
Cultural Politics of Prison Towns, Spring 2023                Goergen Hall Room 108 

ANT 233/REL 230/AAS 200/GSW 233/PSC 225                    Wed 2:00-4:40 
  
Prof. Kristin Doughty. kristin.doughty@rochester.edu        Prof. Joshua Dubler joshua.dubler@rochester.edu 
Office hours: Wed 10:30am-12pm and by appt  Office hours: Mon 12:00-2:00 pm and by appt 
 
Teaching Assistants: 
Danielle Genevro dgenevro@ur.rochester.edu  Office hours: by appointment 
Jaenelle Huxlin jhuxlin@u.rochester.edu  Office hours: by appointment  
Ivette Sierra isierra4@u.rochester.edu  Office hours: by appointment 
                                                                                            
Course Description 
Rochester is a town beset by hyper-incarceration and ringed with prisons and jails. This co-taught course is an 
ethnography lab. Funded with a grant from the National Science Foundation, this spring’s course launches 
the fifth year of a collaborative ethnographic research project designed to examine how the presence of 
prisons in towns around Rochester reflects and shapes the political, economic, and cultural lives of those who 
live in the region. Students will be introduced to methods and practices of ethnography and conduct firsthand 
research on the cultural politics of our region’s prison towns. Through assigned reading, students will learn 
about the history, sociology, and cultural logics of of mass incarceration, in and beyond the Rochester region. 
What does the presence of a prison do and mean for a person living near one? In what ways do our local 
communities depend on prisons for their economic survival? How do prisons shape politics? How does the 
presence of a prison shape locals’ notions of justice and citizenship, of how the world is and how the world 
must be? How do these nearby but largely invisible institutions shape the ways that we live in Rochester? And 
how might these themes most effectively be represented to an audience in a gallery exhibition? 

Recommended prior courses: Introduction to Cultural Anthropology and/or Incarceration Nation 
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Course Requirements and Grades 
At its core, this class is a collaborative research project, not an individualized course of study. It only works if 
we work together. The research methods and outcomes are intentionally designed for us to learn from one 
another, through weekly group fieldwork visits, sharing our findings through fieldnotes and class discussions, 
and analyzing each other’s emerging findings together. As such, your active, timely, consistent, ongoing 
participation is essential to the goals of the course, and to your own learning. In addition to coming to class, 
please manage your schedule so that you have time each week for both conducting research visits and writing up 
and submitting fieldnotes.  
 
Attendance and Class Participation (1/3 of final grade) 
We expect to see you in class each week. You are entitled to one unexcused absence per semester, without 
explanation or apology. Any more than that, however, and we should be in touch. Please come to class 
prepared to discuss the assigned material, ready to share out about your research (orally and in writing), with 
questions for us and the class. 
 
Weekly Research and Writing Assignments (1/3 of final grade) 
You will have weekly writing assignments that engage with classroom readings and/or are rooted in specific 
research tasks. It is essential that these assignments be turned in on time since they serve as the basis for the 
mutual learning in the course. Detailed guidelines for assignments will be on the class website.   
 
Final Research Project 

https://f21.prisontowns.digitalscholar.rochester.edu/


Batavia, Elmira, Mt. Morris, and Rochester. Other years, the groups have been thematic: Covid, “Flight 
maps” (i.e. the movement of bodies in and out of prisons), Politics, Religion, Criminalization, Decarceration, 
Land, and Love. This year we will have you group yourselves in site-based research groups with the themes as 
possible focal points. The themes are elaborated more fully on the class website. 
 
Exhibit in Hartnett Gallery, March 15th-25th 2023 
This semester we will be mounting an exhibition concurrent with the class in the Hartnett Gallery in Wilson 
Commons (hours: 12-7, Wed – Sat). The exhibit will ask: What does the presence of a prison do and mean 
for people living alongside them? How does the saturation of prisons in our region shape life in the Rochester 
area, and on our campus? 
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Complete the online initial certification course, send Certificate to TAs:  
“The Office for Human Subject Protection (OHSP) at the University of Rochester (UR) requires all study 
team members to successfully complete human subjects training through an on-line program called the 
Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI Program) prior to conducting any human subject 
research.” 
Go here: 

http://www.rochester.edu/ohsp/education/certification/initialCertification.html
https://anthrosource.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/fea2.12101
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/04/10/i-was-a-prison-hospice-aide-then-came-coronavirus
https://anthropoliteia.net/2015/11/10/fieldnotes-on-the-gendered-labor-of-prison-visitation/


 
2/15 What is particular about where we live? What ways are the stories of our towns unique in the 
American story of incarceration, versus generalizable?  
  
Readings: 
Widra and Encalada-Malinowski. 2022. “Where People in Prison Come From: The Geography of Mass  
    Incarceration in New York,” Prison Policy Initiative 
James. 2016, “Roots of Black Incarceration,” Boston Review 
Lewis. 1967. “The Development of the Auburn System” in The Development of American Prisons and Prison 
  Customs, 1776-1845 
Morrell. 2018. 

https://www.bostonreview.net/articles/joy-james-austin-reed-life-adventures-haunted-convict/


 
4/12  
Research assignment:  Work on final project. Optional / make-up field visit. 
Writing assignment: Fieldnotes 
Readings:  TBD and/or specific to your project 
 
4/19 In class: Final Project workshop 
Additional research trips as needed  
 
4/26 In class: Final project workshop  
Additional research trips as needed  
 
 
NOTE: Syllabus assignments are subject to amendment, particularly in response to emergent events. Please pay attention to 
notifications in class and to announcements on class website 

 


