S101—Sociology of Environment
Professor Bartley, Fall 2004
Project paper #1—Application and extension of Stuff: Commodity chain analysis
(50 points possible)
Due:  Tues., Sept. 14 at the beginning of class 
This assignment asks you to do some detective work to investigate the sources of the products you consume.  You’ll be asked to choose a specific product and trace it back to its sources, similar to the chapters of the book Stuff: The Secret Lives of Ordinary Things.  This type of project is called “commodity chain analysis,” since it starts with a product (a commodity) and uncovers the chain of events, people, and materials that produced it.  You’ll describe your research and findings in a short paper, approximately 4-5 typed, double-spaced pages.

Preparation:  Keep a detailed consumption log for at least three full days.  If you haven’t already done so, get a small, pocket-sized notebook and keep it with you over those three days.  Make a habit of writing in it often—at least 4-5 times a day—recording all the stuff that you have directly or indirectly consumed.  Don’t try to fill in the whole thing at the end of the day.  It’s amazing how quickly we forget all the little things that we do throughout the day.  You will need to turn in your consumption log with the assignment.
The research project:  Pick a product (perhaps one in your consumption log) and find out as much as you can about where it came from, how it was made, what materials were consumed at various points in the process, and what environmental impact all of this had.  You can draw on the information in the book Stuff, but you must do some original research, not simply reproduce what’s already been done in that book.  If you’re not sure whether the product you’re considering qualifies or not, please talk with me about it.

Here are a few questions to get you started:

· What company manufactures the product?  What else can you find out about this company?  (Is it part of a larger conglomerate?  Where are the headquarters?  How big is the company?  Etc.)
· What materials go into making the product?  (Consider materials needed both directly and indirectly.)

· Where do the materials come from?  

· Where does the manufacturing take place?  Or, if this is an agricultural product, where does the harvesting occur?  

· Who performs the manufacturing or harvesting tasks?  Do they face any environmental or health hazards in their work?

· What are the environmental conditions in the countries or areas where the manufacturing or harvesting takes place? What are the political, economic, and labor conditions there?  

· How did the product get from one point in the commodity chain to another (e.g., from the manufacturer to the place where you bought it, from the supplier of raw materials to the manufacturer, etc.)?  How far did it travel?  What can you say about the environmental impacts of this activity?  What can you say about how this connects you to other parts of the country or the world?

Answering these questions will require a good amount of work, using a variety of resources—including interviews, library materials, and web-based resources.  We will provide you with a guide to useful resources for this type of research.  We’ll demonstrate some of these in class on Tues. (9/7) and post them on the course website.  But remember that there’s no magic formula here.  You’ll need to use your imagination and your best detective skills in order to complete the assignment.  Even so, you’ll probably hit some dead-ends in the process.  A few dead-ends are acceptable, but if you have trouble getting any useful information, you should choose a different product.

The paper: Your paper should accomplish at least two tasks:
1. Describe the product you’ve chosen and how it fits into your everyday routines.  How often do you use/consume it?  Why do you use/consume it?  Does it have any special meaning to you?  (This first task should be a relatively small portion of the whole paper.)

2. Describe the results of your commodity chain analysis and the process by which you came to these results.  Try to describe as much of the full commodity chain as you were able to uncover.  Diagrams might help in some cases but are not required.  Also, be sure to make it clear how you went about getting this information.  Explain what sources you used for different pieces of information (and cite them), so that someone else could, in theory, re-trace the commodity chain and find the same things you found.  (This second task should make up the majority of the paper.)
If you want, you could also include in the paper some reflection on the overall environmental impacts of your consumption pattern.  How big is your “wake” and where (in the area, country, or the world) does it hit the hardest?  

Other notes:

You must cite all of your sources, including interviews or other discussions with people, websites, books, articles, and encyclopedias.  Any information that is directly quoted from another source must be put in quotation marks and include the source and page number.  Any information that is summarized in your own words from another source must also include a citation.  If you fail to cite your sources, you will receive no credit for this assignment.  In addition, if there is any evidence that you copied all or part of your paper directly from an article, website, book, or other source (including another student) without appropriate citation, you will receive no credit for the assignment and face possible disciplinary action.
The papers will be graded for both content and writing style.  Please re-read, proofread, and revise your work before turning it in.  Don’t forget to turn in your consumption log along with the paper.
