
SOAN 216-1

HANDS-ON ANTHROPOLOGY
Spring 2014

Tuesday, Thursday —— 11:00 to 12:15pm
Nicely 108

Instructor:  Dr. Sylvain Perdigon  Jesup 103B
  sp06@aub.edu.lb   Office hours: Tuesday, 1:30–4:30pm

CATALOGUE DESCRIPTION
An introduction to the techniques, theories, and debates concerning ethnographic 
fieldwork. What do anthropologists actually do and what is unique about anthropological 
research? This course explores the politics and ethics of research, kinds of observation, 
effective interviewing strategies, note-taking, ways of ‘coding’ or indexing information, data 
analysis, and approaches to writing.

COURSE PHILOSOPHY
Anthropology is the field of empirical research and theoretical inquiry that aims at 
assembling thicks accounts of actual social worlds. It is both a very exciting and a very 
intimidating endeavor. At one level, you simply want to get it right, reach conclusions that 
have a claim to legitimacy and authoritative knowledge according to disciplinary standards. 
But of course, you also want your findings to be significant, eloquent, of consequence — to 
disclose connections, aspects, and zones of human experience not or poorly known before 
your research —, and this often implies elaborating on, sometimes even departing from, the 
received ways of doing anthropology. Finally, you know or feel that your research ought to 
be conducted in responsible manner, that is, in a manner responsive to the obligations you 
will incur as you enter and cultivate relations through fieldwork, and as you venture, later on, 
to speak or write about other people’s lives. And these obligations, you mostly do not know 
what forms they are going to take as you embark on your project.
This course is designed to initiate students into the practical logic of anthropological 
inquiry, from articulating a research question to conducting fieldwork to writing in the 
ethnographic genre. The course will take us through the ethnographer’s toolbox, including 
participant observation, fieldnotes, interviews, social mapping, survey design, data coding, 
extended case-study and other forms of analysis and modes of presentation. In approaching 
the various tricks of the trade, we will explore systematically how different types of evidence 
(words, observations, numbers, images, maps, etc.) enter into and shape ethnographic 
accounts and anthropological theories. We will also develop a sustained reflection on the 
necessity to think critically and imaginatively about our research instruments and what 
constitutes “the field” — and on the loss and formation of the self that good fieldwork almost 
always entails.
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Regarding the organization of the course, we shall take our cue from anthropologists’ long-
standing habit of describing their practice as a craft (or what the Ancient Greeks called 
technè) rather than a set of formal procedures. By this, they mean not only that their standard 
methods of data collection always have to be infinitely refined, tweaked, or reinvented to 
espouse the contours and dynamics of whatever social world one is working in and on. They 
also mean that anthropology, really, is something one can learn to do only by doing it. 
Accordingly, I want you to think of our course a bit as a carpenter’s or painter’s workshop. 
What you learn in this course depends only partially on what I plan to teach you. It depends 
at least as much on your willingness to experiment on your own terms with the various 
techniques we will explore, and to share your successes, missteps and other tips with your 
fellow apprentices for mutual instruction. Concretely, you will be tasked with designing and 
conducting a mini ethnographic project over the course of the semester, under the general 
rubric of “Manifestations of the strange in 2014 Beirut.” Your responsibilities for class will 
include sharing various stages of your work with your classmates and following the 
development of their own projects.

LEARNING OUTCOMES
Upon completion of this class, students will have acquired basic tools and skills to:
• articulate a research question and design an ethnographic research project
• apply standards methods of anthropological inquiry, including participant observation, 

note taking, formal and informal interviews, social mapping, and surveys
• analyze qualitative and quantitative ethnographic data
• select the appropriate mode of presentation to share their findings
• reflect critically on the kind of evidence on which anthropology rests its claim to legitimacy 

and authoritative knowledge

COURSE REQUIREMENTS
1. Attendance, participation, reading (15% of the final grade): You are required to attend 

all classes, to have made the required readings ahead of class, and to participate actively 
in the discussion. Some weeks, the required readings will also include the (short) 
assignments of your classmates posted on Moodle. A failure on your part to do this work 
of preparation on a regular basis, or to make it evident to me through your participation 
in class, would significantly impact this portion of your final grade. 

Note in this respect that this a rather reading-intensive course, or at least as 
reading-intensive as an mid-level course would typically be in a good 
American or European college. The reading load for each week goes from 40 
to 80 dense pages; you should plan on keeping a strict, organized reading 
routine throughout the semester in order to cope with this load (i.e., starting 
the readings the day before class will not work, trust me). I also expect 
participants in this course to do close, active readings of the material. You 

2



should annotate the text as your read and come to class with a clear idea of the 
plan of the chapters or articles you have just read, of the argumentative 
strategies that authors employ, and a handful of key words and specific 
passages in mind for discussion. When the required readings include your 
classmates’ assignments, you should come to class with specific comments, 
suggestions and feedback on at least some of the works you have read.

2. There will be five unannounced quizzes on the assigned readings of the week, four of 
which will count towards the course grade, i.e., the lowest score will be dropped (15% of 
the final grade, 3.75% for each of the top four quizzes).

3. Research project: all the written assignments for the course will consist in a series of 
exercises corresponding to various stages of your individual research project. I shall 
explain in class what the specific requirements and parameters for each assignment are 
in the weeks preceding submission. Assignments include:
• Research question (in two installments, first draft and revised version, 7.5 x 2 = 15% of 

the final grade)
• Fieldnotes (in three installments 5 x 3 = 15% of the final grade)
• Interview schedule (15% of the final grade)
• Survey variables (10% of the final grade)
• Ethnographic essay (end of the semester, 15% of the final grade)

• Take advantage of the writing resources available to you, first among them 
the AUB Writing Center where you can schedule an appointment for advice 
and feedback at any stage of the writing process. The Writing Center’s website 
includes a page collecting most useful writing links. Specific guidelines on how 
to write an anthropology paper can be found here. Last but not least, take a 
close look at this checklist for editing and reviewing your paper before 
submitting it.
• All written assignments must be uploaded as Microsoft Word documents on 
Moodle on specified dates. They must be double-spaced with one inch 
margins all around. Your name and the page number must appear in the 
upper-right corner of every page (in the “header”). Part of your grade for 
written assignments will have to do with your documents’ presentation. 
Proofread and edit them for obvious typos, misspellings, and basic errors in 
grammar, usage and punctuation before submission.
• In accordance with the conventions followed by the American 
Anthropological Association, you should use the Author-Date Chicago citation 
style in your written assignments. Refer to the How to cite your sources page 
on the AUB library website for the necessary information on the Chicago 
citation style and useful citation management tools. Schedule an appointment 
at the library or the writing center if you are unsure of how to use these 
resources. Those tools will be of great use to you throughout your college 
years and beyond.
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PRACTICALITIES

Moodle
It is imperative that you familiarize yourself as soon as possible with the Moodle Learning 
Management System if you are not already familiar with it. I will use Moodle to make a good 
chunk of our class readings available to you. You will use it to submit your assignments and 
share them with your classmates. Important course information, including the syllabus, will 
be constantly updated on the site. Finally, I will enter your grades in the relevant section of 
the site over the course of the semester so that you can have a fairly good idea of how you 
are doing in the course and what your final grade might look like if you do not decrease or 
increase your efforts. If you have any question or problems regarding your Moodle account, 
use the following links: Moodle for Students and Moodle FAQ.

How to contact me
As a matter of rule, I enjoy a lot interacting with students outside of the classroom. 
Practically, I think it is almost always more efficient to attend to the matter at hand, and it also 
more akin to my picture of what faculty-students relations should look like. Email, on the 
other hand, I do not like that much. I of course recognize that it is part of the world we live in 
and I will use it to communicate with you and reply to your messages. But I ask you as much 
as possible to come and see me in person, either in my office (Jesup 103B) or wherever you 
happen to catch me on campus, when you have a question or need to tell me something. 
Incidentally, this is just the original idea behind holding office hours (Tuesday, 1:30–4:30) 
but you will often find me in my office on weekdays between 9:00am and 6:00pm if your 
question or problem cannot wait.

COURSE ETIQUETTE AND POLICIES
• Attendance: I will take attendance at the beginning of each class session. By coming late to 

class, you will be marked as absent, unless you come to see me at the end of the session with 
a valid excuse for being late. Absences for which a medical excuse is provided (on 
professional letterhead) will be recorded but not figured in the attendance grade. Likewise, 
one absence for which advanced notice is given by email will not be figured in the attendance 
grade. Any significant tardy arrival in, or early departure from, class will be figured as a half 
absence. Otherwise, one absence will be penalized by 5% of the final grade, two absences by 
10% of the final grade, three absences by 15%, and anyone who has more than four class-
long, unexcused absences will receive an “F” grade for the course.

• Late assignments: Late assignments will not be accepted without penalty unless there is an 
emergency situation and you contact me immediately and in advance to discuss an extension. 
Otherwise, one late assignment will be penalized by 5% of the final grade and two late 
assignments by 10% of the final grade.

• Classroom behavior: There is to be no computer, cell phone or electronic notepad usage in 
class except to access the reading. You will be publicly shamed and asked to leave the 
classroom if caught using the above for any other purpose. Please use a pen and notebook to 
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take notes. The effort is to recapture the old charm of listening, writing by hand and speaking 
in class.

• Academic integrity: Please familiarize yourself with issues pertaining to academic honesty by 
consulting the AUB Student Code of Conduct, Section 1. Plagiarism (stealing other people’s 
work and words and trying to pass them to me as your own) is a peculiarly objectionable sin 
and I will not hesitate, in grave cases, to penalize it most heavily. The AUB website contains a 
useful page with information and tutorials designed for students on this topic. You are also 
always welcome to come and see me before submitting your assignment if you are not sure of 
whether the way you handle a peculiar source is appropriate.

• On the ethics of anthropology: The anthropology class is an ethical space where differences 
are negotiated. These differences pertain not only to the unfamiliar forms of life sometimes 
conjured up in ethnographic texts, but also to the diverse political, moral, spiritual or 
intellectual commitments that students and instructor bring with them into the classroom. 
Taking this course implies a willingness, on each participant’s part, to learn to recognize, 
through the medium of anthropology, the layering of dispositions, heritages and social forces 
that help to compose our personal orientations to the world. It also implies a firm commitment 
to attend to our differences in this regard in a spirit of mutual responsiveness, generosity and 
respect.
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WEEKLY READING SCHEDULE
Electronic copies of all the required journal articles or book chapters will be made available 
on Moodle.
I reserve the right to make (slight) modifications to this reading list as the semester unfolds, 
but the topics covered will remain the same.

Week 1 The anthropological practice: method, technique or craft? 

MALINOWSKI, B. 1922. Introduction: The subject, method and scope of this 
inquiry. In Argonauts of the Western Pacific: An Account of Native 
Enterprise and Adventure in the Archipelagoes of Melanesian New 
Guinea. London: Routledge, 2002. (pp. 1-20) 

EVANS-PRITCHARD, E. E. 1940. Introductory. In The Nuer, a Description of the 
Modes of Livelihood and Political Institutions of a Nilotic People. Oxford: 
Clarendon Press. (pp. 1-15) 

AGAR, M. 1996. Ethnography. In The Professional Stranger : An Informal 
Introduction to Ethnography. San Diego: Academic Press. (pp. 
113-133) 

MURCHISON, JULIAN M. 2010. What is ethnography? . In Ethnography 
Essentials : Designing, Conducting, and Presenting Your Research. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass. (pp. 3-18) 

Week 2 Designing a research project

MURCHISON, JULIAN M. 2010. Ethnography Essentials : Designing, 
Conducting, and Presenting Your Research. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
(Chapters 2, 3 and 4)

Week 3 Fieldnotes: From participation to writing

EMERSON, R. M., Rachel I Fretz, and Linda L Shaw. 1995. Writing Ethnographic 
Fieldnotes. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  (Chapters 1 and 2, pp. 
3-38)

TAUSSIG, M. T. 2011. I Swear I Saw This : Drawings in Fieldwork Notebooks, 
Namely My Own. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. (Selections to 
be announced)

Week 4 Ethnography and the work of the imagination

ROUCH, J., Oumarou Ganda, Petit Touré, and Alassane Maiga. 1957. Moi, un 
noir (movie).

ROUCH, J. and Enrico Fulchignoni. 2003. Ciné-Anthropology. In Ciné 
Ethnography. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. (pp. 
147-187) 
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Week 5 Beginnings, interviews. 

AGAR, M. 1996. Beginning fieldwork. In The Professional Stranger : An 
Informal Introduction to Ethnography. San Diego: Academic Press. (pp. 
133-167) 

MURCHISON, JULIAN M. 2010. Interviews. In Ethnography Essentials : 
Designing, Conducting, and Presenting Your Research. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass. (pp. 99-114) 

Week 6 Using language-in-use

KEATING, E. and Maria Egbert. 2004. Conversation as a cultural activity. In A 
Companion to Linguistic Anthropology. Ed. Alessandro Duranti. Malden, 
MA: Blackwell Pub.. (pp. 169-196) 

EMERSON, R. M., Rachel I Fretz, and Linda L Shaw. 1995. Pursuing members' 
meanings. In Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. (pp. 108-141) 

FAVRET-SAADA, J. 1977. Deadly Words: Witchcraft in the Bocage. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Presse, 1980. (pp. 3-24)

Week 7 With all one’s senses

STOLLER, P. 1997. The sorcerer's body. In Sensuous Scholarship. Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press. (pp. 4-23) 

PINK, S. 2009. Doing Sensory Ethnography. Los Angeles; London: 
SAGE. (Chapters 1, 2 and 4)

Week 8 The self as ethnographic material

AGAR, M. 1996. Who are you to do this? In The Professional Stranger : An 
Informal Introduction to Ethnography. San Diego: Academic Press. (pp. 
92-112)

KONDO, D. K. 1986. Dissolution and reconstitution of self: Implications for 
anthropological epistemology. Cultural Anthropology 1 (1): 74-88. 

Week 9 Mapping relationships

MURCHISON, JULIAN M. 2010. Tables and charts. In Ethnography Essentials : 
Designing, Conducting, and Presenting Your Research. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass. (pp. 143-157) 

CAROL, S. 1975. All Our Kin: Strategies for Survival in a Black Community. New 
York: Harper Torchbooks. (Chapters 1, 3, 6)

Week 10 Basics of quantitative research (I): for what? 
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MITCHELL, J. C. 1967. On quantification in social anthropology. In The Craft of 
Social Anthropology. Ed. A. L. Epstein. London: Tavistock. (pp. 
17-46) 

AGAR, M. 1996. Narrowing the focus. In The Professional Stranger : An 
Informal Introduction to Ethnography. San Diego: Academic Press. (pp. 
167-184) 

REYNOLDS, P. 2000. The ground of all making: State violence, the family, and 
political activists. In Violence and Subjectivity. Ed. Arthur Kleinman, 
Ramphele, Mamphela, Pamela Reynolds, and Veena Das. Berkeley: 
University of California Press. (pp. 141-170) 

Week 11 Basics of quantitative research (II): how? 

FAFO. Iraq Multiple Indicator Rapid Assessment - Household Questionnaire 
(http://www.fafo.no/ais/middeast/iraq/imira/IMIRA%20Household
%20English.pdf).

PALLANT, J. 2010. SPSS Survival Manual : A Step by Step Guide to Data 
Analysis Using SPSS. Maidenhead: Open University Press/McGraw-Hill. 
(Chapters 1 and 2, pp. 1-15)

Week 12 Questions of ethics

SCHEPER-HUGHES, N. 2000. Ire in Ireland. Ethnography 1 (1): 117-140. 

HERRERA, C. D. 1999. Two arguments for ‘covert methods’ in social research. 
The British Journal of Sociology 50 (2): 331-343. 

AMERICAN ANTHROPOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION. 2012. Statement on Ethics — 
Principles of Professional Responsibility (http://www.aaanet.org/coe/
Code_of_Ethics.pdf).

Week 13 Sorting, coding, writing again

EMERSON, R. M., Rachel I Fretz, and Linda L Shaw. 1995. Processing 
fieldnotes: Coding and memoing. In Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. (pp. 142-168)

MURCHISON, JULIAN M. 2010. Choosing the appropriate presentation style. 
In Ethnography Essentials : Designing, Conducting, and Presenting Your 
Research. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. (pp. 195-210) 

EMERSON, R. M., Rachel I Fretz, and Linda L Shaw. 1995. Writing an 
ethnography. In Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. (pp. 169-210)

Additional resource

BERNARD, H. R. 1998. Handbook of Methods in Cultural Anthropology. Walnut Creek, Calif.: 
AltaMira Press.
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