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PhD Proseminar 1: METHODS 
 

GANT-7005-A 
CRN-2968 
Fall 2011 
Room 702 

6 East 16th St. 
Tuesdays 4:00 - 5:50 pm 

 
Professor Vyjayanthi Rao - raov@newschool.edu 
Phone: 212 229 5757  ext: 2443 
Office hours: Thursdays 2:00-4:00 pm, or by appointment. 6 East 16th Street rm.931 
 
The purpose of this graduate seminar is to orient doctoral students to the pragmatic, 
conceptual, and epistemological details of fieldwork and the reporting and narration of 
ethnographic work as it presents itself in the immediacy of everyday human experience. 
We will explore a broad range of issues from the practicalities of fieldwork to the 
epistemology of research, from modes of analysis with various forms of data to ethical 
issues in research and trends in reporting and narrating ethnographic work.  The goal of 
this seminar is to help students prepare for extended ethnographic fieldwork.  Apart 
from familiarity with both technical “how-to” literature and ongoing debates about the 
nature of ethnography, each student will design and implement a small fieldwork project 
based on observation and interviewing, which will be the basis of an analytical case 
study.  One of the central aims of this exercise is to gain experience in the practice of 
fieldnotes and to reflect upon the potential functions and inadequacies of fieldnotes. 
 
Requirements: 
 
1. The core of the course is a fifteen-week research project. The completed project will 
be submitted at the end of the quarter as a set of compiled and annotated field notes 
and a 10-15 page paper based on the notes (No lates or incompletes will be accepted 
for this course.) This paper will describe the methods used to address the research 
problem, explain the context for the research, critically evaluate the methods of 
research, and offer an analysis of the project with preliminary conclusions. Most 
significantly, the paper should be a critical review of your fieldnotes:  what do these 
notes allow you to do?  What do they foreclose?  How would you have conducted the 
fieldwork differently in order to produce a better set of fieldnotes.  All seminar 
participants will present this work in the final sessions of the semester. In the process of 
completing the term project, students will present regular progress reports in class 
discussion sessions, and produce two types of intermediary written assignments: 
 
a) Fieldnotes.  Each student will compile a set of fieldnotes that should be a mix of 
observation/description and interview notes, depending on particular projects.  By the 
end of term, students should have a set of fieldnotes that will be judged on their quality, 
comprehensiveness, and completeness.  These should be typed and should be the 
accumulated notes to this point. Each entry must include analysis, however brief.  A full 
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set of fieldnotes is to be turned in WITH your final research paper.  Because your paper 
is to be based on a complete set of fieldnotes, they will not be accepted after your paper 
has been turned in. 
 
b) Fieldnotes for group discussion. The second half of each class will be devoted to 
discussion of student projects, and at least twice during the term, your project will be the 
focus of group attention (see above). On these occasions, you should pre-circulate no 
more than five single-spaced pages of fieldnotes to every member of the class by the 
evening before our meeting. You should come to class ready to talk about such issues 
as the site and people with whom you are working; your research goals; any obstacles 
you are encountering; any practical and/or ethical problems you encounter; etc. Try to 
think in advance about how the class might help you move forward with your work. 
 
Week 1: 
8/30:  
General Introduction 
Field, Fieldwork, Participant Observation and Writing 
Discussion of Fieldwork Projects  
 
Week 2: 
9/6:  
The Experience of Fieldwork 
P. Rabinow, Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco, Berkeley, University of California 
Press, 1978. 
 
****Fieldwork Proposals Due – 3-5 pages, describing field site and research 
question**** 
  
Week 3: 
9/13: Away in Cairo (Make up on October 5th) 
 
Week 4: 
9/20: Participant Observation 
 
B. Malinowski, “Introduction: the subject, method and scope of this inquiry,” in 
Argonauts of the Western Pacific: An Account of Native Enterprise and Adventure in the 
Archipelagos of Melanesian New Guinea, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
Introduction, 1922, pp. 1-25.  
 
C. Geertz, “I-witnessing: Malinowski’s children,” in Works and Lives: The Anthropologist 
as Author, Stanford University Press, 1988, pp.73-102. 
 
I. Goffman, “On Fieldwork,” in Contemporary Field Research: Perspectives and 
formulations, 2nd edition, Prospect Heights, IL, Waveland Press, 2001. 
 
C. Geertz, “Being there: anthropology and the scene of writing” in C. Geertz, Works and 
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Lives: The Anthropologist as Author, Stanford University Press, 1988, pp.1-24. 
 
Week 5: 
9/27:  
Fieldnotes  
Structuring Observations via Fieldnotes - Tacking between Observing/Notating and 
Emergent Structures 
 
J. Jackson, “’I am a Fieldnote’: Fieldnotes as a Symbol of Professional Identity (3-33) 
and  
J. Clifford, “Notes on (Field)notes” (pp. 47-70) both in R. Sanjek, ed. Fieldnotes: The 
Making of Anthropology, Cornell University Press, 1990. 
R. Emerson, R. Fretz, and L. Shaw, “Fieldnotes in ethnographic research” and “In the 
field: participating, observing, and jotting notes” (Chapters 1 and 2) in Writing 
Ethnographic Fieldnotes, University of Chicago Press, 1995, pp.1-38. 
 
+ Meeting with Prof. Langlitz 
 
Week 6: 
10/4:  
The Field in Contemporary Anthropology 
A Gupta and J. Ferguson, “Discipline and Practice: ‘The Field’ as Site, Method, and 
Location in Anthropology,” Anthropological Locations: Boundaries and grounds of a field 
science. University of California Press, Berkeley.1997, pp. 1-46. 
 
P. Rabinow, Essays on the Anthropology of Reason, Princeton University Press, 1996, 
Chapter 1. 
 
K. Cetina Knorr, Epistemic Cultures, Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1999, 
pp. 1-45. 
 
  
10/5: Workshop with Prof. Veena Das [Extra Session Making up for September 13]  
 
Week 7: 
10/11:  
 
*****Fieldnotes Presentations in Class**** 
 
Week 8:  
10/18: Away [Make-up Session Date – October 21/Time TBD; Content: Fieldnotes 
Presentations in Class] 
 
 
 
 



 

 4 

 
Week 9: 
10/25: Phenomenology 
Session with Cameron Tonkinwise on Phenomenology and Questions of Research in 
Design Practice. 
 
*****Fieldnotes Presentations in Class**** 
 
Week 10: 
11/1:  
Writing and “Writing-Up” 
R. Lederman, “Pretexts for Ethnography: On Reading Fieldnotes” in R. Sanjek, ed. 
Fieldnotes: The Making of Anthropology, Cornell University Press, 1990, pp. 71-91. 
 
Week 11:  
Writing Con’t 
11/8: Special Session with Prof. Hugh Raffles 
*****Fieldnotes Presentations in Class**** 
 
Week 12: 
11/15:  
Ethnographic Authority + Writing and Representation 
 
J. Clifford, “On Ethnographic Authority” in The Predicament of Culture, Cambridge, MA, 
Harvard University Press, 1988. 
P. Steven Sangren, ‘Rhetoric and the authority of ethnography’ Current Anthropology, 
29(3), 405-435, 1988.  [Note:  read through comments and reply] 
 
Week 13: 
11/22: Away – Make up Class for 11/22 after 11/29 [Date TBD]. 
  
Week 14: 
11/29:  
Ethnographic Authority + Writing and Representation Con’t 
 
R. Rosaldo, “From the Door of His Tent: The Fieldworker and the Inquisitor,” (pp.77-97) 
and  
 
P. Rabinow, “Representations are Social Facts: Modernity and Post-Modernity in 
Anthropology (pp. 234-261) both in J. Clifford and G. Marcus, eds. Writing Culture: The 
Poetics and Politics of Ethnography, University of California Press, 1986.  
 
J. Clifford, “Identity in Mashpee” Predicament of Culture, Harvard University Press, 
1988. 
 
Make up Class for 11/22 – Additional Session Date and Time TBD. 
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Content: Final Presentations I 
 
 
Week 15: 
12/6: 
Final Presentations II 
 
Week 16: 
12/13: 
Final Presentations III 
 


