THU 7/05 – CLASS 3 Assignment Two Workshop: Auto-Ethnographic Methods

0:00–0:35: PART 1 — WHAT IS AUTO-ETHNOGRAPHY REALLY?

0:00–0:10 — Opening Conversation

Ask each student:
What are you thinking of writing about?

Let each speak briefly (2 mins each).

As they speak, ask:
* What is the social dimension here?
* What broader structure does this connect to?
* Where might the analytical angle be?

This immediately grounds the workshop in their real projects.

Students briefly say what they are thinking of writing about, as the outline already proposes. Because it is online, this is also your room-opening device: it gets microphones on early and breaks passive silence. The teaching here should happen through your follow-up questions rather than through explanation.

What this part should cover:
the difference between a topic and an anthropological question;
the need for a social dimension;
the move from private experience to patterned social life.

What to do:
ask each student what they want to write about;
then ask where the social world is, what wider structure it connects to, and what the possible analytical angle might be.

This should feel conversational.

0:10–0:20 — Mini Framing: Ethnography & Reflexivity
Ethnography begins from a very simple but demanding idea: if we want to understand social life properly, we have to get close enough to it to see how meanings, habits, relations, and assumptions are actually lived. Anthropology has usually done that through participant observation, sustained attention, fieldnotes, and interpretation. The point is not just to collect information. The point is to understand how a social world makes sense from within, while still analysing it critically. The ASA guidance still treats participant observation as one of anthropology’s core methods precisely because it is holistic, inductive, and capable of uncovering links between different domains of life that a narrower method might miss (ASA, 2021). Ethnographic knowledge is therefore not produced by standing outside social life as a detached measurer. It is produced through encounter, observation, and interpretation .

That is why ethnography belongs much more comfortably with an interpretive understanding of research than with a positivist one. In social research, meanings are not simply lying around like objects waiting to be counted. They are made, contested, revised, and lived through interaction. Pete Scales argues interpretivist research is concerned with how people understand the world, how those worlds are constructed, and how researchers come to know them through close engagement rather than external measurement (Scales, 2013). Anthropology is not uninterested in evidence. It is interested in evidence of meaning.

Auto-ethnography takes those principles and shifts the location of the field. You are not standing outside the social world you are analysing. You are already in it. You are both participant and observer. That does not make the method easier. In some ways it makes it harder, because familiarity can hide what needs to be analysed. What seems obvious to you may be culturally patterned. What feels purely personal may be saturated with class, gender, race, bureaucracy, religion, kinship, or moral expectation. The task is to make the familiar strange enough to become thinkable.

That is where reflexivity matters. Reflexivity is not confession, and it is not endless self-disclosure. It is disciplined awareness of where you stand in relation to what you are studying, what you can see clearly, what you may be missing, and how your own assumptions shape the account you produce. Hammersley reminds us that ethnographic accounts are always constructed rather than transparent mirrors of reality; the answer is not to abandon ethnography, but to recognise that interpretation is part of the method itself (Hammersley, 2018). Reflexivity makes that construction visible enough to be intellectually responsible.

So auto-ethnography is not memoir. Memoir tells a personal story because it is yours. Auto-ethnography uses situated experience to analyse a wider social world. The difference is not the use of the first person. The difference is the presence of method, evidence, concept, and argument. Your experience is not the endpoint. It is the starting point for anthropological analysis.

0:20–0:30 — Description vs Analysis (Live Practice)

Invite one volunteer to summarise a key moment from their topic.
Then collectively ask:
* What is descriptive here?
* Where is the analysis?
* What concept could sharpen it?

Rewrite one sentence together into analytical form.

Integrated Q&A:
Students ask clarification questions as they arise.

This is where many first-years most need help. They often think that if something is vivid or sincere, it is analytical. So this segment should teach by example, not by abstract explanation.

What this part must cover:
the distinction between description and analysis;
how a scene becomes evidence;
how a concept sharpens an observation;
how to “make the familiar strange.”

What to do:
take one volunteer example;
identify which parts are description;
ask what broader issue is visible there;
rewrite one sentence live into analytical form.

0:30–1:00: PART 2 — BUILDING A STRONG ARGUMENT

0:30–0:45 — Thesis Development Roundtable

Each student states:
“My essay argues that…”

Group discussion after each:
* Is it analytical?
* Is it too broad?
* What concept strengthens it?
* What evidence will carry it?

This should be almost entirely interactive. 

What this part must cover:
what makes a claim analytical rather than descriptive;
how to narrow an over-broad topic;
what kind of evidence an auto-ethnographic essay can realistically sustain.

My role is to keep sharpening:
is this an argument or just a topic?
is it too broad for 2000 words?
what social pattern does it identify?
what material from experience will actually carry it?

0:45–1:00 — Conceptual Anchoring
A strong auto-ethnographic essay does not work by piling up experiences and hoping they speak for themselves. Experience never simply speaks for itself. It has to be interpreted. That is where concepts matter. A concept is not decorative terminology added late to make an essay sound academic. A concept gives you a way of naming what is happening in your material so that you can move from anecdote to argument. If you are writing about family expectations, a concept might help you identify moral regulation, gendered labour, obligation, or respectability. If you are writing about everyday encounters with paperwork, the concept might be bureaucracy, belonging, precarity, or institutional power. The concept does analytical work.

This is also where students often worry that theory will make the essay artificial. Usually the opposite is true. Without concepts, an auto-ethnographic essay can remain trapped at the level of vivid description. With concepts, ordinary scenes begin to show their wider social life. The point is not to force your material into a reading. The point is to use a reading to sharpen what you can already see. The workshop outline is right to stress conceptual anchoring at this stage, because this is where the essay becomes properly anthropological rather than simply reflective .

Ethnography has always involved more than description. The basics of ethnographic research include identifying a research problem, generating questions from the material, interpreting behaviour in terms of locally meaningful categories, and developing themes from data rather than merely reporting events (Mullick et al., 2013) . That is why “my topic is…” is never enough. The essay needs a claim. What does this scene from your own life show about the social world? What does it reveal that is larger than itself?

The easiest way to think about this is to separate topic, evidence, and argument. The topic is the broad area: food, commuting, gym culture, WhatsApp family chat, religious routine, part-time work, house-sharing. The evidence is the material you observed and recorded: moments, interactions, feelings, silences, routines, notes. The argument is what you are saying those observations reveal. A topic does not make an essay. An argument does.

Because this is first-year work, the strongest essays will usually do one thing well and in depth rather than six things narrowly and shallowly. A narrow claim is often more powerful than a broad one. “My essay argues that family WhatsApp groups operate as spaces of everyday moral surveillance” is already much stronger than “My essay is about family communication.” One gives us an analytical direction; the other gives us a subject area.

This is also where the course readings come in. You are not writing a literature review. You are using a small number of relevant anthropological ideas to deepen your interpretation of your own material. One or two well-chosen concepts, carefully used, are usually better than a long list of names. The assignment brief asks for an auto-ethnographic essay, not a theoretical performance . The reading should help your analysis become more precise, not drown it.

So the test is simple. After reading a paragraph of your draft, someone should be able to say not just what happened, but what that event shows. That is the movement from topic to argument, and from reflection to anthropology.

Then, ask each student:
Which course theme connects most strongly to your topic?

Possible anchors:
* Religion
* Moral regulation
* Structural inequality
* Bureaucracy
* Belonging
* Embodiment
* Migration
* Development

BREAK (1:00–1:05)
1:05–1:15 — Open Q&A Interlude
Pause deliberately and ask: What is still unclear about the assignment?

Encourage:
* Structure questions
* Word limit concerns
* Citation anxiety
* “Is this topic okay?” worries

This is a release valve, a deliberate pause for clarifying uncertainty around structure, word count, citations, and topic viability .

What this part should cover:
assignment anxieties;
practical misunderstandings;
uncertainty about scope, structure, and evidence.

1:15–1:45: PART 3 — ETHICS & POSITIONALITY
1:15–1:30 — Ethical Conversation
Ethics matters in ethnographic work because research is never just about information. It is about relationships, power, trust, exposure, and consequence. That remains true when the field is your own everyday life. In fact, it often becomes sharper, because the people you may want to write about are people you already know: family members, friends, partners, housemates, colleagues, classmates, people in group chats, people at work. Writing about your own life often means writing about other people’s lives as well.

The ASA guidance is very clear on this. Ethnographic research involves responsibilities around transparency, consent, confidentiality, anonymity, privacy, fieldnotes, and the ongoing relationships produced through research (ASA, 2021) . The important point here is that ethics is not only something sorted out before research begins. It continues throughout the process. You have to keep asking: what am I entitled to observe, record, include, anonymise, and publish? The fact that something happened in your presence does not automatically mean it belongs in an assessed essay.

That is why positionality is important here, too. Positionality means asking where you stand in relation to the field you are describing. What power do you hold? What intimacy do you take for granted? What authority are you claiming when you interpret someone else’s words or actions? Anthropology does not ask these questions in order to paralyse research. It asks them in order to make research more responsible and more intellectually honest.

Auto-ethnography can create a false sense of safety because it feels as though you are only writing about yourself. Usually you are not. If you write about family conflict, you are representing other people. If you write about workplace life, you may expose colleagues or identifiable institutions. If you write about digital interaction, screenshots, usernames, timings, and context can identify people far more easily than you expect. The ASA guidance warns that even where pseudonyms are used, a particular configuration of details can make people recognisable beyond reasonable doubt (ASA, 2021) .

So what follows from that? First, anonymising names is often necessary but not always sufficient. Sometimes locations, roles, timings, or distinctive details also need to be altered or omitted. Second, not every topic is equally workable. Some topics are analytically interesting but ethically messy. Third, good ethnographic judgement includes knowing when not to include material, even if it would make the essay more dramatic. The most revealing material is not always the most publishable material.

Ethics also matters methodologically. If people would be harmed, embarrassed, or exposed by your account, that should shape your choices from the beginning. Research is not justified simply because it is interesting. The advancement of knowledge does not cancel obligations to those represented in the text (ASA, 2021) . For anthropology, responsibility is part of rigour.

So the question is not only “Is this a good topic?” It is also “Can I research and write this topic responsibly?” A strong auto-ethnographic essay needs both analytical force and ethical discipline. Without that second part, the first becomes much less persuasive.

Now, pose scenarios:
* Writing about family conflict
* Writing about workplace dynamics
* Writing about digital interactions

Ask:
What are the risks?
What needs anonymising?
Where is consent required?

Clarify best practice as discussion unfolds.

1:30–1:45 — Reflexivity Exercise

Students privately write 3 sentences:
* What is my position in this field?
* What power do I hold?
* What blind spots might I have?

Invite voluntary sharing.
Discuss how reflexivity strengthens credibility.

Students write privately:
what is my position in this field?
what power do I hold?
what blind spots might I have?

What this needs to cover:
what reflexivity actually is;
why reflexivity strengthens rather than weakens credibility;
how positionality shapes what can be seen and said.

BREAK (1:45-1:50)
1:50–2:00: PART 4 — ESSAY STRUCTURE & ANALYTICAL DEPTH 
A 2000-word auto-ethnographic essay needs shape. Without structure, even strong observations can dissolve into narrative drift. The assignment asks for an essay, not a diary and not a stream of reflections . That means the reader should be able to see a clear line of argument from beginning to end.

The simplest structure is usually the strongest. Begin with a focused argument. Not a vague intention, but a clear claim about what your ethnographic material shows. Then move into a sharply chosen scene, episode, or recurring practice from your everyday life. That is the ethnographic core of the essay. After that, unpack it analytically. What is happening here socially? What norms, assumptions, institutions, or relations are visible in this scene? How does this connect to one of the course themes? Then widen out briefly to show the broader significance of the example before concluding with what the analysis has established.

That shape matters because ethnographic writing works through movement between scale. It stays close enough to lived detail to remain grounded, but it also pulls back enough to interpret. Mullick and colleagues are right to emphasise that ethnography involves the detailed presentation of observed reality, the researcher’s interpretive position, and the development of significant themes from the material rather than a simple accumulation of events (Mullick et al., 2013) . The scene matters, but what the scene reveals matters more.

One common weakness in first-year writing is chronological storytelling. “First this happened, then this happened, then I felt this, then I realised that.” That can be vivid, but it often remains descriptive. Analytical writing asks harder questions of the same material. Why did that interaction take that form? What assumptions were built into it? What structure larger than the immediate moment made it intelligible? How does the example connect to power, morality, identity, bureaucracy, embodiment, religion, migration, or inequality?

Fieldnotes matter here too. Good fieldnotes are not polished prose. They are working documents: details, timings, phrases, gestures, settings, impressions, contradictions. The ASA guidance treats fieldnotes as central to ethnographic practice and emphasises the need to handle them carefully because they often contain personal and identifiable data (ASA, 2021) . In auto-ethnography, notes help you avoid writing entirely from memory after the fact. They preserve detail, and detail is often where the analysis begins.

A good paragraph in this kind of essay usually does four things. It presents a detail or scene. It interprets that material rather than merely repeating it. It links the interpretation to a concept or course theme. Then it shows why that matters for the broader claim of the essay. If one of those steps is missing, the paragraph often weakens. Too much scene and no analysis gives you narrative. Too much concept and no scene gives you abstraction. The essay needs both.

So the architecture is not complicated, but it is demanding: argument, evidence, interpretation, connection, conclusion. The task is to keep asking of every section of the essay: is this helping me show something, or am I only telling what happened?


2:00–2:15: PART 5 — DEEPENING ANALYSIS 
2:00–2:10 — From Experience to Structure

For each student, ask:
What larger system does your example reveal?
* Institutional rule?
* Norm?
* Inequality?
* Cultural assumption?
* Policy?
* Moral expectation?

Push gently:
Go one layer deeper.

What this needs to cover:
how an example reveals a larger system;
institutional rules, norms, inequalities, policies, assumptions, moral expectations;
how to push analysis one layer deeper.

This is less lecture-like than the earlier conceptual framing, but still intellectually substantial.

2:10–2:15 — Final Clarifications

Short, focused Q&A:
* Referencing expectations
* Use of first person
* How many readings to cite
* Balancing story and analysis

Reassure:
You are not graded on:
How dramatic your experience is.

You are graded on:
* Clarity
* Argument
* Analytical connection
* Reflexivity
* Coherence

Closing line:
Auto-ethnography works when it shows how the personal is structured by the social world.

This is where you tidy the remaining practical issues:
first person;
how many readings;
referencing expectations;
balancing story and analysis;
what the essay is actually being marked on .
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