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Wednesday, October 21, 2009 started off like every other Wednesday in my research.  It 

was a gorgeous 65-degree afternoon and Dupont Circle Park was bustling with activity: from 

businessmen on lunch breaks to tourists snapping pictures of the fountain, the park was a swarm 

of interaction.  As I sat on a bench by a water fountain in the eastern section of the park, I sipped 

my Starbucks coffee, scrawled notes in my journal, and basked in the sunlight.  The eastern 

portion of Dupont Circle Park did not have the same amount of activity as the rest of park, 

however.  The people on the benches and at the chess tables were quiet in comparison.  One man 

sat next to another and proceeded to lie down on the bench for a nap, as if that was a completely 

normal act.  Yet another sat on a bench and stared straight ahead, clearly lost in thought.  I saw a 

woman and a man use one chess table for eating their lunch and offered leftovers to an 

acquaintance.  They did not speak loud or often.  I turned my head to the right so as not to 

blatantly stare at this encounter.  I wondered if this was typical since I had not seen such an 

interaction in my previous observations.  When I returned my gaze leftward, I noticed a flock of 

birds flying about the fountain in an interesting pattern and I squinted due to the streak of 

sunlight in my line of vision.  Right then a man with a scruffy graying beard sauntered in my 

direction.  I had seen this man before.   

“Can I have some money for lunch?” he asked, with both a disturbed and a sad look on 

his face. 

In the split second I had to react, I thought of the warnings friends have told me about 

opening my wallet in front of a homeless person.  Fearing he would see all of the cash I had on 

me or perhaps would ask again for money the next time he saw me, I shrugged and said flatly, 

“Sorry, but I don’t carry cash.”   
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The man didn’t lose stride and kept walking, only to beg the next person he saw for 

money.  I am not sure if he was successful, for I had to leave after that: two men sitting near me 

on the bench were staring at me as I wrote in my field notes.   

Introduction 

The current economic crisis in the United States has had a staggering affect on citizens.  

As the unemployment rate surges, so does the number of people fighting to keep their homes.  

Reports show that there is an increase in homelessness, with the concentration in urban areas.  In 

2008, the National Law Center on Homelessness and Poverty stated that every year 3 million 

people experience homelessness, 1.3 million of them being children (nlchp.org 2009).  The 

National Coalition for the Homeless found that 24 million people are on a waiting list for public 

housing (nationalhomeless.org 2009).  Also, the homeless are not a uniform group: about 50 

percent of the homeless population in Washington, D.C. is employed and are from various races 

and backgrounds (Sawyers 2009).   

Current laws criminalizing homelessness are rampant throughout the country.  In the 

Georgetown neighborhood of Washington, D.C., for example, a part of the District Code is being 

applied to “fine or arrest people for storing property (including people themselves) in doorways” 

(nationalhomeless.org 2009).  These laws are misguided in that they only punish, misdirect, or 

hide homelessness rather than end the problem all together (ibid; Brown 1).  Shelters are often 

not meeting the need in terms of sanitation and room for the number of people requesting 

services (nationalhomeless.org 2009).  In addition, hate crimes and violent attacks against the 

homeless have increased.  On August 7, 2009, the National Coalition for the Homeless released 

the numbers from 2008.  There were 106 attacks, 27 of which resulted in death, and 73 percent 

were committed by individuals who were ages 25 and younger (ibid).  This laundry list of 
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concerns denotes that clearly there is a need for awareness and policy changes to address the 

rising concern of human rights in regard to homelessness in this country.   

There have been numerous ethnographic studies of the homeless in public spaces.  In this 

study I will discuss these methodologies in order to learn the most effective paths for gaining 

access into this particular culture to raise awareness.  Following a review of relevant literature I 

will discuss my methodology while describing the research community.  Finally I will conclude 

with reflections and ideas for further research.    

Literature Review 

 Various anthropological ethnographic studies have been conducted with homeless 

populations as the research subjects.  From observations of shelters and food pantries to 

documenting street interaction, the following studies have sought to bring awareness to the 

forefront.  This section will discuss a sample of such research in order to compare and contrast 

findings with the research explored in this paper.  The below ethnographic studies focus on 

space, identity, and networks, which are traits that create communities.   

Deborah N. Kaplan conducted a yearlong ethnographic case study of six homeless 

campers in Tucson, Arizona from September 1998 through November 1999 (“Dispatches from 

the Street” 2008).  During this year, Kaplan went to the field about once a week to interview and 

sometimes accompany the campers while they went dumpster-diving and panhandling.  

Sometimes she even camped overnight with them (Kaplan 272).  Her participation helped her 

earn trust and “street credentials,” which aided her exploration into the culture (ibid 273).   With 

her study she was able to address anti-homeless campaigns while relating them to theories.  One 

such theory is the “broken windows” theory, first presented by social scientists James Q. Wilson 

and George Kelling (ibid 271).  This theory explains how “minor disorders such as littering, 
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loitering, panhandling, graffiti writing, and vandalism, if they are tolerated, signal that no one 

cares and invites more serious crime into the neighborhood” (ibid 271).  As such, cities are likely 

to enact anti-homeless laws as a sort of extermination process to push the homeless into outer 

city spaces (ibid 271).  Kaplan related this theory to her study because the campers were in a 

constant struggle to maintain spaces they called home while being forced elsewhere.  Her 

research gave powerful examples of how this culture makes their spaces meaningful.  From 

calling bushes “bathrooms” to milk crates as “shelves,” for example, the campers in her study 

learned to make the best of their situation: “home is where you make it” (ibid 280-1).  This 

spatial concept takes two forms in the current study: how the homeless create a home in Dupont 

Circle Park, and how I, as the ethnographer, distance myself from them within their space. 

Another study that discussed identity building is “Identity Work Among the Homeless: 

The Verbal Construction and Avowal of Personal Identities” by David A. Snow and Leon 

Anderson (1987).  Rather than creating a space to call home, however, the concern with this 

study was that of maintaining dignity when the rest of society thinks otherwise.  Their 

ethnographic research sought to examine identity construction with homeless people in Austin, 

TX over the course of one year from September 1, 1984 to August 31, 1985.  Their strategy was 

to “hang out” with the homeless people as they conducted their daily routines (Anderson 1342).  

They would log what the homeless people said to the researchers about their lives and what they 

said to each other by either eavesdropping or in nondirective conversations (ibid 1342-3).  They 

supplemented these encounters with taped, in-depth, life-history interviews with six homeless 

individuals who had experienced homelessness for up to 14 years (ibid 1344).  In all, they 

interacted with 168 homeless individuals in over 24 different settings to code and analyze 

statements about self and identity (ibid 1345).  Their comprehensive analysis bore many 
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findings.  Namely, they concentrated on identity talk, which they defined as “verbal construction 

and assertion of personal identities,” to discuss data related to talk patterns of distancing, 

embracement, and fictive storytelling (ibid 1348).  These traits measure dignity, and are 

enhanced by the amount of time spent homeless.  They also caution making inferences about 

homelessness, as their research showed that identity is static; past experiences and time on the 

street are variables in determining any concrete facts about homelessness (ibid 1364).    

An additional vein of identity is discussed in terms of social networks in Stacy Rowe and 

Jennifer Wolch’s study: “Social Networks in Time and Space: Homeless Women in Skid Row, 

Los Angeles” (1990).  For two years they conducted an ethnographic study of homeless street 

communities in Skid Row, an area east of the business district in Los Angeles, CA, in 

conjunction with formal interviews with women who live in these street communities.  Through 

their observations they characterized homelessness as “time-space discontinuity” and homeless 

social networks as having two basic components: peer networks and homed networks (Rowe et. 

al 190).  This means that traditional social networks (such as having a home, for example) are 

spatially fixed, whereas homeless spaces are more transient as peer networks and situations 

change over a period of time (ibid 190).  Homed networks simply mean people with homes in a 

homeless person’s social network (i.e. a donor) (ibid 190).  Their research on homeless women 

found how these interactions all have an impact on social networks and identity for homelessness 

in general.  Peer and homed networks help reestablish time-space continuity because they were 

supportive in nature (ibid 201).  Identity based on space, dignity, and networks all prove 

necessary in understanding any ethnographic work of homeless cultures.           

While these cultural factors are important, the roles of the ethnographer also play an 

integral role in studying homeless cultures.  Les Back wrote in “Voices from the sidewalk: 
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Ethnography and writing race” (2006) about an interview with Mitchell Duneier, who wrote 

Sidewalk, a book about an ethnographic study of homeless book vendors in Greenwich Village.  

Duneier was influenced by the ethnographer Elliot Liewbow, who introduced the concept of the 

“chain-linked fence” that exists between the observer and the observed (Back 546).  In essence, 

this means that an observer could never fully be part of the observed culture, but was never too 

far away to fully understand them.  There was a privileged distance between a Caucasian 

observer and African-American homeless people where the observer could never completely 

understand their culture and situation, but was cognizant and respectful in writing about it, 

nonetheless (ibid 547).  The chain-linked fence is also a way I view my ethnographic project. 

This concept is echoed in works such as Michael Agar’s “Who Are You To Do This?” 

and John Jackson’s “An Ethnographic Filmflam: Giving Gifts, Doing Research, and Videotaping 

the Native Subject/Object” (2004).  These two articles discuss how ethnographers should value 

the importance of being a detached observer and not going native.  They also address the 

ethnographer as the “other” in the research setting since they are not natives of the community.  

Agar cautioned ethnographers as they deal with “culture shock” and comments how a successful 

ethnographic role is that of “detached involvement,” (50) which is another claim he made that 

has relevance to my biases in this project.  He said that in ethnographic research asking questions 

of research subjects is vital, except when on the streets because you might get robbed (ibid 45).  

Warnings such as this were in the back of my mind as I observed in the park.   

The themes of space and identity along with the role of the ethnographer can be seen in 

Richard Gibson’s study.  He conducted a project in 1990 in Washington, D.C., just minutes from 

the site of my study.  Gibson sat outside one of the exits at the Farragut North Metro Station.  

Here he conducted three observations and two interviews to log interactions of either 
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engagement or avoidance with the following situations: between commuters and street people; 

among street people; and among wage-earning vendors, police officers, volunteer or paid 

solicitors, his acquaintances, and him (Gibson 3).  Gibson sat on a crate alongside one homeless 

man as he begged for money.  Gibson was then able to see first-hand how people perceived 

homeless people as they passed him on their way home from work.  Gibson even encountered a 

co-worker during one observation, who after understanding his purpose was able to reevaluate 

her perceptions of homelessness.  A police officer also provided Gibson with insight into the 

regulations officials must struggle with enforcing: if street people are aggressive when begging, 

officers ask them to move so as to appease those who feel threatened or intimidated (ibid 4).  

Reading Gibson’s article about his research made me wish I had his courage to interview and 

participate in order to have a greater understanding of the homeless culture and to create 

awareness.   

Similar to Gibson’s research of the Washington homeless in a concentrated area, 

reporters have sought out chess players in Dupont Circle Park for online articles.  One reporter 

for AFP followed Tom Murphy in “Homeless man is chess king of Washington” (2007), while 

Rachel Oswald from the online news site Politics Daily interviewed the accomplished chess 

master Garland “Jo Jo” Jones in “Homeless in America: Getting by on Chess and Goodwill as 

the Recession Bears Down” (2009).  The article about Murphy addresses his chess skills and his 

alcohol abuse.  The Jones article consisted of a more ethnographic method, where she sat with 

Jones for a full day.  She learned how the homeless people who congregate have a sense of pride 

for the area as they clean the area of trash to maintain the aesthetics (Oswald).  She also listened 

to stories of the homeless people there that day about how they became homeless.  The 
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combination of these three reports influenced and inspired my current methodology and ideas for 

further research.  

Community and Research 

The setting in which I conducted my research was Dupont Circle Park, in downtown 

Washington, D.C.  The Dupont Circle neighborhood itself is rather large, but my focus was the 

center of the area at the park itself.  It is a park in a bustling urban setting, where people choose 

to sit for lunch, gather for assembly purposes, walk through with dogs, play Frisbee, or throw a 

football, to name a few reasons.  The fountain is sizeable and is in the center of the Circle.  For 

the purposes of my study, I will refer to the different sections of the Circle as North, South, East 

and West, to aid in my description.  There is a row of benches that outline the entire Circle and a 

paved sidewalk in front of them.  Approaching the center of the Circle is a grass area where (in 

favorable weather) people picnic, sunbathe, or play games.  Even closer to the fountain is another 

paved sidewalk area, which surrounds the fountain.  This enables pedestrians to walk straight 

through the Circle instead of having to circumscribe it.  My ultimate focus is on the eastern 

portion of the Circle.   

What differentiates the eastern portion from the rest are the permanent chess tables and 

benches that line the grass section.  Typically the people who gather at the chess tables stay for 

extended amounts of time.  Unfortunately most of these people are homeless.  Some of the 

homeless people sleep on the outer benches, while others play chess.  Still others gather around 

the chess tables to observe and/or engage in conversation.  The eastern portion is actually known 

for the chess games.   

The purpose of my study is to create awareness into the homeless culture in Dupont 

Circle Park.  I observed the people who passed through the eastern section of the Circle.  Since 
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there is a paved portion on the diameter, no one necessarily has to walk around the eastern 

section. I was unsure of particular information regarding my subjects, so my main obstacle was 

opening the channel of communication.  As Glasser and Bridgman so aptly stated, “in order to 

enter the world of the homeless it is necessary to develop various approaches to the challenging 

task of invading the private space of a person whose whole life is conducted in public view” 

(Madden 293).  I aimed to obtain as much information as possible, while I also attempted to be 

sensitive to the culture’s situation.  I also did not want to assume people were homeless based on 

their appearance.     

The homeless people who frequently congregate in Dupont Circle Park are typically 

African-American males, who appear to be in their late 20s to about 60s.  There are a few 

African-American women who are also a part of the community, as well as some Caucasian 

males in similar age ranges, but their appearances in the park were more random.   

My community of study is not easily defined.  Describing the particular culture is a 

dilemma.  Yes, homeless people gather in Dupont Circle Park by the chess tables, but they are 

interspersed within the larger community of diverse individuals who frequent the area for a 

multitude of reasons.  It is difficult to determine who is homeless merely based on their dress and 

location in the park except for when I recognized particular individuals over time.  In a sense I 

could only guess who is homeless and who is not based on unfortunate biases I have.  I have seen 

that those who do gather and are homeless have a sense of community because they can relate to 

each other in a speech community of shared experiences.  Renato Rosaldo quoted multiple 

researchers who found that “individuals often belong to multiple, overlapping communities” 

(194).  I find that the Dupont Circle Park homeless community is an example of such a 

community.  Based on my observation, individuals may be in the same age range and race with 
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similar economic troubles, but they may have come from different communities prior to being 

homeless.  That background could play into how they interact with each other and with 

pedestrians. 

The dialogue I overheard suggests that the homeless people have created their own 

community.  As Snow and Anderson discussed, this identity talk was of embracement as 

members of the community engaged in conversation with one another (1987).  I overheard story-

telling, laughter, and comments such as “See you later,” and “’Sup Big Man!  Staying out of 

trouble?”  These observations indicate friendship or at least an understanding of similar 

situations.    

Reflections  

 This entire ethnographic project revolved around self-reflexivity.  Since I sat in my field 

of study without my subjects fully aware of what I was doing, I could write my thoughts in a 

journal.  I planned on explaining, should anyone passing ask, that I am a writer inspired by 

Dupont Circle Park, and am simply writing in my free time.  Therefore, I had the advantage of 

jotting happenings in real time.  Very few times did I have to write in seclusion because I rarely 

spoke with people.   

My field notes captured my thoughts and perceptions as I struggled to find the courage to 

communicate.  I encountered two obstacles throughout my study.  The first was objectivity as I 

was constantly cognizant of warnings from friends and family: “Be careful around the homeless 

people, they’re crazy or drunk or both!” or “Never open your wallet in front of a homeless 

person or else they’ll demand more money or your entire wallet,” and so forth.  I have been 

cautioned about homeless people as having substance and alcohol abuse and mental health 

problems my entire life, but more so since I moved to Washington.  Overall, though, the 
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homeless people who gather in Dupont Circle Park never threatened me.  Yet I still feared the 

worst.  This perpetuated my fear of stereotyping, which was constantly noted throughout my 

field notes. 

The second obstacle in my observations was my role as the “Other.”  This concept placed 

me on the outside of the culture.  My first day of observation I noted, “It’s interesting how the 

group [homeless] is on the outskirts of the Circle and the homeless are sometimes considered on 

the outside of society.”  Really, though, it was me who was on the outside of the culture looking 

in.  Even though I tried to understand the culture, I could never be a member of it.  If it rained, I 

put up an umbrella; if it was too cold, I either bundled up in my many layers or simply left to 

find warmth anywhere I could since I had that luxury.  In other words, I could leave the situation.  

I was in a sense “the other,” who intruded by watching those who I perceived were homeless 

without identifying who I was or my purpose for being there (Jackson 32).  I was under a guise 

of simply being another pedestrian enjoying the park, when I was really a visual ethnographer 

who was “telling stories of the cultural other” (ibid 36).  While at times the park was bustling, 

there were other times where I was the only other person sitting near the eastern section.  Due to 

this, I felt like the homeless people I noticed over time recognized me just as I recognized them, 

yet I was in constant conflict as to how I should interview them.  I assumed that to them I was 

clearly an outsider who could not fully participate in the culture.  I did not allow myself to ever 

“go native” and truly experience homelessness.  This perpetuated another barrier to being a true 

ethnographer: I never really knew if the people I saw were homeless or not.  My fear was that if I 

made assumptions about this community I could be insulting.   

Clearly all of the referenced homeless ethnographies, while different, all share one trait 

that mine does not: the subjects of study knew they were being observed.  At times I am sure the 
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homeless people noticed I was looking at them, but they could not have had any idea that I was 

studying them for a class project.  The ethnographers in the referenced works thus had an 

advantage of relating and understanding the culture whereas I did not.  Certainly my small 

research project does not draw any grand conclusions about the homeless culture in Dupont 

Circle Park.  My observations created a mere lens to which one can see homelessness when it is 

so easily ignored. 

 The topics of the ethnographies discussed in the literature review also bore similar 

results: the homeless are treated as outcasts where people with homes rarely, if at all, 

intermingle.  Police and urban developers alike try to remove the homeless people since they are 

eyesores.  For my research, that is simply (and happily) not the case.  Sure there were times 

when outsiders walked a different path in the Circle to, I assume, avoid the homeless people at 

the chess tables and on the benches.  Whether that was their intention or not I will never know.  

But merely observing on a weekend when everyone is in casual clothes, the playing field is 

blurred.  Maybe the clothing or the chess tables are a uniting front; maybe curiosity fuels 

interaction.  Whatever the case, I never observed negative gestures or overheard derogatory talk.  

Police officers strolled past, unassuming.  Dupont Circle Park seemed like a welcoming space, 

where people of all walks of life could meet to forget about their personal situations.   

 Not only is the park welcoming for all visitors, it provides a space for interaction.  On 

two occasions I was approached in a friendly manner.  I will never forget either encounter, as 

they were both interesting and flattering.  The first instance was a discussion between myself and 

a man sitting next to me on a bench.  The second involved a profession of love from a different 

man on another observation day. 

October 7, 2009 was a windy day.  A middle-aged looking, African-American man sat 
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next to me on a bench in the eastern section of the park.  I noticed him fumbling around in his 

briefcase, but thought nothing of it as I glanced around the park.  At one point, however, the 

object he held blew away into my line of vision.  He was quick to retrieve what I noticed was a 

Polaroid picture. 

“Windy day, isn’t it?” I asked, as a friendly way to open the line of communication. 

 He agreed and showed me the picture, which was of his mother and uncle.  Then he 

shared another Polaroid of his family.  We did not speak for a few moments until he commented 

that it was his 48th birthday.  “Everyday is someone’s birthday,” was his retort to my happy 

wishes.  Looking back, I wish I had a tape recorder because his following words were 

inspirational.  He told me stories of his youth and how he never expected to live to see his 21st 

birthday.  Following discussion about our families and places we lived, he told me about his 

travels and the celebrities he knew.  He mentioned throughout that he wished he had money, but 

at least his family was healthy.  Once he got on his cellular phone he continued to gleefully talk 

about birthdays and health with whomever was on the other end of the line.  I said “Happy 

Birthday” again as I walked away. 

 The whole time I was unsure if he was homeless or not.  He did not seem to know other 

people congregated on the benches and around the chess tables.  Since he mentioned money 

troubles, though, I made the assumption he was homeless.  It made me wonder if I had met him 

in another setting where I was not cognizant of being a participant observer of a homeless culture 

I would have made the same assessment. 

 The second time I was approached was no less memorable.  I sat on a bench, facing 

forward, looking to my left at the perceived homeless people gathered around the chess tables 

from time to time. I wrote in my notebook and “people watched” around the rest of the park.  A 
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man approached me in all black tattered clothing.  I sat and he stood about five feet from me as 

he said, “Excuse me, I must say, this Circle is beautiful but even more with you here!  I love 

your smile, your coat and those boots!  It’s all great!  Have a blessed day!”  I was a little 

flustered and shocked since I put no effort in my appearance that day.  I thanked him and he 

walked away.  

About ten minutes later the same man approached, still standing as I sat, but was about 

one foot away from me.  He bent over toward me as he asked with a smile on his face, “Excuse 

me, can I ask you a favor?  You come here often, right?  Can I get a name so next time I see you 

I can say your name instead of ‘Sweetie’ or ‘Beautiful?’”  I contemplated giving an alias, but 

decided to tell him my name.  He returned the favor.  Then I looked immediately to my notebook 

and grabbed my phone to text a friend my encounter, holding in my laughter. 

 About five minutes later the man accosted another woman walking through the park.  

When she did not respond he turned to me and said, “Hi Mary!  I love you!  Mary!  Hi!!!!”  I 

returned the wave but made no comment, contemplating when I should exit the area.  Due to the 

cold weather and the uncomfortable albeit flattering interaction, I decided to leave.  He saw me 

gather my things and approached me yet again, with a smile on his face.  We were both standing. 

“Mary, I do not have a pen and paper so I cannot write you a love poem.  Instead, I will 

say it to you.” 

I wish I recorded his poem because it had multiple verses.  The poem mainly stated how 

he loves me, would be upset if I died, yet happy if I went to Heaven.  However, if I went the 

other way he would rescue me.   

I continued to giggle and smile, thanked him for the thoughtful poem, wished him well, 

and left.  As I exited he exclaimed, “You too!  God bless you!  I love you!” 
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 These two interactions left lasting impressions.  The first made me question my biases 

and stereotypes.  The second was a flattering exchange on a day where I thought I my 

appearance was not appealing.  However, there was one recurring exchange throughout my 

research that plagues me for some reason.  Nearly every time I went to Dupont Circle Park, a 

young man who appeared to be African-American and in his 20s was there.  He remains a 

constant fixture in my memories for he was so different from the other people, yet he appeared to 

be a member of their community.  The man was distinguishable: he always wore a bright blue 

hooded sweatshirt and dark pants.  Even on the warmer days I saw the sweatshirt near him, and 

on cold days I saw the hood bunched up under his coat.  What made him so remarkable to me 

was his sense of seclusion in this sometimes boisterous community.  My field notes described 

him as a “loner” because he would situate himself outside any group conversation.  He seemed to 

be always lost in thought.  A few times he walked past me and we made eye contact.  Very rarely 

do I remember him speaking with anyone or sitting with a particular individual or group.  I do 

not know anything more about this man but I wish I knew his story.   

 This reflective study created a greater understanding for difficulties with ethnographic 

research of the homeless.  Not only is objectivity an obstacle, but penetrating a culture through 

interviews and communication is a complex task as well.  The next section suggests the paths my 

research can take in the future in order to penetrate the complexities of the homeless culture. 

Ideas for Further Research 

 By no means is this research concluded.  I merely propose that the journey take a new 

form: that of participation.  Unless I was approached, I never interacted with anyone gathered in 

the eastern portion of Dupont Circle Park.  How I wish I had had the chance to play chess.  I only 

made three attempts this entire semester.  The first I recall laughingly.  I was in a nice outfit, 
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clutching a Starbucks coffee.  I just went to an information session at the Street Sense 

organization and was inspired by one man’s story, so I felt the urge to make my move to open 

the channel of communication.  I approached one man setting up a game as he chatted with a 

woman.  Their body language and gestures made it seem like these two were friends.  I originally 

sat on a bench, directly across from the chess table, mustering courage.  I hoped this man was 

either Tom Murphy or Garland “Jo Jo” Jones from the articles I read, but he looked different and 

older than the men in the article pictures.  Anyhow, I decided after only a moment to stand up 

and walk to them with a confident air and a smile on my face. 

 I gestured to the chess pieces with my coffee-free hand and asked, “Do you teach?” 

 “For a nominal fee,” he said scathingly, as the woman snickered and rolled her eyes to 

look in the opposite direction. 

 “I don’t know how to play but would love to learn!” I exclaimed.  I was not going to let 

the scoffing deter me from my mission. 

 The man motioned for me to sit across from him.   

 I contemplated what to say next and settled on, “Hi, I’m Mary.” 

 The man smiled and said, “That’ll be five dollars.”   

 Knowing I only had two $1 bills and a $20 I sighed and said, “Oh I’m sorry I don’t have 

$5.  I guess I’ll come back.”  I did not want to assume he could not make change for my large 

bill and I did not want to undercut his asking price.  Defeated, I left the park entirely and decided 

to discontinue observing for the day. 

 The next two attempts at playing chess were fruitless.  They just so happened to also be 

my last two observation days.  The first was rainy and cold, and the second lacked precipitation 

but was even colder.  No one was there during the rain, and only one person was on a bench 
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sleeping during the second cold day.  Even though I was comforted that no one was outside in 

the inclement weather, I realized that I knew too little about the culture.  Where do they go in 

unfavorable weather conditions?  What do they use for shelter?  Further research could seek to 

answer these questions.  The key is having respect for the people because everyone has a 

different story. 

 As well as interacting with the culture, further research could experiment with different 

times of day and weather.  I limited myself to setting only one day every week for observation 

during a busy lunch hour.  Sure I went during the weekends occasionally, and would note what I 

saw when I passed through the neighborhood at night, but it in no way gave me enough 

information to make a comprehensive assessment.  Should I continue with my research, I will 

observe in the park more often for longer periods of time, unless, like I found in my last two 

observations, that no one was in the park due to the weather.   

Similarly, I could model Gibson’s Farragut North Metro Station ethnography and ask 

passersby, police officers, and park officials in addition to the people I see every time I observe.  

I could also use a tape recorder or camcorder once my subjects build a comfort and trust level 

with me.  In addition, I could expand on Caroline Hooper’s article in a recent issue of Street 

Sense where she discussed how homeless people may prefer the living on the street over living in 

shelters (6-7).  I could ask the motivating factors for choosing Dupont Circle Park as a space or 

even as a home over other areas.  Or I could do as Rachel Oswald did for her reporting and spend 

only one day interviewing and observing.  However, lingering questions remain: Does gender 

make a difference when playing chess?  I only remember seeing males playing chess.  Also, if I 

continue my observations and make myself known to the culture, will I be welcome?  Would 

they answer my questions?  Who am I to study them?  No wonder I was received with mocking 
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tones when I asked to play chess: I must have seemed like a pretentious snob with my coffee in 

nice clothing.  In the same vein, however, I saw businessmen playing chess from time to time on 

their lunch breaks.  Somehow it seems as if the barrier between cultures was lifted.  Hopefully 

that can happen to me.  On the two occasions noted above, though, I made friendly conversation, 

so maybe I can treat my sour chess attempt in isolation.   

 I also considered expanding this assignment to a thesis.  I applied for an internship at 

Street Sense, a non-profit organization that produces and distributes a bi-monthly street paper of 

the same name.  Homeless people contribute to the paper by writing the stories as well as selling 

it as vendors.  The mission of the organization is “to raise public awareness on the issues of 

homelessness and poverty in the city and to create economic opportunities for people 

experiencing homelessness” (streetsense.org 2009).  As an intern in the non-profit management 

sector, I could apply ethnographic methods to observing the street paper dynamics in conjunction 

with observing areas, like Dupont Circle Park, where homeless people choose to call home.  It 

could be an interesting investigation to gain insight on motivations for choosing the street as 

opposed to, or in accordance with, shelters.  If I do not get the internship I could apply to or 

volunteer with other non-profit organizations with similar missions.  

Conclusion 

Regardless of creating a thesis or not, continuing this observation would not only provide 

more substantial data, it would instill values and encourage awareness.  This assignment has 

forced me to see what I chose to continually ignore.  No longer do I dismiss the Street Sense 

vendors or get annoyed when asked for money outside my church or any place of business.  

Certainly helping individuals does not address the bigger social problem of homelessness, but in 

those small instances they help the individuals who need it at that particular moment in time.  
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Hopefully this research has shown that, like the homeless people themselves, awareness should 

not be ignored.   
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