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Essay 1: Taking Stock 
 
  
Prompt 
Before an ethnographer goes out into the field, she takes stock of what she already knows (or 
thinks she knows) about the culture she is planning to study, and she also takes some time to 
reflect upon her own position as a researcher. This kind of writing is somewhat personal in nature, 
since it dwells on your own experiences and preconceptions. The idea is not to become a 
detached, “objective” researcher (since there really is no such thing), but rather to understand how 
your own perceptions and identity might affect the way you perceive your field site. 
 
Please write a short (3-4 page) essay in which you do the following:  
 

1. Identify the sub-culture you intend to study this semester and discuss what you already 
know (or think you know) about the sub-culture. You might also discuss the ways in which 
this sub-culture tends to be perceived by outsiders (preconceptions and stereotypes). 

2. Consider your own position in relation to your chosen sub-culture. Are you already a 
participant in the community? If so, what is the nature of your participation in it? Moreover, 
what about your own experiences and background might affect the way you interact with 
and perceive the community? You might think about your class, race, ethnicity, gender, 
age, socio-economic status, and your own cultural affiliations, and how they compare 
and/or contrast to the field site you will work at. 

3. Explain why you think your chosen sub-culture is a good candidate for ethnographic study. 
You might want to think about the criteria for choosing a field site (in the separate handout). 
Anticipate any difficulties you might have in coming to understand this sub-culture. 

4. Discuss more broadly why it is you want to study this fieldsite. What questions do you have 
about it? What do you expect to find when you start your fieldwork? 

 
Please do not treat this as a list of questions to answer, one-by-one, in your essay. Instead, 
write a coherent essay in which you tackle these four broad concerns.  
 
  
Format Requirements 

• This essay must be between 1000 and 1500 words long. It should be in the Microsoft Word 
document format 

• Set your documents to have one-inch margins all around (the default is often 1.25 inches), 
and use the Times New Roman, 12-point font. 

• Your name, my name, the course section, and the date should appear in the upper-left 
corner of the first page (do not use a cover sheet). Your last name and the page number 
should appear in the upper-right corner of every page (use “header” function). 

  
Due Date 

• Draft Due Thursday, Feb. 12, by the beginning of class. Post your assignment to Moodle. 
• Final Revision Due Tuesday, Feb. 17, by the beginning of class. Post your assignment to 

Moodle. 
 


