.'' She focused on one instance of Chokwe story-
telling about an aspiring political figure, Mushala, who, failing to win
legitimate power, became an outlaw leading a band of soldiers who ter-

1 she elaborates an interpretive commentary. Indeifcl, we recommend
thoroughly editing an excerpt as part of the pmces:s of wrltlngl an :};c::r:;:
commentary unit. Since the author 1s immer‘sed in the df‘:‘tal s of t '1emne
cerpt and its various analytic posfsibihnes,‘ this moment 1s i opporh 1
time for assessing which portions of the fieldnote are pertinent to the

1) | : ex=
-«sues and which are irrelevant. Such close reflection concerning the
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nt soldiers came to the retdum to our village, Mwatushi, Uncle John, Chester Jerald, Ki
and I kept talking about it. The ’ ! S
_ - y told me (and demonstrated) h
s e - villagers would cross the road backwards, so that their footprilt:: tl;;
) g S o
seem to be going in the opposite direction so as to confuse the soldit:s |

rorized the community. Eventually, the governme
area to search for Mushala and to free the community from his raids.
had witnessed these events and others had heard many

reports of them; they occasionally offered their remarks and insights dur- It took 1
t . . . : took me a long ume to fall — ot

ing the narration. The fieldworker tape-recorded the narration and audi- “Kanda uliya mwana gL da uli ;S]e:p  my mind, 1 kept hearing the song

" i 4 2dnda u Iya- aa ,Iil,f-.,ﬂ dkli[ﬂ,;fe ' [iiD . : !

. : marilv : | . e : 3 - ont cry my child "

she wrote primarily about the circum cry; they'll come to shoot you.” It's a song composed by contem OY - don’t

. : = * . : - ‘ | ra
embers present, and what their who crossed the river to escape from the war in Angola ourz Iiry S
: Jola— arlier topic of

ence comments; in her fieldnotes,

stances of the storytelling, the family m

reactions were afterwards that evening and the next day. She began to fomersati‘m that evening.] I felt as though there were people hiding in the bus |
work on her analysis by listening to the tape and by rereading the follow- tmlz; L:E soldiers. We all slept a long time the next morning. ; AR I‘
ing extended Geldaote: - h‘f’ dy ﬂ_t lljlllch, Mwatushi said that it was Mushala’s wife who betrayed him |
O the Sgldlers, because she saw that eventually he would kill her family and h
B | | | whole village. When she was near childbirth, Jthey called a mid 'fﬁ Yy ahd her |
We asked Uncle John if he knew anything about the events connected with with her in the bush, After the birth. one d } midwife to come stay |
Mushala. He paused and answered, “Yes, I know it very well.” He began talking cided to leave with the midwife and!then r}jy \ Sy Mus_ha]a YRES SVel; she de- |
slowly, in serious tone of voice. He narrated about the way Mushala hunted and thesn who she was snd that she waald :)Hrail into four soldiers. She told 'll
chased the Chokwe and Lunda peoples of this area: about the burning of villages, She also told them his charms and that |;|: them where he was hiding. .|'
the slaughter of farm animals, about the villagers escaping into the bush to live them if they were naked, but they were a ‘;Y Wozld be protected against |
there. He narrated for about one hour and a half. During the entire time, the dothies and they ol welked sskod o the S ;lm;h, so she took off all her |
family sat there very still. Uncle Don joined the group, but sat to the side with of water, and she said you must wash hpa . Then they came to a pool |
his own charcoal burner: Jerald, his nephew, went over to join him. Only occa- coming. Then they heard Mushala comi ere sodthat he cannot see you |
sionally did someone comment. |Listen to tape.] I noticed that it was a very tradi- the bush. He came carrying his gun on ;g’ zn l:lhey stepped back into !
rional scene there by the fireside: a grandfather, two maternal uncles, and their soldier who was shaking with fear and ¢ s UISd oulder. He passed the first \|
nephews. Except for Joe's wife, Kianze, a young oirl traveling with me, and my- second soldier who also was shakin Wih P not move. He passed the |‘|
self, it was all men. [Most of the women were sitting by a fire in the kitchen Thn the' it siddine dhbsetdng htg e lth ear and cnulc! not move. ‘.
house nearby and were also listening attentively. | Mushala tried to walk on, but co ugld . :1 E};‘euand then in the chest. ‘!
Before the evening was over the women, Nyalona and Kalombo, went home came and hit him with their bayonets A-nd ih:t i:z\:n. }T h;fl ;h?ryl i |
i W ne dieaq. 1S, li

road. And Nyakalombo, the grandmother, went inside to sleep. Mwa- Mwatushi told the storv of those ¢
1 ' / - >VEILS. I
|

ndfather) was dozing and when he woke up, he went to bed too.
that he used the dramatic M.

across the

tavumbi (gra
And stll Uncle John narrated: as I sat there, | noticed

effects and dialogue conventions of storytelling and built his plot to peak and end In reﬂecting on this extended fieldnote. the author ¢
- , e ame to see ana- |

with the killing of Mushala. lytic issues in the 1iehli |

When he ended, everyone sat still for a while. 1 said, “Thank you,” and then bility that, as partt;?}tf:l;ﬁf‘legsh::s; issagﬁ- Th? first sugge Ste.d the possi- I{“

they started talking—Frank, Chester, and Uncle Don talked, each adding their e et ot Wik o P ® StOljytelImg, people might reenact

personal knowledge of events. Don asked his brother John a question and he - associations are most likely when a detail in the pres- il

Carrated more: his own father had known Mushala. He also talked about F.‘nt landscape reminds them of traumatic events that had occurred there .|
in the past.'” The story of Mushala had evoked in listeners the memory "‘

Chilombo, a neighbor, who was involved in these events. (Chilombo is the well-
dressed man—in suit and tie who came by one day to talk in KiChokwe to me of the abandoned villages :
the surrounding bush wh '
' ere they hid, and the |
= I

near the chisambwe [the pavilion where the men and guests sit]. He asked me if | road which people had to cross as they sneaked b i
would come to his village because he had stories to tell. T said | would come some sionally to get supplies. To d ]‘ y sneaked back to their village occa- ‘
time. Now today, Jerald said that he met him in town and that he asked him why thor sl pcs, | i "?P an excerpt-commentary unit, the au- l:'
[ had not come and that I had promised. Jerald said that he—Chilombo—had rise ected out and edited this brief account of the reenactment of .l |
waited for me. Next time!) ' walking backwards to trick Mushala’s soldiers: | II
At the end of taping the narration. Mwatushi asked everyone to say his or her i l:a"
~ame. Even after the recorder was off, people just sat there and talked a while As we crossed the road to return to our villa |‘“|
ge, . . . [we] kept on talking about 1t. |
|

longer, rather spellbound by the shocking events. As we crossed the road to They told me (and demonstrated) how the village Id h d back
. rs would cross the road back- |
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wards. so that their footprints would seem to be going to the opposite direction

so as to confuse [Mushala’s| soldiers.

She introduced the excerpt by saying that people were going home in

the evening after hearing the tale: thus she did not need to include that

formation in the excerpt. She also deleted specific

but kept the real name of Mushala. because he was a public figure—a
she also clarified in a

names of speakers

common convention in excerpted fieldnotes;
bracket that it was Mushala soldiers, not the government soldiers, who

were persecuting the people and from whom they were hiding their com-

ings and goings.
The second passage suggested the 1de
nventional story patterns. In the more casual conversation

a that people recount and shape

events to fit co
the next day, Mwatushi drew on familiar narrating conventions to recount

how Mushala died: the use of charms to make oneself invisible (and invul-
nerable) and the repetition of three attempts to kill the villain with only

the last effort succeeding.

the government soldiers| about his [Mushala’s] charms and that

She told them |
aked, but they were ashamed,

they would be protected against them if they were n
he took off all her clothes and they all walked naked on the path. Then they

50
e so that he cannot see you

came to a pool of water, and she said you must wash her
ard Mushala coming, and they stepped back 1nto the bush.
He came carrying his gun on his shoulder. He passed the first soldier who was shak-
ing with fear and could not move. He passed the second soldier who also was

+ and could not move. Then the third soldier shot him right in the
not. He fell down.

coming. Then they he

shaking with fea
eye and then in the chest. Mushala tried to walk on, but could
Then they all came and hit him with their bayonets. And that is how he died.

In editing this passage, the author did not include the wife’s reasons for

betraying Mushala, since they were not directly relevant to a discussion
of these narrative conventions. She also avoided making any editorial

changes in the wording of this account; she wanted to maintain as much
of the sequence and details of Mwatushi’s retelling as she could, even
though it is not verbatim dialogue. She added clarification in brackets
.nd determined what background information she could most efficiently
provide in sentences leading into the excerpts.

When preparing the fieldnote for a final text, the ethnographer usually
must do more than simply leave out portions of a longer fieldnote; rather,
she must refocus and sharpen details in her editing. Consider the decisions
that Linda Shaw (1988) made when describing borrowing and lending
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patterns among residents of a psychiatric board-aud-care home. Her ori
.. rig-

inal fieldnote 1s not only longer but 1 i]
ger but 1s also more detailed ite
o ailed than the edited

Original fieldnote:

[ went into the dining room to see what the snacks were and came u Mari
angrily talking to Michelle about the fact that Michelle told Reid not t'l:z')uln daine
money. Michelle replied that she didn’t tell Reid not to lend Marie mo ) l;er
that ‘he shouldn’t lend anyone money, that he should keep his money tbrrlfi?f ;’t
Marie wanted to know who Michelle thought she was telling people not to Te d
to her, that she wasn’t bumming but always paid her friends back. The ar nen
went on_this way for a little while, seeming to escalate as Marie charged l\ﬁt:e]ll] t
wwth!nymg to cause her trouble and Michelle defending herself saying that jht
hadn't done anything to Marie. Then Mic, the only other member sitting at .the
tgble, said something—can't exactly remember what—that 5eemed- inteid d :
lighten the conversation, but had the effect of getting Maﬁc oft onto taTk' t(")
ahi.::-ut Patsey being Mic’s girlfriend and how could he have such a fat girl ﬁ'i.enllg
Mic defended himself, saying Patsey wasn't so fat, and they had only (iategd anv\:r]a |
In the midst of this diversion, Michelle got up and left the dining room I;/‘lari}t
.thcn turned to me and asked if everyone at Vista didn't bum money. I a re‘ed tl e
it was done by quite a lot of people. She said that Michelle was r;ewgh*ld n:)nllat
been there a month, what right did she have going around telling p{."t’:pl; not tz
loan to her when that’s what everyone here does. She said agaih “Michelle 18
new. Just wait until she 1s here for a while. She’ll be doing it mo:’ Marie @ent
on to say that she helps her friends out when they need it. Sl:e Spc;kt:‘ about havin
given Earl and Kara her entire rebate check last month because the t T v
money and she felt sorry for them. . it T

tdited fieldnote:

In the d_ining room after dinner I came upon Marie angrily accusing Michelle, a
new re,.s'.n:len{, of having told Reid, another resident, n::;t to lend her nu:m.e I\/ii—
chelle insisted she had urged Reid to keep his money for himself and Eot to
Imd anyone money, never mentioming Marie. Marie demanded to know just who
Michelle thought she was, telling people not to lend to her; she wésn't lelmnlin
but always paid her friends back. Eventually Michelle got up and l;?ft the dining
room. Marie then turned to me, asking if everyone at Vista didn’t bdrmw ?
agreed. She noted that Michelle was new, having only been at Vista a monéh'
what right did she have going around telling people not to loan to her when tllat';
what everyone here does? She continued, “Michelle is new. Just wait until she is
ere for a while. She’ll be doing it, too.” She added that she always helps her
Iriends out when they need it; she gave Earl and Kara her entire rebate check last
month because they were out of money and she felt sorry for them.

The author included this fieldnote in a section of her ethnography de-
- o

loted to the broad theme of interdependence and cooperation among
I )

10se living in the home. The fieldnote was chosen specifically to illus-




192 WRITING AN ETHNOGRAPHY | TRANSPOSING FIELDNOTES INTO ETHNOGRAPHIC TEXT 193
trate the point that because residents have little money and few sources excerpt was initially used to illustrate workers’ moral evaluations of their
of support, they count on being able to ask others at the home for small employers’ own housekeeping practices:
amounts of money and other needed items when they run short. In this e
excerpt, we see how intensely those in the home may feel when these 911:0?12;1?1“3 l:'er '?athm'mn* and I couldn’t get the scum off the—she had
L o P | - se tiled showers? And we used a good product, but I told ;
sources are threatened. In editing this excerpt, the author preserved indi- Jeavie dhat o \Guniebic” “Catthe 1o wap 0 filller . 1 Tnt Foct i her, ‘you
rect speech in the original form and in the same order. She retained those (hah hah) I said, ‘I'm gonna leave it like this’ [leave a ;;stitgt'zozzei frf:t‘l:]l’;at']a:y
parts of the fieldnote that revealed the grounds for participating in the and she had to rinse it off the next day.” sinil,
system of exchange and edited out sentences and phrases describing ac-
tions that were unrelated to these issues (Mic and his girlfriend). She in- On reviewing this excerpt, the ethnographer decided to cut the worker’s
cluded aspects of Marie’s talk that described those aspects of her partici- last statement—about how she maneuvered to make her employee finish
pation that, 1n her view, demonstrated that she had entered into the | cleaning up this mess herself—out of the excerpt and to use it instead in
exchange system (giving to others) in ways that entitled her to ask of them a subsequent section on house-cleaner’s ways of resisting and turning the
in return. Finally, she included Marie’s explanation that only an outsider tables on their employers.
who had not fully experienced the need to call upon others would have Ethnographers generally delete the reflective commentary they incor-
questioned participation 1n the system of exchange. Hence, the author porated into the original fieldnote. Rather than retain these initial
edited the fieldnote, dropping some of the description but preserving thoughts in the version of the fieldnote that appears in the finished eth-
those sentences and phrases that bore most directly on that point. In the nography, an ethnographer may incorporate any useful insights into the
end. editing involves the delicate balance between efforts to preserve the analytic discussion that follows the excerpt. Frequently, however, the re-
~ssence of what members say and do, while focusing the reader’s attention searcher will have elaborated and specified analytic issues to such an ex-
on those bits of talk that most clearly and economically support the story tent that earlier commentary seems more simplistic or undeveloped and
the ethnographer is attempting to tell. thus of minimal use. Furthermore, because the author writes, selects,
There is always the risk in any condensation or selective quotation that edits, and organizes excerpts, she already has a privileged voice. Excerpts
‘he author will leave out details which might present people and their dominated by the fieldworker’s explanations sound contrived and become
Jctions more convincingly. The process of editing 1s not a straightforward, | truly redundant in a final ethnography."
simple task. On the one hand. shortening and editing for clarity forwards T'he ethnographic writer edits to make excerpts readable by using stan-
he smooth flow of the overall ethnographic story: too long excerpts bog dard conventions for punctuation, spelling, and grammar. For the ;ake of
e reader down in extraneous details, On ‘he other hand. one always clarity, she should take particular care to revise unclear sentences and to
loses some of the vividness and complexity of the original fieldnotes 11 correct confusing tense shifts in portions of the excerpts that are not direct
the editing process. quotations. The author, however, should be very conservative in editing

At times, field workers encounter problems because an excerpt is espe-

direc ati i | ! |
rect quotations, carefully balancing the reader’s need for clarity against

: o = L : - 08, d C " A & ) "
cially “rich,” containing materials that bear on several different themes Ommitment to providing an accurate rendering of peoples’ actual use

Simply duplicating the fieldnote n several sections of the final text does ol :Wﬁl'ds. Ethnographers take special care to preserve and convey speak-
not work. Because readers quickly tire of unnecessary repetitions, eth- ers bdialect, idiom, and speech rhythms. Even individual speech disflu-
nographers avoid using the same fieldnote excerpt more than one ﬁm?- “Ncies—ialse starts, pauses, and repetitions—should be treated carefully.
Rather. the solution lies in clearly identifying the different anﬂlYﬂr’ For many purposes, producing readable dialogue (especially from tape-
themes in the excerpt and then using these themes either to split the Ilﬁcmrd‘fd transcripts) requires editing out many such disfluencies.'* But in
excerpt into two independent units or, if that is not possible, to t:hfvﬁ'?‘g "TO”K‘ circumstances the author may specifically want to preserve such
the various aspects of the excerpt sequentially. Consider an example from! | *Peech in order to indicate the speaker’s emotional state or mood. For

p - . . 1 ' {:X;l 3 A . . yy - .
a study of domestic workers and their employers in which the follow'lﬂﬂl Mmple, retaining the “and- and- and-" in the following excerpt reveals
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the speaker’s disturbed hesitancy as he talks about his “mental illness” to

the researcher:

“I'm telepathic. I can actually hear thought in other people’s heads. . | g ‘He said
he wished he could tell people but . . . “they’ll just increase my medication. . . .
No matter how drugged I am, nothing can take away my telepathy. And- and-
1nd- it's not because of me. It’s because Jesus wills it for me."

Furthermore, editing should make excerpts comprehensible to readers.
The author must clarify any allusions—such as names, places, proce-
dures—which depend on references external to the fieldnote. She can
do so when orienting the reader to the excerpt, or for briefer, less central
matters by embedding a brief explanation in brackets within the text. For
example, an author might identity the locally relevant status of People
named in the excerpt (e.g. “the others all students]”), or clarity the
meaning of direct speech that might not be clear in cc{:-ntext (t::g “th*e
only purpose we had in mind was to set it [the dynamite] off”). At this
time. the ethnographer must once again verify that all details are accurate;
misrepresentation of factual information or of local terms very q}lick]y
tells readers that this ethnographer is not reliable. Indeed, a few mustakes
can undermine the credibility of the whole story.

Finally, an excerpt must protect the people, institutions, and commju-
nities studied by providing anonymity. Therefore, in completing the edit-
ing, an ethnographer changes all names and identitying mark.ers such as
personally distinctive details 1n descriptions. Authors provide pseud-

onyms, generally echoing qualities evoked (e.g., ethnic identity) by the

121 2 : ing 1nitl indicate different
original name."” We do not recommend using initials to ndic

~haracters. since this minimal identification makes gender difficult to re-
ember. lacks evocative qualities, and makes it difficult for a reader to

recognize that person in other excerpts.

Ordering Excerpt Commentary Units within a Section

With the overall framework as a guideline, ethnographers usually orga-
nize their ethnographies into sections set oft by titled headings. Each sec-
tion generally presents one theme, perhaps divided further into seveiral
cubthemes. A section is built from a series of excerpt-commentary un_,ltS-
For example, the section of the ethnography on the gay and lesbian high

«chool entitled “Sexualization of Conversation” is constructed of the fol-

lowing units:
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Unit 1

analytic point: “Sexual innuendos” are a common means by which students sexual-
ized talk to and about teaching staff.

excerpt: On finding out that a teacher’s age is twenty-seven, a student comments:
“I've had sex with someone who was twenty-eight—it was gross.”

Unit 2

analytic point: Students sexualize their responses specifically to staff instructions.

excerpt: A student responds to staff command to “come with me™ as a sexual prop-
os1t10mn.

Unit 3

analytic point: In some situations staff do not let the challenge implicit in student’s

sexualizing comments pass, but themselves respond in ways that reassert their
position.

excerpt: Staff responds to a student who quipped “search my tongue” when asked
to throw away his gum: “I don’t want to—I'm sure many people already have.”
Unit 4

analytic point: In some instances staff members themselves use sexual talk in ways
that implicitly maintain their authority.

excerpt: As a student turns down the researcher’s offer to help with math, staff
member comments: “Go ahead, you were asking about him earlier.”

Within a section, the ethnographer organizes units to develop a progres-
sion of 1deas in ways that increasingly reveal the complexities of fieldnote
data and analysis, so that the story progresses to a deeper understanding
of the theme. In the above example, the first two units focus on students’
sexualizing talk, the third introduces the added complication of how
teaching staft respond to such talk, and the last looks at the more subtle
issues mvolved when staft intiate such talk.

To aid the reader in following the progression of ideas from one unit
to the next, the author should provide a clear fransition that links the main
idea of the current paragraph to those of preceding paragraphs. In some
cases, constructing a transition is a relatively straightforward matter of
writing an introductory sentence to the paragraph beginning a new unit.

For example, the author of the “sexualization of conversation” section
provides this transition sentence into his third unit:

Although, as in the previous excerpt, the staff members sometimes don't re-
spond to the students’ sexualizing comments, this is not always the case. . . .

This transition refers back to the prior excerpt, noting one feature not
commented on at the time: staff did not explicitly respond to students’
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sexualizing talk. This retroactively noted feature 1s then used to introduce,
by contrast, the focus of the current unit: how staff did respond to such
talk.

In other instances, when the analytic point in a subsequent unit raises
a significantly different issue than that of the preceding one, the author
should not rely simply on an introductory transitional sentence. Rather,
the author should also revise the preceding unit and explicitly anticipate

the idea of the later one. For example, the transition to Unit 2 of the

“sexualization of conversation’’ section reads:

Furthermore, the students sometimes position themselves as more powerful
than the staff members by sexualizing the staff members instructional com-

mands. . ..

This sentence focuses on student sexualizing as a response specifically to
staff “instructional commands.” However, in Unit 1 the author had not
considered the specific forms of staff-student interaction within which
sexualizing comments occurred. To now learn that such comments are
made in response to commands may leave the reader feeling slhightly con-
fused: Do students respond in sexualized ways to other sorts of staft talk,
such as polite requests or general questions? Thus, the author should have
revised the discussion in Unit 1 to provide more context for this upcom-
ing distinction.

[n addition to deciding on the ordering of units, the author must also
write an introduction and conclusion to the section. The introduction
should connect the theme of the section to the overall theme of the eth-
nography, and it should discuss any general features of that theme needed
to understand and appreciate the ideas of the different units that follow.
The author introduced the “sexualization of conversation™ section, for
example, with a paragraph observing that students commonly sexualized
conversations in this setting and that “the sexualization 1s consequential
to the power relations between staff member and student,” thus linking
this section back to the major theme of the paper. In the next paragraph,
he argued that “sexual innuendos” provide one form of sexualizing, 4

form that is “particularly useful for students since they are ambiguous

[and] indirect,” allowing denial of sexual intent.

Finally, in a conclusion to the section, the author tries to draw together
the implications of the excerpts and analytic commentary for the core€
theme .of the section. He may also suggest how these issues tie in with

the theme of the section to follow.
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PRODUCING A COMPLETED ETHNOGRAPHIC DocumenTt
I :
Depending upon the time available, the ethnographer might rework unit
| S

and sections a number of times, replacing initially selected excerpts with
ne:w 'ones, refining analytic commentary and transitions, reordering units
within a section and/or rearranging sections within the overall ethnoera-
phy. Although she sees still further possible changes and reﬁnement? at
some point she must stop revising and take up a series of final writ;n

tasks required to turn the now substantial body of text into 2 complete§
ethdntographic document. These projects include titling the ethnography
writing an introduction linking the topic and major theme to other re-j

.scarf:h, describing the setting and methods, and providing an overall con-
clusion to the ethnography.

Introducing the Ethnography

The title and introduction to an ethnography provide readers with their
first means of orienting to the text. The title and introduction not only
tell readers what they can expect the ethnography to be about, but they
also provide clues to the writer’s analytic and substantive concerns.

One kind of ethnographic title communicates to the reader both the

general topic and exactly what people, setting, activity, or process was
studied. For example:

Ritualized Drinking Behavior in the Fraternity System”
_ Interactional Dynamics of Ethnicity at an Urban High School”
Waiting to Die: An Ethnographic Study of a Convalescent Home”

Rather than simply stating the general topic, however, an author may
fittmnpt to convey the more abstract analytic theme of the ethnography
1f1 a title. As Atkinson (1990:76) has noted, ethnographers often do so by
linking a phrase containing the abstract, “generic’ issue by a colon to a

shrac T | : |
phrase specitying the general topic and concrete “local” setting or ac-

tivity:

ystems of Power: Authority and Discipline in a Boys Group Home”

Fin :
ally, the ethnographer may incorporate local members’ terms or
Phrases as key elements of a title:
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“The Dynamics of Down: Being Cool with the Set”
“These Kids Live in Their Own Little Worlds": Interpretive Framework in a

Halfway House.”

In the first paragraph of the introduction to the ethnography, many
authors begin with an attention-getting opening. They may use an 1NCl-
dent from their fieldnotes which focuses on the topic or briefly describes
common approaches to the topic. Next the author very briefly introduces
the topic and location of his own research as a bridge to presenting his
thesis. In a thematic narrative, the author writes a “topical thesis” which
explains the general focus of the paper and lays out the themes to be
examined. In that sense, the thesis does not delineate every development
in the ethnographic story, nor foreshadow the conclusions to be made at
the end. Rather, the thesis gets the story going. Finally, the author gener-
ally provides an overview of the paper by presenting the thematic state-

ment for each upcoming section.
For example, the ethnographic author of “Interactional Dynamics of

Ethnicity at an Urban High School” begins by orienting the reader to

his topic.

In everyday life, we commonly assume ethnicity as a given category. People
belong to distinct groups with unique cultural practices. We say that the President
of the United States is White, that the magic of a people in Africa is Azande
witchcraft, that rap is Black music, that Cinco de Mayo 1s a Mexican holiday, etc.
We assume that we are describing what is objectively there. We are simply stating
the “natural facts” of the world. When we do become more aware of ethnicity
as a category, it is often because of conflict. The newspaper reports that a “Black™
oirl was shot by a “Korean” storekeeper and that a “White Power” group 18
marching in a “Jewish” neighborhood. We ask, How did this happen? How can
diverse peoples get along? But we still imply that definite aggregates of people

exist and that they have distinct cultures.

In this introductory paragraph, the author points out that, in their talk
about ethnicity, people commonly assume that terms that identity eth-
nicity refer unambiguously to naturally occurring and distinct “aggregates
of people.” In his next paragraph, he makes explicit the analytic stance he

takes toward ethnicity:

What we ignore in this everyday discourse is that ethnicity is “social work "
People identify a person, place, or thing as having a certain “character” through
an implicitly interactional dynamic of inclusion or exclusion. This process creates
what Barth calls “boundaries” in interaction (1969). These boundaries are not
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objective, but subjective borders, and they are constantly being recreated, re-
athrmed, negotiated, and even discarded. Thus, in everyday life, ethnicity is a
local phenomenon onginating in specific situations.

He proposes to look at ethnicity not as an objectively given “fact” but
rather as a product of “social work,” i.e., of local, interactional negotia-
tions of inclusion and exclusion. By citing another researcher, he suggests
that this issue also interests other scholars and implies that his “new angle”
contributes to a scholarly discussion.

The author next substantiates his topic, first by identifying the people

and setting of his research and then by specifying the sort of data he will
rely on:

[n this paper, | examine ethnicity and ethnic groups at an urban high school
in Southern California. The fieldnote excerpts describe the processes by which
people use ethnicity in everyday life.

Next, he presents his general thesis about ethnicity, an interpretive state-
ment about ethnicity as situationally “recreated and modified”:

[ argue that through people’s interactions “ethnicity” is perpetuated by constantly
being recreated and modified within a situation. This “social work” in situations
and through interactions then generates the discrete units of specific groups, rec-
ognized as having particular cultures, symbols, styles, and objects. Thuhs. this paper
s a study of how people “ascribe the ascribed™ (Garfinkel 1967).

Finally, he closes this portion of the introduction with an overview of his
argument, briefly describing the main idea for each upcoming section
(see “"Developing a Thematic Narrative,” above).

In contrast to an introduction which begins by setting up an analytic
idea and then subsequently identifying just what was studied, some eth-
nographers begin with an actual fieldnote-based description or observa-
tion. Following the presentation of the specific details, they then pinpoint
a more general analytic issue or problem that this incident represents. The
above ethnographer, for example, might have begun by describing an
especially perspicuous instance of the “social work™ that contributes to
recreating and maintaining a particular ethnic identity: for example, an

extreme or dramatic instance of a white student dressing, talking, or act-
ing black. He could then have moved to identifying the general analytic
problem or issue that he saw reflected in or illustrated by this incident.'
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Linking the Study to Other Research

As part of the introduction (or in a section immediately following 1t)
ethnographers generally link their interpretation to wider 1ssues of schol-
arly interest in their disciplines. In that way, they invite their readers to
consider seriously the topics to be discussed. At this point, the wrter
thinks again of his intended readers and selects words and ideas familiar
to them.

For example, the author of the paper on ethnicity writes for sociolo- I
gists and thus discusses the concept of “ethnicity” as it is used by socio-
logists. In each paragraph, he ddresses some feature of the problem of

research on ethnic issues. Although he discusses other scholars’ research, |
he only raises those ideas about ethnicity which he addresses later 1n the |
body of the paper. In his findings, he then offers analytic ideas and field-

note excerpts which touch on the problems he raises:

Marger (1991) notes that sociologists classify ethnic groups based on three indices:
unique cultural traits. sense of community, and ascription. First, ethnic groups
have some unique behavioral characteristics that set them off from other people.
Second. ethnic groups display a sense of community among members. This “we”
Jlmost seems to necessitate a “they” and leads to the creation of ethnic group
boundaries separating insiders and outsiders. Third, ethnic status is almost always
ascribed. which usually means given by birth. In presenting these traits, Marger
emphasizes a supposed objective criteria for ethnicity. Ethnicities are seen as dis-
crete collectives that can be studied in relation to each other. This approach 1s
typical in many studies of race nd ethnic relations in the United States. And the
demographic data for this paper is analyzed thus.

Unfortunately, while this approach offers information for macro studies of
society, it leads to a neglect of the subjective perception and dynamic features of
ethnicity in everyday life. It downplays how “ethnic identity 1s an acquired and
wsed feature of human identity, available for employment by either participant in
n encounter and subject to presentation, inhibition, manipulation, and exploita-
tion” (Lyman and Douglass 1973). In this approach, ethnicity 1s a resource to be
used in strategic creation and maintenance of self. . ..

For purposes of this study, an ethnic group is defined as “a reference group
invoked by people who identify themselves and are identified by others as sharing
. common historical style” (Royce 1982). An ethnic group, thus, is a subculture
with symbols, style, and forms. Unlike many other subcultures though, member-
ship in the ethnic group 1s held to be ascriptive.

These few paragraphs briefly raise problematic issues in ethnic studies. In
this introductory section on other research, the author does not attempt
to provide an overview of all possible approaches to ethnicity. He only
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selects those researchers” works and ideas which provide a context for his
own study. Thus, this writer implicitly demonstrates the relevance of his
research to the other sociologists who are his intended readers.

I'n sum, the ethnographer does not review “the literature” on the
topic, nor does she simply cite several works others have done. Rather
she carefully selects other research which provides a context for the up:

coming findings and only discusses those ideas which highlight her own
analysis.

Introducing Setting and Methods

Beft:)re ]aLIIlCh_thg into the ethnography proper, authors introduce their
setting and their methods for learning about it. Setting and methods can

be discussed either in separate sections or in a single section addressin
both topics. g
In describing the setting, the ethnographer orients readers to the place
people, and situations to be examined in detail in the subsequent ethnog:
raphy. This description should help the reader picture the physical and
:?ocia] features of the setting. It should also provide overviews r_;f the key
individuals and of procedures or processes that are central to the substance
of the ethnography; the former, for example, might trace differences be-
tween core and volunteer staft in a community mental health center or
between managers and canvassers in a political action committee; the lat-
ter ‘would address how clients enter and move through the program, what
basic job responsibilities entail, and perhaps the overall organization of
door-to-door canvassing.
| While providing an overview of the setting, its personnel, and its rou-
tines, this discussion should also anticipate and highlight spelciﬁc features
of the setting that are central for subsequent ethnographic analyses. For
example, an ethnographer writing about the nature and consequences of
staft practices for categorizing or labeling resident clients of a homeless

shelter provides a two-pronged introduction to the setting. First, he pre-
sents the types of clients sought by the shelter:

3 I'Zly field work was carried out in an emergency shelter for the homeless in
; Z owntown area of Los Angeles. The shelter has a capacity of 54 persons, but
1ad an average house total of 35 or so for the time I was there. The shelter’s

Enmary seljvicie 1s to provide food and housing for persons who are absolutely
roke. While in the shelter the “clients,” as they are called by the staff, are also
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provided with some assistance 1n looking for housing and dealing with the u:elfare
bureaucracy. That stated target group for the shelter is the “new homeless™; that
is, persons who have only recently lost their homes and been t-hrust uponnthe
«treets. This is in contrast to those the staff refer to as the “chronic homeless™ or
“shelter hoppers” who have been living on the streets for some time ar‘1d who are
understood to move from shelter to shelter with no intention of finding a more
stable residence. . . .

The shelter’s other general criterion for admission 1s that they will take any
sort of client, except for single men. They are one of the few shelters that wﬂl
handle homeless families with children, a fact that they pride themselves on. In
practice, the predominant chent group consists of a woman with several young

children.

The author then introduces the frontline staff whose routine work prac-

tices are to be examined:

The staff most relevant to the typifying tasks in the shelter are six Program
Aids [PAs]. The six PAs are four black women between the ages of approximately
thirty and fifty, a younger white woman recently graduated ﬁ'(’ltlll {:ollege, and a
rwenty-one year old white male seminary student. None are tramedlsonal wOrk-
ers, perhaps due, at least in part, to the extremely low pay PAs receive. The PAs
spend most of their working time 1n the office which overloo.qks the__ lounge on
the second floor of the shelter. (The first floor contains the offices of the shelter
while the third floor consists of the clients’ rooms.) The schedule is such that
there is only one PA on duty at a time, apart from a one hour overlap period at

the boundaries of the shifts.

He continues by describing PAs’ routine duties: answering the phone,

screening possible clients, maintaining logs, etc.
The ethnographer may move directly from such a description of key

features to an overview of her entry into the setting and of the nature of

her participation in it.'” Here, the ethnographer summarizes what she
actually did to get close to and learn about the events and 1ssues consid-
ered throughout the ethnography. In so doing; it is important to explain
how and in what capacity she obtained initial access to the setting, how
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through observation and testing of her competence in dealing with highly
disturbed patients, to eventually being charged with conducting commu-

nity meetings with the clients.

In presenting their methods, ethnographers seek to depict the varied
qualities of their participation and their awareness of both the advantages
and constraints of their roles in a specific setting. The ethnographer of a

community mental health center, for example, analyzed these qualities of
her role in the following terms:

My status 1s that of a “volunteer intern.” When 1 first arrived here I was not sure
what this title/status entailed. As I became associated with the staff and socialized
into a staff role, I have realized that my role is that of a lower staff member. I do
not have the power nor the privileges of a core staff member. For example, al-

though I am encouraged to participate in Case Review Meetings, my “insights”
are not required to be considered for staff decisions.

Such an analysis demands that the ethnographer reflect on the specific
kinds of interactions and events to which she had or was denied access.
For example, one student ethnographer described how her participant
role 1in a feminist political-action committee shaped and delimited her

access to and observations of key interactions in political canvassing:

[ play more than a passive observer role. I am a canvasser and, as such, go out
with the rest of the crew and canvass at least once a week. But I am also part of
management in that they are grooming me for the position of field manager in
the summer. This puts me in the ideal position to see what the canvassers are
feeling and thinking and, at the same time, gives me access to information not
otherwise available to canvassers. This does, however, work against me in that
sometimes the canvassers will label me as management and therefore be less likely
to confide in me. This becomes a particular problem when I have to act on behalf
of management (such as doing retrainings) or when issues become polarized and
one has to take either management’s or the canvassers’ perspective. . . . [Further-
more| it 1s hard to go to the field to observe as a researcher, because to observe
means that [ am there on behalf of management, and | am the authority rather

. | than a peer.
those in the setting understood what she was doing and/or was interested

in, and how different members of the setting reacted to or treated her.

Finally, in presenting and analyzing methods and their implications, it
is helpful to include fieldnote excerpts to illustrate and support key points.
The ethnographer in the study of the community mental health center,
for example, presented the following fieldnotes, the first to show the
character of the “testing” that she was subject to from one staff member

during her first week at the center, the second to illustrate how her role
differed from “regular staft™:

It is generally useful to consider different stages or phases in the re-
search, distinguishing, for example, between processes of initial entry, of

getting used to the setting and its participants, and of established, longer-
term participation. An ethnographer working in a community mental
health center, for example, traces her socialization from initial encourage-

ment to participate in a few routine activities under staft supervision,
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[ was playing ping-pong with a client when [ saw Cathy, a caseworker, point
David in my direction. David walked over to me and said: “Hi. I'm the President,
and I demand that you go to the Alaskan pipeline to save the world and my sister
. Kansas. You must do this—it is your duty to your Country. You must save the

world” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cathy and a couple of other staft

members giggling. 1 responded: “Well, David, I'm sorry but that’s just too big of

a responsibility for me.” David: ™ You must save the world." He then walked away.

Cathy came over to me and said: “He’s really crazy, isn't he?” She laughed. “Don't

worry. He’s just about the craziest one we've got.”

Today we were having client nominations for government. The clients were
nominating other clients for President and Vice President. Norman (a client)

Tominated me for VP, Arlene (art therapist) stepped in and said to Norman: “Kar-
:1a cannot be nominated. She is a staff member and cannot be nominated.”

While discussions of the setting and of the complexities of doing field
research highlight features and processes that are central to upcoming
ethnographic analyses, they can also lend credibility to the final docu-
ment. These descriptions may allow readers to assess whether or not
the enthnographer had access to the kinds and quality of observations
needed to sustain subsequent analytic claims. With this background infor-
ation to draw on, the reader may be more inclined to assume that
the author is credible and informed. Indeed, ethnographers may select
fieldnote excerpts about their involvement exactly 1n order to implic-
itly convince the reader “that I was there and experienced this first-

hand.”

Writing a Conclusion

Finished ethnographic texts usually end with a section which reflects on
and elaborates the thesis addressed in the introduction to the paper.
Hence. while naturally among the last pieces of writing the author does,
conclusions are intricately tied to introductions.' Often the conclusion
explores the implications of the theoretical and/or substantive issues
raised in the paper’s introduction. In an ethnographic paper, the wording
of the introductory thesis focuses the reader on the central idea, but often
this idea may not be as sharply delineated as the concluding presentation
of the thesis. Whereas the introduction prepares the reader to understand
the upcoming analytic points and excerpts, the conclusion more precisely
terconnects the ideas because, by the papers end, the reader has read
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the whole ethnographic story and absorbed the details of its fieldnote
excerpts. In other words, the ethnography tells a story which can be un-
derstood fully only by reading the progression of analytic ideas and
fieldnote excerpts. Each section with its theme, points, and discussion of
excerpts moved the reader further along toward the conclusion, with its
more finely tuned thess.

To write a conclusion, the ethnographer should review the now com-
Pleted tale, paying particular attention to the framing of that story in the
introduction. In most cases it is useful to write a summary of the major
findings and themes of the paper. This summary should generally restate
the thesis of the paper and then in short, concise sentences suggest how
each section advances or contributes to this thesis. In some cases the eth-
nographer may choose to use the summary to begin the conclusion. In
others, she may move directly to other issues without a summary. Yet
even when one does not plan to make the summary part of the conclu-
sion, writing a summary is beneficial to the ethnographer; it forces the
author to turn from the minute problems of writing up specific ideas and
segments to a review of the overall structure and flow of her paper. The
result 1s a gestalt view of the ethnography’s initial promises compared to
where it has actually gone: a view which gets the writer thinking about
some of its wider implications.

Whether the author summarizes or not. conclusions take up the
papers thesis. The ethnographer may do so in at least three ways: (1) by
extending or modifying the thesis in light of the materials examined; (2)
by relating the thesis to some more general theory or current issue in the
relevant literature; and/or (3) by offering a meta-commentary on the thesis
or on the methods or assumptions associated with it. An author might
employ only one of these options, or might weave together two or even
all three options in one longer, more elaborate conclusion.

As an example of the first option, consider some of the concluding
portions of the ethnographic study on how family caregivers of persons
with Alzheimer’s disease manage the stigma associated with this condi-
tion. The introduction to this study had highlighted Goffman’s (1971)
concept of the “family information rule,” i.e., the preference for family
members to keep knowledge of the stigma (discrediting information)
within the family to prevent outsiders from learning about the problem.
In the conclusion, the author returns to this issue, suggesting that, as the
disease worsens, there is a radical change in the family’s ability to honor
this information rule:
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The Alzheimer's caregiver will try for as long as possible to collude with the
family member, continuing to abide by the family information rule to the extent
that she or he is able, and limiting initial disclosures to intimates and medical
personnel. However, there may well come a point where the caregiver realizes
that she or he cannot count on the person with Alzheimer’s to be cognizant of
what is discrediting, let alone motivated or able to collude in trying to cover it
up or minimize its embarrassment. Thus. the information control within the fam-
ily tends to give way to more direct caregiver interpersonal and interactional

control.

The caregiver increasingly relies on a variety of management practices to con-
trol the individual, both within the private family domain as well as outside 1t.
And, as the person with Alzheimers can no longer play the collusive game, care-
givers gradually come to align with outsiders, disclosing discrediting information.

Here the author argues that while the family caregiver initially seeks to
honor the family information rule, to do so requires cooperation from
the person with Alzheimer’s disease. When such cooperation can no
longer be counted on, the caregiver increasingly violates the rule by dis-
closing discrediting information to outsiders in order to enlist their help
in managing the patient. In this way the author highlights in the conclu-
sion how her findings have modified Goffman’s notion to point out pre-
viously unnoted conditions underlying the operation of the family infor-
mation rule and to appreciate the kinds of circumstances which may lead
family members to violate it.

Another way authors might extend a thesis statement 15 to develop
theoretical linkages between separate components of the thesis. For ex-
ample, in the introduction to the study of residents in a home for ex-
mental patients, the introductory thesis pointed to two conflicting tend-
encies within the home: resident dependence on staff members and the
residents’ ability to actively influence staft views of them. In the conclu-
sion. the author uses her more specific analyses of these relations to ex-
plicitly connect these contradictory tendencies as parts of an ongoing
vicious circle. Residents feel vulnerable to the power of statt and may
respond by trying to build credit and good-will with them. In order to
do this, they participate in therapy sessions and other staff-initiated activi-
ties. As a result they gain the staff’s support and protection but thereby
become more directly dependent upon the staff members who “sponsor”
them. This analysis thus links two patterns which initially appear separate
and indeed contradictory, pointing to an ironic outcome whereby resi-
dents’ actions intended to lessen vulnerability and dependence on staft

end up tightening that dependence. In this option, the writer tells an

"-’ -5 .
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7

e‘thnographic story which progresses from an initial thesis which high
hghted conflicting tendencies, through an in-depth discussion of *mal;grt'_
: i 1C

Pomts with appropriate excerpts, to finally come to a conclusion whicl
intertwines these conflicting strands. it

'Second, a conclusion may attempt to connect the etlmograph s thes:
to 1ssues raised in a relevant disciplinary literature. In the study oty z"uzh’es'IS
mers family caregiving, after the paragraphs quoted above, the 2 thm_
relates the contrast between colluding with the person With’ A]zhei; O’r
and‘ colluding with outsiders to a more general issue in the sociolol e;:'
deviance: When do family members accept, tolerate, and continue toglzok
out for arﬂmther tamily member with some kind of stigmatizing condition
or' behavior, and when do they turn against, exclude, and implicitly reject
this family member? This issue had been recently addressed in a 'ourilal
article entitled “Toward a Sociology of Acceptance: The Other JSide of

\_the Study (:)f Deviance” (Bogdan and Taylor 1987) which the author cites
in developing her argument: *

Recognitio 3 | |
4 o gnition of these two phases of caregiver stigma management, collusion
1th the ' imer’ | ler
person with Alzheimer's, and a realignment and collusion with outsiders

allows fi | ! |
owWs for an integration of a sociology of acceptance with a sociology of rejection
(Bogdan and Taylor 1987). 9

Here the author suggests the possibility of unifying sociological theories
about why and how people tolerate deviants with theories about why
and how people exclude and reject deviants. These reactions need not be
opposed, alternative courses of action; some forms of exclusion develop
exactly becabuse of a deep and abiding commitment to caring for anothef,
Snder conditions where the afflicted family member can no longer bé
cc‘funte.d cmi’ to aid the caregiver in tolerantly managing the situation.
This unity of acceptance and rejection is frequently highlighted, the au-

th()l' - ~ - - . .
argu?s, 11"1 caregivers’ deeply ambivalent feelings about having to take
overtly rejecting actions toward the person with Alzheimer’s disease:

Many caregiv | |
y caregivers were disturbed about having to take more and more control over

thei | itori

w: r fanzly members. In mcm.ltqnng the person as well as using physical coercion,
: .dy I]"l:;] e such comn_wnts as, "I hate my nagging voice.” Or as one caregiver
aid with regard to taking control over his wife: “I have no right.”

In thi : : ‘
this way the concept of acceptance is also extended to encompass re-

Jecting actions that are performed reluctantly and are combined with
| deep regret.
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A third option in writing a conclusion is to pause, step back, and re-
fect on the ethnography in offering some meta-commentary on its meth-
ods, assumptions, tone, or conclusions. In the study of resident life in the
home for ex-mental patients, the author not only addressed staff-resident
as but also considered how residents related to and developed 1m- RS Sl | '
portive ties with one another. One section of the e el ‘ y this record, he is again and again reminded

ys in which residents regularly exchanged
small amounts of

and its meanings and making their own experiences with that world

to the very different concerns of scholarly readers. In creatin mf S_Peak
ethnographic story, the ethnographer selt-consciously orientsgt a m:hfd
latter; in regularly returning to his fieldnote record and to tl';E ::11:10::'1:

relatio
portant social and sup

ethnography explored the wa
certain items with one another—cigarettes, food,

money. The author suggested that these exchanges and the continuing
relations they created and sustained helped residents deal with the chronic
deprivation that they faced. In one portion of her conclusion, however,
<he reflected on how this earlier consideration of resident exchange
“strategies” presented an “overly rationalized,” game-playing view of
these exchanges. This view, she argued, needed to be complemented by
appreciation of the caring and emotional qualities also characteristic of
these exchanges as well as the role of these exchanges in fostering a sense
of sharing and community among a number of residents. The prior e T :

arn members meanings, and the self-reflection in representing others’

strategies-and-tactics analysis tended to obscure and distort these critical

- While the give-and-take of relations in the field continue to shape th
ethnographer’s understanding, the finished ethnography is the ethtfo rae
plwr"s version of those happenings and events. Most ethnographic cin:
ventions allow the writer to represent others (and her experience with
them) as she sees best. In this sense the ethnographer openly assumes and
exercises authorial privilege. Even in those instances when ethnogra}‘al;ers
ask members to read portions or to comment on certain analyses tht;:
author has the final say about both the text itself and the extent o'f I;I;EII‘I—
]?ers' evaluations of it (see Bloor 1988; Emerson and Pollner 1988: Roch-
ford 1992). Despite the efforts of intensive participation, the attt:;npts to

realities, the final document {3 A g5 s -
BtoCesses. B turns into a rather linear narrative, defined
i . controlled primarily by 19
In all these approaches to writing a conclusion, the ethnographer takes P y by the author.

up once again the problem of identifying and writing out in explicit, .
' ing a paper

Over time—beginning in the fieldwork and extending beyond writ-

an ethnographer develops a complex view of field exper-

elaborated form the relevance of some of her expernences, observations,
and insights into others’ way of life for an outside audience. But by pro-
ceeding in a way that keeps fieldnotes at the center of the analytic process,
the ethnographer is often able to reach understandings and make connec-
dons that do not neatly fit existing explanations and theories in the disci-

1ence | * ' '
1ces. Nevertheless, the ethnographic text offers one overriding per-

:tspecnve his own at the time of writing. Only when the reader’s
Tnterpretatmn differs from that of the fieldworker do the many ways to
interpret a set of notes become explicit. But to keep these various possi-

e whll ]

pline. The refined, more precise thesis to be presented in the conclusion R
story from being told. Hence, an ethnography remains one author’s vision

will more likely privilege members’ views and show what is interesting
(and has theoretical import) about this local life in ways which convince
one’s scholarly readers. Thus, the more exphcit thesis in the conclusion
not only represents what the ethnographer saw and heard of members’

experience, but also will further clarify known issues, or propose an en-

tirely original perspective. tex ki
| ext-making can be a double-edged advantage in ethnographies built

of field experiences. And thus, because the author controls the text, she
takes on an authoritative voice in writing.

1' Nonetheless, the ethnographer sometimes provides unintended
> | ' e .

ilnlpses into others’ everyday lives. Readers may discern things which
the ethnographer did not intend to reveal. In fact, reader participation in

aroun'd fieldnote excerpts. On the one hand, readers more directly en-

| gage 1n the described social INC

R EFLECTIONS: BETWEEN MEMBERS AND READERS Ay < s e e o
story line. On the other hand, they can also more readily assess the pro-

posed analysis, at least the version presented by the author, and derive

different insights from the fieldnotes.
Readers ultimately make their own sense of these fragments, even

In producing an ethnography for wider audiences, fieldworkers are con-

stantly pulled by conflicts between representing some indigenous world




210 WRITING AN ETHNOGRAPHY

though the note-taking ethnographer created, selected, and arranged
them in the text. By choosing fieldnotes for their rhetorical effects as well
as for their signifying and conceptual functions, an ethnographer tries to
prefigure a readers likely range of interpretations. Still, the original
fieldnotes stand there embedded within the analysis, allowing any reader
to listen closely to members’ voices, to vicariously experience their ac-
tions, and to imagine other interpretations. In the end, it seems, the

reader has her say.
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