Writing in the First Person

Writing in first person in Anthropology:

This is a guide to using ‘first person’ tense in your written assessment tasks in the discipline of
Anthropology. It is primarily designed for assessments tasks like research essays and reports.

It is also appropriate to write in first person for other tasks like reflective journals, indeed, it
would be very difficult not to! Some of the advice in this guide may not apply to these other
types of assignments (i.e. in a journal entry it is likely that you will be explicitly commenting on
your own thoughts, feelings and emotions).

A few additional notes for using this guide:
While many Anthropology course co-ordinators encourage the use of first person in
written assignments — it is not mandatory. If you are comfortable using ‘third person’
then continue to do so!
Whether you are using first or third person it is critical that you think about the tone
of your writing and the kinds of evidence that you are using. This guide has some
helpful hints for thinking about your writing style beyond debates about first/third
person.
Keep in mind that not all forms of writing in the first person are appropriate — so first
person must be used thoughtfully. This guide will give you some hints and tips for
using first person effectively.
Throughout this guide certain key words are followed by this symbol ‘*’. This symbol
indicates that the term is defined in a list of key terms at the end of the guide.
Remember that this guide is written for Anthropology students and might not be
relevant in other disciplines.
If in doubt about disciplinary conventions and specific expectations in your course then
please check with your course co-ordinator.

What do first person and third person mean?
Writing in “first person’
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it is possible to write in first person whilst maintaining a professional tone and ensuring that
your argument is properly supported with evidence.

Writing in first person DOES NOT mean that you are solely giving your personal opinion on a
topic OR that you need to share personal anecdotes / stories from your life. All arguments /
claims made in written work need to be supported with appropriate evidence (in
anthropology ethnographic examples are a central form of evidence).

When writing in first person you should typically avoid phrases like ‘I think’, ‘ln my opinion’
or ‘I feel’. More effective substitutes include phrases like ‘| demonstrate’ or ‘l illustrate’.
These are useful because they imply a relationship to evidence beyond your own thoughts,
opinions and beliefs (i.e. they better allow you to substantiate your position by showing how
it is informed by material from anthropological sources).

If you do wish to include your own emotions or feelings in a piece of writing you should do
so cautiously, thoughtfully and sparingly so that you are avoiding broad generalisations,
taken-for-granted assumptions and ethnocentric statements*. It is a good idea to limit this
style of writing (i.e. it can be effective if used in one section but should not form the bulk of
your written assignment). Exceptions to this include assessment tasks like reflective journals.

Emotive language / value judgements

Writing in first person can sometimes make it easier to make emotionally charged
statements or value judgements that are not reflexive*.

Remember that a critical aspect of anthropology is thinking carefully about how values are
formed in specific cultural contexts. Anthropologists analyse how specific people in a
particular time and place understand their world, noting that these understanding are fluid
and vary cross-
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For example: ‘I really don’t think it’s a fair thing to judge people badly because of the music
they like. | have spent heaps of time hanging out with kids that think rap music is dope and |
reckon they are all pretty different’.

This is a poor example of the use of first person for a number of reasons:

o0 Informal language that needs to be revised (i.e. ‘kids’, ‘reckon’, ‘dope’)

0 Reference to personal opinion without reflexivity or development of the idea with
links to academic sources (i.e. ‘| don’t think it’s a fair thing...”). This type of argument
is too narrow and doesn’t allow the author to address the broader concerns likely to
be raised by the essay question (i.e. becomes an opinion piece).

o0 Author generalises from own experience without considering if this experience is
representative or if it can be supported by appropriate evidence.

Key Terms

Crisis of representation

The term the ‘crisis of representation’ has become a short-hand in anthropology for
discussing debates about the production of anthropological knowledge and in particular,
ethnographic texts, that began in the 1960s but intensified in the 1980s (Marcus 2015).
These debates focused on the ethics of ‘representation’, including the writing techniques
that are used by anthropologists. This ‘crisis’ led to a number of developments including:
‘...alternative modes of representing others, questioning the act of representation itself,
suggesting the ways ethnographic knowledge emerges from collaboration and dialogue, and
probing the political conditions that have inhibited such possibilities...” (Marcus 2015:89).
Since this time, anthropologists have more carefully considered the kinds of texts that they
produce and their own role in their production (see also reflexive below).

Ethnocentric statements

Ethnocentrism means ‘evaluating other people from one’s own vantage point and describing
them in one’s own terms’ (Hylland-Eriksen 2015:8). An ethnocentric statement is a
statement where the author is not able to look beyond their own ‘vantage point’ and ‘terms’
to consider how someone else might view the world. According to Hylland-Eriksen (ibid) this
is a serious barrier to understanding. In your written work you are encouraged to avoid
ethnocentric statements by thinking about other ways of knowing, being and doing. As
Metcalf (2006:6) states, ‘ethnocentrisms must be set aside if there is to be any chance of
entering, even partially, into the worlds of other people’.

Reflexive

Being ‘reflexive’ or utilising ‘reflexivity’ are terms used by anthropologists and other social
scientists to describe a process of reflection or self-reference (Davies 2008:4). It is now
common for anthropologists to reflect on all aspects of their research including:; how they
conducted their fieldwork (i.e. access, positionality, relationships formed, impacts of gender,



Writing in the First Person

ethnicity, age and other factors), the choices made in the process of writing up, and the
potential impacts of their work on the people they are attempting to understand.

See the below quotes from Moberg (2013) and Mascia-Lees & Black (although Mascia-Lees
and Black use the term ‘self-reflexive’):

Writing in a self-reflective manner means that the author is “foregrounding the experience



