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Description: This course invites you to learn how to write ethnographically about Hong 

Kong’s vibrant culture. Ethnography is arguably anthropology’s greatest contribution to the 

knowledge of what it means to be human. In general, ethnography explores a particular group 

of people at a particular place in a particular time. Ethnography also makes arguments. 

Topics are diverse, such as romance, subways, gender roles at work, fish markets, migration, 

diabetes, and hunting wolves. In this course, you will learn about the narrative, descriptive, 

and analytical techniques of ethnography. You will also develop an ethnographic eye, 

becoming familiar with the practice of writing field notes and observations. Through a series 

of assignments that will take you out in Hong Kong, you will develop an ability to portray 

slivers of this endlessly intriguing place. The term will conclude with a class mini-conference 

where you will share your own ethnography of Hong Kong.   
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Required Texts   

  

All readings are either posted on Blackboard or available as an eBook through the University 

Library.   

 

Learning Outcomes   

 

Upon completing this course, students will be able to:    

• Identify and summarize key techniques for ethnographic writing.  

• Record by hand observations of ethnographic phenomena.  

• Transform fieldnotes into short, compelling sketches. 

• Critically extract arguments in ethnographic writings. 

• Write ethnography.  

 

Grade Descriptors 

   

Grade   Criteria for 1) the course and 2) for coursework    

A   1. Outstanding performance on all learning outcomes.    

2. The work has creatively synthesized course materials and key ideas in 

an original way. Observations are nuanced, the argument is logical 

and cohesive, the discussion is well-organized, and the writing is 

clear. Concrete evidence corresponds to statements and claims. The 

work responds directly to the assignment prompt.    

A-   1. Generally outstanding performance on all (or almost all) learning 

outcomes.   

2. The work synthesizes course materials and key ideas in an original 

way, but there are areas for improvement.    

B-range   1. Substantial performance on all learning outcomes, OR high 

performance on some learning outcomes which compensates for less 

satisfactory performance on others, resulting in overall substantial 

performance.   

2. The work demonstrates a solid grasp of course materials and key 

ideas. There are areas for improvement with respect to handling 

complexity, building a cohesive argument, organizing the discussion, 

communicating clearly, and/or identifying relevant evidence. 

Response to the assignment prompt may not be sufficient.    

C-range   1. Satisfactory performance on the majority of learning outcomes, 

possibly with a few weaknesses.   

2. The work shows some effort, but course materials have not been 

sufficiently engaged. The argument and the writing are not clear, 

and/or there is no evidence for statements and claims made. 

Understanding of course materials and key ideas have not been 

demonstrated.    

D-range   1. Barely satisfactory performance on a number of learning outcomes.   

2. The work shows little effort to engage course materials. There are 

major problems with clarity of argument and writing.    



F   1. Unsatisfactory performance on a number of learning outcomes, OR 

failure to meet specified assessment requirements.   

2. The work has failed to respond to the assignment prompt.    

   

 

Evaluation   

Grade Item Percentage Due Date 

Participation and response papers 10% Weekly 

Ethnographic diary 30% Weekly 

Three ethnographic sketches 30% -- 

Final Project and Presentation 30% December 7 

 

 

Participation and response papers (10%)  

This course will consist of a combination of lecture and discussion. In order to make the 

course lively and informative, it is important to keep up with the readings and participate 

during class and tutorials.  

 

Ethnographic Diary (30%)  

Throughout the term, you will keep an ethnographic diary. This is the space for you to 

practice observing and writing about Hong Kong in an ethnographic manner. Record 

observations about anything in relation to human life, such as meals, transportation, 

relationships, umbrellas, emotions, jewelry, minibus conversation, etc. Accompany 

observations with a brief note about how they relate to anthropological concerns.  

  

Ethnographic Sketches (30%) 

Throughout the course, we will examine different subjects/topics for ethnography. You will 

be responsible for three short sketches (~400 words UG; ~500 words MA). For each sketch, 

you may choose a weekly subject or clear your own with me ahead of time. Your task is to go 

out, record handwritten observations in your diary, and use those observations to compose an 

ethnographic essay that communicates the subject. In addition, you will need to append each 

sketch with a short answer (100-200 words) to the question: how is this sketch relevant for 

anthropology?  

 

After the sketches have been handed in, we will workshop them in tutorial. You will be 

responsible for reading your classmate’s work and giving comments in tutorials. When 

enrollment settles, I will circulate a signup sheet for the workshops.  

 

Final Project and Presentation (30%)  

You have two options: 

Option 1: You may compose 4 independent sketches with addendums on their 

anthropological significance (1800-2000 words UG; 2100-2400 words MA). Of the 4 

sketches, 2 will be revised versions of sketches you already turned in. The revisions will need 

to take into account the comments received during tutorial. Brief revision statements (<100 

words) will need to note the changes you made. Copies of your handwritten fieldnotes must 

be included in your submission.  

 

 



Option 2: Using the tools from this course, write a cohesive ethnographic essay (1800-2000 

words UG; 2100-2400 words MA). You may write on a single subject or offer several 

connected subjects. You must also include a discussion(s) of your ethnography’s connection 

to anthropology. Copies of your handwritten fieldnotes must be included in your submission.  

 

On the final day of the term, we will have a mini conference. You will share a selection of 

your work with your classmates. 

 

 

 

SCHEDULE 

 

Week 1 (September 7): Course Introduction: Story, Description, and Argumentation 

• Narayan, Kirin. 2007. “Tools to Shape Texts: What Creative Nonfiction Can Offer 

Ethnography.” Anthropology and Humanism 32 (2): 130–44. 

 

Week 2 (September 14): Places 

• Livingston, Improvising Medicine, Chapter 1. “The Other Cancer Word.” 

 

Week 3 (September 21): Things 

• Knausgaard, Autumn, “Apples” and “Wasps” (9-16). 

• Miller, Daniel, and Fiona Parrott. 2009. “Loss and Material Culture in South 

London.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 15 (3): 502–19.  

• 5403: Livingston, Improvising Medicine, Chapter 2. “Neoplastic Africa Mapping 

Circuits of Toxicity and Knowledge.” 

 

Week 4 (September 28): People  

• Myerhoff, Number Our Days, Chapter 2, “Needle and Thread.” 

• 5403: Livingston, Improvising Medicine, Chapter 3. “Creating and Embedding 

Cancer in Botswana’s Oncology Ward.” 

 

Ω Ethnographic Sketch #1 Due October 3rd before Midnight 

 

Week 5 (October 5): Events 

• Raffles 2010. Insectopedia, Chapter “Generosity (the Happy Times).” 

• 5403: Livingston, Improvising Medicine, Interlude. 

 

Week 6 (October 12): Relationships 

• Livingston, Improvising Medicine, Chapter 4. “The Moral Intimacies of Care.” 

 

Public Holiday: No class October 19! 

 

Week 7 (October 26): Emotions 

• O’Neill, Bruce. 2015. “Bored Stiff: Sex and Superfluity in a Time of Crisis.” Public 

Culture 27 (2 (76)): 387–405. 

• 5403: Livingston, Improvising Medicine, Chapter 5. “Pain and Laughter.” 

 

Ω Ethnographic Sketch #2 Due November 1st before Midnight 

 



Week 8 (November 2): Conversations 

• Bourgois, Philippe. “Office work and the crack alternative among Puerto Rican drug 

dealers in East Harlem.” In Urban Life: Readings in the Anthropology of the 

City (2018). 

• 5403: Livingston, Improvising Medicine, Chapter 6. “After ARVs, During Cancer, 

Before Death.” 

 

Week 9 (November 9): Recollections 

• Alexievich, Voices from Chernobyl, Selections.  

• 5403: Livingston, Improvising Medicine, Epilogue. 

 

Week 10 (November 16): Interviews  

• De Leon, Land of Open Graves, Chapter 4, Memo and Lucho 

• 5403: Goldstein-Gidoni, Housewives of Japan, Chapter 3. 

 

Ω Ethnographic Sketch #3 Due November 22nd before Midnight 

 

November 23: NO CLASS Postponed Due to AAA Meeting 

 

Week 11 (November 30): Experiments and Non-Academic Forms 

• Stewart, Ordinary Affects. Selections. 

• Kooser, Lights on a Ground of Darkness. Selections. 

• 5403: Harris, Holy Days. Selections. 

 

Week 12 (December 7, Make-up class): Sharing Days 

• No readings! 

 

Ω Final Paper Due December 8th Before Midnight 

 

POLICIES 

   

Late Submissions   

Papers submitted after the due date will suffer a fraction of a grade deduction for every day it 

is late. For example, an A- will become a B+, a B will become a B-, et cetera.    

   

Academic Honesty   

The Chinese University of Hong Kong places very high importance on academic honesty and 

adopts a policy of zero tolerance on academic dishonesty. Any such offence will lead to 

disciplinary action including possibly termination of studies at the University. Students 

should know how to properly use source material and how to avoid plagiarism. Detailed 

guidelines and examples for the acknowledgement of sources can be found on the 

University’s website at http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/policy/academichonesty/. All papers must be 

submitted through VeriGuide.    

   

Use of AI Tools   

Use of AI tools for course papers is strictly prohibited, including Grammarly, 

ChatGPT, Quillbot, and others. You are expected to work independently and to cite 

sources for any and all information you did not collect yourself.  


