
Fieldnotes The Makings Of Anthropology 1

Fieldnotes The Makings Of Anthropology

Fieldnotes The Makings Of Anthropology Downloaded from www.remodelicious.com by Lester & Stewart

INTRODUCTION: THE UNSUNG FOUNDATION OF A DISCIPLINE

In the vast and intricate landscape of cultural anthropology, few tools are as fundamental, yet as
humble, as the fieldnote. When we speak of Fieldnotes The Makings Of Anthropology,  we are
not merely discussing a method of data collection. We are examining the very crucible in which the
discipline  is  forged.  Fieldnotes  are  the  raw,  unfiltered,  and  deeply  personal  records  that  form  the
bridge  between  the  chaotic,  lived  experience  of  the  field  and  the  polished,  authoritative
ethnographic monograph. They are the discipline's primary laboratory notebook, its confessional,
and its primary source of evidence. Without them, anthropology as we know it would cease to exist.
For students new to the discipline, fieldnotes often appear to be a simple, almost mundane task: you
go to a place, you watch people, and you write down what you see. However, the reality is far more
complex. The practice of writing fieldnotes is a rigorous, deeply theoretical, and profoundly human
act. It is the process through which the anthropologist transforms personal encounter into cultural
evidence. This article will explore the deep history, the methodological craft, the inherent biases,
and the enduring legacy of fieldnotes in the making of anthropological knowledge. We will  journey
from the verandas of early colonial outposts to the digital notebooks of the 21st century, uncovering
why the simple act of writing in a notebook is arguably the most critical skill an anthropologist can
possess.

THE HISTORICAL GENESIS: FROM TRAVEL DIARIES TO SCIENTIFIC RECORDS

The Pre-Malinowskian Era: Armchair
Anthropology and Travelogues
Before the professionalization of anthropology in the early 20th century, what we now call fieldnotes
were largely the domain of travelers, missionaries, and colonial administrators. These early texts,
often published as travelogues or government reports, were eclectic and highly subjective. They
lacked systematic methodology and were riddled with ethnocentric bias. Figures like Sir James
Frazer,  the author  of  The Golden Bough,  famously  wrote  comparative  anthropology from the
comfort of his study, relying on these second-hand accounts. This "armchair anthropology" produced
grand theories  of  human evolution  but  lacked  the  granular,  contextual  detail  that  defines  modern
anthropology.
These early documents, however, were the precursors to the modern fieldnote. They established the
genre  of  writing  about  "the  Other"  and  created  a  template  for  observation,  however  flawed.  The
data was messy, the analysis was speculative, and the voices of the people being described were
almost entirely absent. This was the foundation upon which a new, more rigorous science would be
built.

The Malinowskian Revolution: Planting the
Ethnographic Flag
The true turning point for Fieldnotes The Makings Of Anthropology  came with the work of
Bronisław Malinowski.  Stranded in the Trobriand Islands during World War I,  Malinowski  did
something radical: he lived among the people he was studying. His methodology, which he called
"participant  observation,"  became  the  gold  standard  of  ethnographic  fieldwork.  His  posthumously
published diary, A Diary in the Strict Sense of the Term, shocked the discipline because it revealed
the messy,  emotional,  and often unpleasant reality  behind the clinical  prose of  his  books like
Argonauts of the Western Pacific.
Malinowski argued that the anthropologist's goal was to "grasp the native's point of view." To
achieve  this,  he  insisted  on  three  key  columns  for  fieldnotes:  the  raw  observation  (what  is
happening), the interpretation (the native's explanation), and the ethnographer's own theoretical
musings. This tripartite structure became a standard. He demanded that anthropologists leave the
veranda of the colonial bungalow and pitch their tents in the village itself. This proximity forced a
depth  of  observation  that  had  never  been  achieved  before.  The  fieldnote  was  no  longer  a  simple
diary; it was a scientific instrument, meticulously managed and rigorously analyzed.

THE CRAFT: THE ANATOMY OF A FIELDNOTE

Jottings, Scratch Notes, and the Full
Account
Writing fieldnotes is a multi-stage process that requires discipline and strategy. The anthropologist
cannot simply sit  down at the end of the day and remember everything. Instead, the process
typically involves three distinct phases.

The Jotting: This occurs in real-time. While observing a ritual, a conversation, or a work1.
activity, the ethnographer scribbles brief keywords, quotes, or actions on a small notepad.
These are barely legible to anyone else and serve only as memory triggers. They are the
seeds of the full note.
The Scratch Note: Later, often during a break, the anthropologist expands the jottings into a2.
coherent but still informal paragraph. This is the raw data, full of sensory details—smells,
sounds, textures—that might seem irrelevant but are crucial for context.
The Full Fieldnote: The final step, ideally done the same evening, is the rigorous, typed or3.
written account. This is the document that will be coded, categorized, and analyzed. It
includes thick description, verbatim quotes, and the ethnographer's own reflexive commentary
on their position in the field.

Thick Description: The Goal of Depth
The most famous concept attached to fieldnotes is Clifford Geertz's "thick description." In his essay
on the Balinese cockfight, Geertz argued that the goal of ethnography is not simply to report that a
man is twitching his eye (thin description), but to understand what that twitch means in a specific
cultural context—is it a wink, a parody of a wink, or a nervous tic? Fieldnotes The Makings Of
Anthropology  must aim for this level  of  interpretive depth.  A good fieldnote does not just record
what happened; it interprets the layers of meaning that surround the action. It locates the event
within a web of social relationships, historical pressures, and symbolic systems.
This  requires  the  fieldworker  to  be  both  a  participant  and  an  observer,  a  balancing  act  that  is
emotionally  and  intellectually  exhausting.  The  fieldnote  becomes  the  space  where  this  tension  is
negotiated. It is a place where the anthropologist can ask, "What is really going on here?"

SUBJECTIVITY AND REFLEXIVITY: THE OBSERVER IN THE TEXT

The Myth of the Invisible Observer
For  much  of  the  20th  century,  fieldnotes  were  considered  a  private,  almost  secret,  part  of  the
anthropological  process.  They  were  the  messy  workshop  from  which  the  clean,  authoritative
monograph  emerged.  The  influence  of  the  observer—their  gender,  class,  ethnicity,  and  personal
history—was  largely  erased  from  the  final  product.  The  positivist  ideal  demanded  an  objective,
scientific  account.
The "Writing Culture" critique of the 1980s, led by anthropologists like James Clifford and George
Marcus,  shattered  this  illusion.  They  argued  that  all  ethnography  is  a  form  of  fiction  (meaning
"made," not "false"). The anthropologist is an author who makes choices about what to include, what
to exclude, and how to frame the narrative. Fieldnotes, it turned out, were not a transparent window
onto reality. They were a heavily mediated, subjective, and creative product.
This  realization  led  to  the  rise  of  reflexivity.  Today,  a  key  component  of  any  strong  fieldwork
methodology  is  the  reflexive  fieldnote.  This  is  a  section  of  the  notebook  dedicated  to  the
anthropologist's own emotional state, their interactions with informants, their misunderstandings,
and their ethical dilemmas. This self-awareness does not invalidate the data; it strengthens it by
providing the reader with the context needed to evaluate the accuracy of the interpretation.

Emotions and Embodiment in the Field
Fieldnotes are not just intellectual exercises. They are deeply emotional documents. Reading a
veteran  anthropologist's  fieldnotes  often  reveals  a  tangle  of  loneliness,  confusion,  frustration,  and
joy. The experience of fieldwork is one of profound culture shock. The anthropologist often feels like
a child, unable to understand basic social cues. The fieldnote becomes a confidant, a place to vent
and to process. Modern methodology recognizes that emotions are data. Anxiety, for instance, can
be a signal that you have stumbled onto a sensitive cultural nerve. Boredom might indicate a
repetitive social pattern. The best fieldnotes capture this embodied experience, noting not just what
was seen, but what was felt in the body of the observer.

ETHICAL DIMENSIONS: RESPONSIBILITY AND REPRESENTATION

Privacy and the Promise of Anonymity
The  making  of  anthropology  through  fieldnotes  is  an  ethical  tightrope.  The  fieldworker  is  granted
extraordinary access to the private lives of others. They witness arguments, hear secrets, and
observe taboo behaviors. The ethical anthropologist must manage this information with immense
care. The use of pseudonyms, the blurring of identifying details, and the conscious choice to omit
certain  sensitive  data  are  all  part  of  the  craft.  The  fieldnote  itself  must  be  written  with  the
assumption that, eventually, it could be seen by others. This creates a constant tension between the
desire for rich, detailed data and the moral obligation to protect the community.

Ownership and Collaboration
Who  owns  a  fieldnote?  Is  it  the  anthropologist  who  wrote  it,  or  the  community  who  provided  the
knowledge? This is a question of increasing importance in post-colonial anthropology. Where once
anthropologists  extracted  data  as  a  resource,  today  there  is  a  push  toward  **collaborative
ethnography**.  Some  anthropologists  now  write  fieldnotes  in  partnership  with  local  informants,
treating them as co-authors. Others return their notes to the community at the end of the project,
allowing  them  to  be  archived  or  destroyed  as  the  community  sees  fit.  The  digital  age  has
complicated  this  further,  as  data  is  easily  shared  and  archived  online.
A critical ethical component of Fieldnotes The Makings Of Anthropology is the concept of do no
harm.  A  careless  fieldnote,  if  lost  or  stolen,  could  expose  participants  to  legal  danger  or  social
ostracism. The physical  security of the notebook—keeping it  dry, keeping it  hidden, keeping it
safe—is a practical and ethical imperative.

MODERN FIELDWORK: THE DIGITAL NOTEBOOK

From Paper to Pixels: New Tools, Old
Problems
The tools of the trade have changed dramatically. While many anthropologists still prefer a simple
paper  notebook  for  jottings,  the  full  fieldnote  is  now  almost  always  typed  on  a  laptop,  tablet,  or
smartphone. Software like NVivo or Atlas.ti allows for complex coding and retrieval of data that was
impossible  with  paper  and  index  cards.  Audio  recorders,  video  cameras,  and  drones  have
supplemented the written word. Yet, the fundamental challenge remains the same: how to transform
experience into text.
Digital  fieldnotes offer advantages (searchability,  backup, multimedia integration) but also present
new dangers.  The pressure to "live tweet"  fieldwork or  post  photos on Instagram can compromise
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the deep attention required for  good ethnography.  The anthropologist  must resist  the urge to
perform for a distant audience and remain present in the local moment. The digital note must also
be backed up ethically, often on encrypted drives, to protect participant confidentiality.

Multimodal and Collaborative Archives
One of the most exciting developments in contemporary anthropology is the push for "multimodal"
fieldnotes.  This  expands  the  definition  of  a  fieldnote  beyond  just  text.  It  includes  sketches,  maps,
photographs,  soundscapes,  and  video  clips.  A  fieldnote  might  be  a  five-minute  recording  of  a
market's ambient noise, a sketched map of a village layout, or a photograph of a person's hand

gestures. When combined with written text, these multimodal notes create a richer, more holistic
archive. This approach aligns with the ethical turn toward collaboration, as visual and audio media
can be more easily shared and interpreted with the community itself, breaking down the traditional
hierarchy between the researcher and the researched.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING POWER OF THE HANDWRITTEN WORD

As we have explored, Fieldnotes The Makings Of Anthropology is not a simple topic. It is a
profound  and  complex  process  that  sits  at  the  heart  of  the  discipline.  From  Malinowski's
revolutionary call to camp in the village to Geertz's demand for thick interpretation,


