UEP-0204
Revisioning Cities: Ethnography for Policy & Planning
Spring 2025
Mondays 1:30 — 4:00 pm
Professor: Kristin Skrabut (kristin.skrabut@tufts.edu)

Course Overview

This research seminar introduces students to the craft of ethnography and explores how qualitative,
embedded, and socially committed research can constructively intervene in contemporary social problems.
We read both classic and cutting-edge ethnographic texts on topics like addiction, eviction, violence,
inequality, infrastructural entanglements, new environmentalisms, and urban social movements. At the same
time, students will experiment with different ethnographic and qualitative research methods - including
spatial and participant observation, in-depth interviewing, discourse and media analysis, and material culture
analysis — as they design and execute their own original research projects. Ultimately, our goals are to use
ethnographic methods and anthropological modes of analysis to uncover alternative ways of understanding
and envisioning the social world and theorize how these perspectives might contribute to creating more just
policies and urban spaces. This elective serves as valuable preparation for students undertaking qualitative
thesis research or who wish to pursue careers grounded in research and social justice. By the end of this
course, students will be able to: design, execute, synthesize, and critically evaluate qualitative social science
research; recognize the political, structural, and cultural forces that shape diverse human experiences and
behaviors; and overcome their own assumptions in ways that sensitize them to local particularities and
facilitate the construction of grounded, innovative, and socially just policies.

The course is divided into four sections. The first introduces students to anthropology’s major theoretical and
methodological approaches and explores how these tools have been effectively used to analyze urban
problems and influence social policy. The second section, “Integrating Space” investigates the iterative
relationship between spatial organization and social life as we practice qualitative spatial analysis and
participant observation. In section three, “Speech and Text,” we practice techniques for interviewing and
textual analysis that generate insights into people’s life histories, everyday experiences, and socially situated
worldviews. The final section explores methods for studying material culture, global interconnection,
infrastructure, and human-environment relationships and reflects on how we might best communicate
ethnographic insights to wider audiences. The course concludes with students presenting insights from the
original qualitative research they have conducted throughout the semester.
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COURSE REQUIREMENTS

This research seminar is defined by two interrelated goals. The first is to introduce students to
ethnographic and anthropological perspectives on social life that will provide them with valuable
analytical and theoretical tools as they move ahead in their policy and planning careers. The second
is to help students develop the research, writing, and critical thinking skills required to effectively
conduct, present, and evaluate qualitative research. In service of this second goal, throughout the
semester students will practice qualitative research methods and discuss these experiences in class.
They will also learn how to develop a research question, write a proposal, collect worthwhile data,
analyze results, and present findings orally and in writing. The requirements described below are all
designed in pursuit of these objectives.

Weekly Work

Class Participation

Student participation is essential to the structure and success of this course, and students are
expected to contribute actively and productively to every class discussion. “Active participation”
requires coming to every class prepared to discuss the week’s readings (preparing your reading notes
should help with this, as will reading over your peers’ posts), listening respectfully to others,
disagreeing without being disagreeable, and asking questions that are thoughtful and clearly relevant
to the course material. Attendance is expected at ALL class meetings. If emergency or
extenuating circumstances force you to miss class, you must email the professor at the earliest
opportunity with a proposal for how you will ensure that your absence is not detrimental to you or
the class’s progress.

Weekly Readings
Course readings will be drawn from a combination of ehnographies (descriptive monographs that

endeavor to “write culture” and tend to be longer but less dense than articles), academic articles, and
occasional methods texts. Make sure you allot sufficient time to complete and intellectually process
the weekly readings. As you read, you will want to engage the work on several levels, attending to
substance, methods, and political/ professional/ personal significance.

Reading for substance means looking for the central arguments of the reading. What does this
particular text teach us about urbanization, planning, violence, inequality, race, sexuality,
capitalism, democracy, or everyday urban experience?

Reading for methods means scrutinizing how the author arrived at their conclusions. What did
they actually do? What evidence did they collect? Is this evidence sufficient to answer their
research questions? Do you agree with their analysis? Were their methods ethical?

Reading for political/ professional/ personal significance requires putting this scholarship in context.
What theoties does the researcher build on or seek to contest? What personal/political
motivations are driving this research? How does this shape the findings? What political
effects might this research have? And, crucially, how does this work speak to YOUR
professional, personal, political and academic interests?

2
Updated 241105



This triple reading will help seminar participants become critical consumers of knowledge,
contribute to the development of good research habits, and ensure that they get as much as possible
out of each reading.

Reading Notes
To help students purposefully engage weekly readings, recall insights for discussion, and develop

good reading and research habits, students will write 1-2 pages of notes (approx. 300-500 words) in
response to each week’s readings. These notes are informal, but they must be comprehensible to
your instructor, peers, and a future you who may wish to return to them to inform final papers,
theses, literature reviews etc. Your notes should always begin with a few sentences describing
the framework(s) of the author(s) (i.e., what is their overarching point, what theoretical lenses and
methods do they use to make this point, and later in the semester, where do you see the text fitting
into a broader body of research?). Beginning this way ensures you do justice to the author and keeps
you grounded in the text. It also helps you develop the skills required to synthesize academic
literature and put scholarship in conversation with diverse policy issues.

Beyond this initial framework paragraph, the notes can cover anything else related to the text that is
of interest to you. The following are suggestions to get you started:

e Important points, new concepts, or quotes and phrases that you would like to remember
from the readings that you then explain in your own words

e If you are puzzled by a text, or particular parts of it, are confused about a new theoretical
concept (e.g. governmentality; habitus; subjectivity), or would like to know more about a
certain subject, write down your questions

® You can list the arguments you disagree with and why
e Use material from the text to reflect on your own research topic or professional interests
e Compare and contrast the text with other readings assigned for the class.

Reading notes are due on Canvas by 8:00 pm the night before class. They will be assessed based

on a four-point scale:

Exemplary (4)

Effective (3)

Minimal (2)

Unsatisfactory (1)

Offers accurate and
incisive interpretations
of texts. Puts texts in
conversation w/other
material to produce
novel insights.
Comprehensible to
peers, instructor, and
potential future self.

Captures central
arguments of
texts. Puts texts in
conversation with
other material.
Well written
overall.

Offers explanations of
texts that are broadly
accurate but may
misinterpret some
elements. Some writing
errors may undermine

readability.

Notes do not reflect
thorough engagement
with the text.

Students will have three free passes for these notes during the semester, for a total of 8 reading

note submissions. However, all students must submit notes for the second week of class.
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Research Methods Exercises

In addition to this weekly work, several times during the semester students will complete methods
exercises such as: observation/spatial analysis, participant observation, designing an interview guide,
conducting an interview, etc. These exercises should take between two and four hours to complete
and will require you to bring some evidence of what you have done to class so that we can discuss
your experiences. Students will pick a research topic or site toward the beginning of the semester
and are bighly encouraged (but not required) to complete the methods exercises in relation to this
topic/site. These activities can be used as springboards for students’ final papers. Students are
expected to complete these assignments earnestly and on time. As we will frequently discuss them in
class on the day they are due, submitting these late will be detrimental to the entire class. Methods
exercises will be assessed based on a four-point scale. The rubric can be found on the course Canvas
website.

Final Project

The final assignment for this course is an opportunity for students to practice using original
ethnographic or qualitative research to draw conclusions, answer research questions, or contribute to
patticular policy/planning discussions and debates. Students may choose either an academic or a
policy route for the final paper. While the research process will be similar for both, they will differ in

terms of the audience for the final product. The Academic Route involves writing a *20page
research paper that makes an argument based on the data collected for an audience of
anthropologists or other qualitative social scientists. The Polzcy or Planning Route involves using
original research to produce a 10-15 page policy brief, community needs assessment, project
evaluation or similarly applied product, together with a 5-10 page explanation of how
ethnographic/qualitative methods and insights inform the product. If students wish to take the
Policy Route, they must explain what their paper will consist of in their polished research proposal
(see below).

To help students make regular progress on their research, they will pick a research topic and site at
the beginning of the semester, complete methods exetcises in relation to this topic/site, and meet
with the instructor at least once during the semester to discuss their research progress and
experiences and any questions they have about how to proceed. Students will also complete staged
assignments in service of this final paper. These include: (1) a Research Topic/Site Proposal
Paragraph; (2) a Research Proposal Worksheet in which students outline the bones of their
research project; and (3) a polished Research Proposal (1000-1500 words). (See below for due
dates).

In-Class Research Presentation

We will devote our last class session to listening to students present their work and offering
substantive feedback for how they might proceed in the final product. As a presenter, your primary
goal is to give your peers enough information to engage with your project within the allotted time.
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ASSIGNMENT SCHEDULE OVERVIEW

Assignment

Due Date

Research Topic/Site Paragraph

Monday, February 3rd— In Class

Methods Exercise 1 & 2: Spatial and Participant
Observation

Monday, February 24th— In Class

Research Proposal Worksheet

Friday, March 14th, 8pm — Online

Methods Exetrcise 3: Interview Guide

Friday, March 14th, 8pm — Online

Methods Exercise 4: Interview Reflection

Monday, March 31st — In Class

Polished Research Proposal

Friday, April 4th, 8pm — Online

Methods Exercise 5: Alternative Vantages

Monday, April 21st — In Class

Research Presentation

Monday, April 28th, — In Class

Final Paper

Friday, May 9th, 8pm — Online

GRADE BREAKDOWN

Class Participation — 15%
Weekly Reading Notes — 20%
Methods Exercises and Development— 20%
Final Research Paper
Research Proposal Worksheet — 5%
Polished Research Proposal — 10%
In-Class Presentation — 10%
Final Paper — 20%

GRADE SCALE

A+ 97-100 C+ 77-79
A 93-96 C 73-76
A-  90-92 C- 70-72
B+ 87-89 D+ 67-69
B 83-86 D 65-66
B- 80-82 F <65
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COURSE POLICIES

Contacting the Professor

My office is located at Bromfield Pearson, Rm 115. Whenever possible, I encourage students to
meet with me synchronously to discuss issues related to the class rather than relying on email. I will
check and respond to my Tufts email at least once a day Monday thru Friday. Please be aware that
this means i may take up to 24 hours for you to receive a response to your email query, and emails sent
over the weekend may not receive a response until the following Monday.

Late Policy
As a member of this class community, you are expected to keep pace with the course schedule and

submit all assignments on time. Please examine the syllabus in the context of your larger semester
calendar and be proactive about setting aside sufficient time to complete coursework. If emergency
circumstances arise and you are unable to submit work on the day it is due, you are responsible for
ensuring that this lapse does not interfere with the progress of the class, disrupt your own learning, or unduly
tnconvenience the teaching teamn. 'This means you must always come to class prepared to discuss relevant
readings and assignments. If you are unable to submit an individual assignment the day it is due, you
must notify the instructor at the earliest possible opportunity in an email that proposes a revised
submission date and describes the supports you have in place to complete the assignment by that
date. Please note that work submitted late may not receive timely or comprehensive feedback.

Electronics Policy

Studies show that people learn better if they handwrite their notes. As such, #he use of laptops and other
electronic devices (including phones) is probibited in class. If you have important reasons for using a laptop or
tablet in class, you may send the instructor an email to request an exception to this policy. However,
your device must be disconnected from the internet whenever possible. Requests must be made before
the end of the day on Friday, September 22nd.

Policy on Collaboration and Academic Integrity

Discussion and the exchange of ideas are essential to academic work. In this course, I encourage you
to discuss readings, paper topics, and share sources with your colleagues. HOWEVER, any written
work you submit for evaluation must be the product of your own research and writing and
reflect your own ideas and approach to the topic. This means that you are also not permitted to
use Chat GPT or any other Artificial Intelligence program to think or write for you. You must use
Chicago or APA citation formatting and follow it consistently, propetly citing any books, articles,
websites, lectures, etc. that have helped you with your work. Plagiarism of any sort will not be
tolerated and is taken extremely seriously by your professor and the university. See Tufts’ Academic

Integrity Policy for more information: https://students.tufts.edu/student-affairs /student-life-

policies/academic-integtity-policy.

Writing & Academic Support

Clear and compelling writing is an essential tool in most professions and will be taken into account
when your work for this course is assessed. To support you in developing good writing skills for this
class and beyond, I strongly encourage you to take advantage of the Graduate Writing Consultants at
the StAAR Center. See the Tufts Writing Support website for more information:
https://students.tufts.edu/academic-advice-and-support/academic-resource-center/what-we-
offer/writing-support
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The StAAR Center offers a variety of resources to all students (both undergraduate and graduate).
Services are free to all enrolled students. Students may make an appointment to work on any
writing-related project or assignment, attend subject tutoring in a variety of disciplines, or meet with
an academic coach to hone fundamental academic skills like time management or overcoming
procrastination. Students can make an appointment for any of these services by visiting
go.tufts.edu/TutorFinder, or by visiting go.tufts.edu/StAARCenter.

Accommodations for Students with Disabilities

Tufts University values the diversity of our body of students, staff, and faculty and recognizes the
important contribution each student makes to our unique community. Tufts is committed to
providing equal access and support to all qualified students through the provision of reasonable
accommodations so that each student may fully participate in the Tufts experience. If a student has a
disability that requires reasonable accommodations, they should please contact the StAAR Center
(formerly Student Accessibility Setvices) at StaarCenter(@tufts.edu or 617-627-4539 to make an
appointment with an accessibility representative to determine appropriate accommodations. Please
be aware that accommodations cannot be enacted retroactively, making timeliness a critical aspect
for their provision.

kksk

Core Texts: The primary readings for this course will be drawn from the following texts. Electronic
versions of all books will be made available for students via the course website. Hard copies of these
texts have also been placed on reserve in the Tufts library, are available for purchase at the Tufts
bookstore, and can be ordered new or used online.

X/
°

Philippe Bourgois and Jeff Schonberg (2009) Righteons Dopefiend

X/
°e

Loic Wacquant (2004) Body & Soul: Notebooks of an Apprentice Boxer

X/
°

Aimee Cox (2015) Shapeshifters: Black Girls and the Choreography of Citigenship

X/
°

Teresa Caldeira (2001) City of Walls: Crime, Segregation, and Citizenship in Sao Paulo.

X/
°e

Rebecca Galemba (2023) Laboring for Justice: The Fight Against Wage Theft in an American City

X/
°e

Kathleen Millar (2018) Reclazming the Discarded: 1ife and 1abor on Rio’s Garbage Dump
*All additional assigned articles will be made available on the course website.

**Please note that some of these books contain explicit depictions that may be triggering for
students contending with addiction or trauma related to violence. Review the text list carefully. If
any book will pose specific mental health challenge for you, please see the professor about arranging
alternatives.
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*Provisional Schedule of Readings*

PART I:
INTRODUCING URBAN ETHNOGRAPHY

Week 1 (WEDNESDAY, Jan 22 ): Introduction to Anthropology and Ethnography

Overview of Syllabus and Course Expectations
Lecture: Anthropology’s Origins and Applications for Urban & Environmental Policy

Week 2 (Jan 27): Contemporary Urban Ethnography

¢ Philippe Bourgois and Jeff Schonberg. 2009. Righteous Dopefiend. Intro, Chpt 1, Chpt 3,
Chpt 8 & Conclusion; optional but encouraged: pgs 153-159, 164-169, 178-181, Chpt 7

Methods Topic: Systematic Observation & Fieldnotes; How to Choose a Research Topic

Week 3 (February 3): Ways of Seeing the City

% James Scott. 2006. “Cities, People, and Language.” The Anthropology of the State. pg 247-263
% Abdoumaliq Simone. 2010. “On Cityness” IN City Life from Jakarta to Dakar: Movements at the
Crossroads. 1- 59 (emphasis on 1-16; 21-45)

% Jei Li. 2015. Shanghei Homes: Palimpsests of Private Live. “Introduction.” 1-24 (emphasis on 1-17)

Recommended
% Rebecca Solnit and Rebecca Snedeker. 2013. Unfathomable City: A New Otleans Atlas. Pgs (1-
30).

Methods Topic: Locating the Field, Refining a Research Question & Getting Started
Film in Class: Island of Flowers

*Due In Class: One Paragraph Explanation of Research Topic and Site*
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PART II:
INTEGRATING SPACE

Week 4 (Feb 10): Space & Bodies

R/ R/ R/
LR X X g

X/
°e

Film: Whyte. 1979. Social Life of Small Urban Spaces — stream via Canvas

Film: The Bench Project

Clare Rishbeth and Ben Rogaly. 2017. "Sitting Outside: Conviviality, Self-Care and the Design of
Benches in Urban Public Space.” Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers. Pgs 1-11.

Loic Wacquant. 2004. Body and Soul: Notebooks of an Apprentice Boxer. Preface, pgs 1-76 (optional
235-250)

Recommended
% Robert Rosenberger. 2014. “How Cities Use Design to Drive Homeless People Away.” The Atlantic.

’0

% Karina Kuschnir. 2016. “Ethnographic Drawing: Eleven Benefits of Using a Sketchbook for
Fieldwork.” Visual Ethnography. Vol. 5, No. 1. Pg 103-134.

Methods Topic: Observational vantages

*Suggested completion date for spatial observation exercise s February 17th *

Week 5 (THURSDAY Feb 20): Embodied Space and Alternative Mappings

% Aimee Cox. 2015. Shapeshifters: Black Girls and the Choreography of Citizenship. Intro, Chapter 1,
Chapter 5 (pgs 1-84; pgs 186-235)

% Narayan, K. (1993). How native is a “native” anthropologist? American anthropologist, 95(3),
671-686.

Methods Topic: Spatial Observation, Participant Observation & Researcher Positionality
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PART III:
SPEECH AND TEXT

Week 6 (Feb 24): Speech, Space, & Race

% Teresa Caldeira. 2001. City of Walls: Crime, Segregation, and Citizenship in Sao Paulo. Introduction
and Chapter 2. (pgs 1-18; 53-105)

% Teresa Caldeira. 1996. “Fortified Enclaves: The New Urban Segregation.” Public Culture 8(2):
303-328. OR City of Walls (pg 256-2906).

% Joao Vargas. 2006. “When a Favela Dares to Become a Gated Community.” IN Lazin
American Perspectives. Vol 33. No 4. Pp. 49-81.

Methods Topic: Interviews - Asking questions & Learning to Listen

*Spatial & Participant Observation Exercise Due tn Class*

Week 7 (Mar 3): Engaging Discourse & Documents
As you read pay attention to how documents are being analyzed in each text, and how these scholars
theorize their relationship to social life.

% Asher Ghertner. 2008. Analysis of new legal discourse behind Delhi's slum
demolitions. Economic and Political Weekly. Pg. 57-60.

% Annelise Riles. 1998. "Infinity within the Brackets." Awmerican Ethnologist. Vol. 25. No. 3. Pg.
378-398.

% John Postill. 2014. Democracy in an age of viral reality: A media epidemiography of Spain’s
indignados movement. Ethnography, 15(1), 51-69.

In addition to the above 3 articles, each student will also read one of the following methods texts. You
should take notes on the major lessons of your article, and post these for the rest of the class on the
appropriate discussion board.

% Hesse Biber. 2007. The Practice of In-Depth Interviewing. Feminist Research Practice: A
Primer. London: Sage Publications.

% Bernard, Russell. 2006. "Interviewing: Unstructured and Semi-Structured." Research Methods in
Anthropology: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches. New York: Altamira Press.

% Seidman. 2006. "Technique isn't Everything But It Is a Lot" & "Interviewing as

Relationship." Interviewing As Qualitative Research : A Guide for Researchers in Education and the Social
Stciences. Teachers College Press.

Methods Topic: Analyzing Texts
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Week 8 (Mar 10): Research Ethics, Design, & Positionality

% Rebecca Galemba. 2023. Laboring for Justice: The Fight Against Wage Theft in an American City.
Selections: Introduction, pgs 177-248
% American Anthropological Association 2009 Code of Ethics

Methods readings to be integrated into your research proposal:
e Review the Tufts IRB Website then familiarize yourself with the following documents
o Tufts IRB Application Cover Sheet
o Tufts IRB Protocol for Exempt Review
o Tufts IRB Protocol for Expedited or Full Review

e Russell Bernard. 2006. “Non-Probability Sampling and Choosing Informants” IN Research
methods in anthropology: Qualitative and quantitative approaches. Rowman & Littlefield. Pg 186-209

*%% Research Proposal Worksheet & Interview Guide Due Friday, March 14th***

Week 9 (Mar 17): SPRING BREAK!

PART IV:
OTHER VANTAGES

Week 10 (Mar 24): Material Culture

% Kathleen Millar. 2018. Reclaiming the Discarded: 1.ife and Labor in Rio’s Garbage Dump. (Intro,
Chapters 2, 4, 5 and Conclusion. Chapter 1 optional)

Recommended:
¢ Film: Waste Land via Canvas

Methods Topic: Material Culture Analysis

Week 11 (March 31): Infrastructure and Analytic Inversions

% Catharine Lutz. 2014. The US car colossus and the production of inequality. American
Ethnologist, 41(2), 232-245.

% Claudio Sopranzetti. 2014. Owners of the map: Mobility and mobilization among motorcycle
taxi drivers in Bangkok. City & Society, 26(1), pp.120-143.

% Muchlmann, Shaylih. 2018. “Clandestine Infrastructures: Illicit Connectivities in the US-
Mexico Borderlands.” IN Hetherington, Kregg, ed. Infrastructure, Environment, and Life in the
Anthropocene. Duke University Press. Pg 45-65

Methods Topic: Infrastructural Analysis
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** Interview and Reflection Exercise Due in Class March 31st **

*Polished Proposal Due Friday, April 4th, at 8pm*

Week 12 (April 7): Ecological Entanglements

% Alex Nading. 2012. “Dengue mosquitoes are single mothers: biopolitics meets ecological

aesthetics in Nicaraguan community health work. Cultural anthropology, 27(4), pp.572-596.
% Bettina Stoetzer. 2018. "Ruderal Ecologies: Rethinking Nature, Migration, and the Urban
Landscape in Betlin." Cultural Anthropolegy. Vol 33. no 2. 295-323.

¢ David Morgan. 2019. Multispecies Planning: 1ocating Nonhuman Entanglements in Oyster
Restoration Policy on the Massachusetts Coast. Master’s Thesis. Tufts University. Department of
Urban and Environmental Policy. (Read full thesis, ok to skim pg 22-38).

Methods Topic: Ecological Entanglements

Week 13: (April 14) Ethnographic Improvisations

TBD
Additional Suggested Readings:

% Taplin, Scheld and Low. 2002. "Rapid Ethnographic Assessment in Urban Parks: A Case
Study of Independence National Historical Park." Human Organization. Vol 61, No 1. pg 80-
93

% Carol McGranahan. 2018. Ethnography beyond method: The importance of an ethnographic

sensibility. Sizes: a journal of social anthropology and cultural studies, 15(1). Pg 1-8.

Kristen Simmons and Kaya Williams. 2018. I was dreaming when i wrote this: A mixtape for

America. Social Text, 36(2), pp.145-164.

Laurence Ralph. The Torture Letters. (Interview, NYT Op ED video)

EthnoGraphic (selections)

Ginel, G., Varma, S., & Watanabe, C. 2020. A manifesto for patchwork ethnography.

Memtber 1V oices: Fieldsites. Society for Cultural Anthropology. June 9.

X/
°e

X/ X/ X/
L X X X g

* Alternative Vantage Exercise Due in Class, Monday April 14th *

Week 14 (April 28): Student Presentations & Wrap Up

** Student In-Class Presentations Monday, April 28th**
**Peer Review Sheets Due Monday, April 28th at 8 pmr**

*Final Papers Due Friday, May 9th at §pnr*
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