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The Rashomon Effect:
When Ethnographers Disagree

Disa(reemenLs betaeen ethn.)gruphets |Jqen ari.se because oJ tlv particular cirtumstances oIJield,
itotk or ntttibuteJ oJ lhe elhnographers. A pasiliaist searthJctr truth t)ersus error ma1 be less

JruitJtl than a constrtlctilnisl eraminattan oJ the research itv{. This artide su{!petb a mcqtual
.r[r ame a. o r k ;ft r s uch a oni |ruc lionis I appra a( h.
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atlcrnpt to pull together a conceptual lrarncuork to clcal rvirh the puzzle. As it happcns,
cthnographcrs rarcly disaqree rvith each other's intcrprctations of a culturc, :rnd whcrr
such disaqreemcnts do arisi thev are usualll, handled by discreet avoidancc or conlused
partisanship. Onlv rccently, io collionting Derek ['reeman's ]983 atrack on Nlarqarct
Nle:rd's picturc ofSamoa, have m:Lnl,Arrerican iln th ropologis ts becn pushccl to think
dci:plv about the meaning ol'ctllnogr-rphrt ,lr.aqre.ment irr qener.rl ancl. morc irnportiint,
to discuss i1 in print.

Therc;rr. sever:l uell-knorvn disasrccmcnts in anthropoloev_ The classic disagree-
ment was betrrcen Roberr RcctFeld (1930) and Oscar Lo,,is (1951, 1953, 1960) o,,.ci the
naturc ol the N{exican viilagc of-l'r:poztlan. (Jthcr notable disagreerncnts in thc t:thrro
graphic literature include whetlier or not the Arapcsh had ,,var (Mcad 1935 rcrsus l'or
tune 1 939), and the exchange bctwecn \\Iard H. Goodenoush ( 1956) and.John [,. Fisr:her
(195ti) on rcsidence rulcs in T'ruk. Irr rcnctjon ro Ruth Bcnedict,s Iamous capsLrle eth-
nosraphrcs tt Palkrns o/ Outlure (.19'31) cemeJohn Bcnnctr's discussion ol alternativc,
interprctations of Pueblo culture (l!)46), and Helen Cloderc's rcanallsis of Kwakiutl
{ l-956). Therc are also Bt verly Garrrcll s articlt. ()979) contrasrinq lrr r r i. s , rt rhr Nr ik.r
ol"lanzania rl,irh rhar published b1, Nliriarl Slater (1976). andJoscph Rcser (t9lll)and
Arthur Hipplcr (l98l) on the Australian r\boriginals, and ofcoursc. nrost r-tcentl;,, Frcc-
man on l\lcad's Samoa (1983).

C)nr:'s approach to these disagrcements reflccls one's basic position on truth. rcality,
a'd the scientiGc method. In philosophical discourse, lines are clearlv draw' betwcerr
rigorous logical positivism/cmpiricism and subjcctive nretaphvsicel ,n,,rnr,,q-.l.lr.n
dence (cl. Kaplarn l9fJB and Achinstein l968:67). This dichotorny surlaces in o,,th.npn-
logical scholarship as a positivist-consrructionisr dispure (sce Harris 11979:ch. 1l lor pos-
itirism,and Pcacock l986:ti8 72] lbr constructionism). I6nd borh rlrcsc presc'tations
nicclv cquirocal and I, like manl ethnographcrs, draw liecly lron both canrps in rny own
rcsearr:h.

Helc. in dealing with cthnogrlphers tlisaqreemcnts, I takc an intermcdiarc rno<lifie<l
cortstruc tionist posilion: in important rvavs, eth nogr:rphies are madt , noI lound. Rcclficlcl,
onc ofthc parties to thc cl:rssic fcpoztlan disasrccmcnt, put ir $ell:

,'\n account ol.r lirrle communitv is not sornrrhinq rhar is givcn our of a .,endin!. marhine hv
puttin{ i'rhe approl)riare coirs oi merhocl and trcLniquc -fhcre 

is no onr ultimare ancl urrerlv
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objective account ofe hLrman rvhole. Each account, ifit preserves the human qualiiy ai all. ;s a
created product in rvhich the human qualities of rhe creator in the outside viewcr and describ-
er-are one ingredient. IRcdield l9{i0(1953):1361

While Rcdllcld's position may have sounded hopelessly etluivocal in the 1950s, bv the
late l9B0s it is hardlv novcl. Landmarks in tbis changc might be the influcntial rrork bv
Thomas Kuhn (1962) in the natural scicnces, *'ho arg.res that.eseurch is shlped ht thc
particular paradiem o{ its time, and also the book bv the psycholorist Robert Rosenthal
(1976) on thc "P,vgmalion EIIect" end othcr lrLtors Lrearinq (,bsericr bias. By norv somc
lorm of thc constructionist vierv is hcld by scholars in man,v disciplines (see Kemper l98l ,
Davis and Nlitchell 1985, and Shrvedcr ancl N{illcr 1985).

1'he purposr: of this article is to suqgest that ethnoqraphic disagrcements present puz-
zles of the sreatest importancc. And there is an ironv here tbat Pollner ( lg7.l, I 975i has
pointed out: it is only r.r'ith the assumprion ol .l sherecl rcllrrr ("muncl:rne.e.rorrirre',)
that these disaqrecments ("realitl disjunctures") take on sisni6cance as puzzlcs to-bc
soh ed; there is a shared reality, true, but dillering rruths may indeed bc said abour jr.'l'be chartcr intage of this prescnl cnterprisc is trom a lq50Jap.rncse film madc by
Akira Kurosawa based on trvo short storics by Rl unosuke Akutaqarva (Kurosarva l g69).
'Ihc film is set in 12th-centurl'Jal)an and concerns the encountei in the lorest betwecn a
bandit and a samurai and his rvilc. l'he mystcry ofthe film comes lrom lour quite cljflcrcnt
accounts o{ thc strJre event (a sexual cncounter that ma} be rape, :rnd a death thaf is
either rnurder or suicicle). Ijach account is clearll, self-servins, intcnded tb enhancc the
nobilitv ol thc tclier. Flach account is prescrrrFd rs a lrrlr er.r rrr.rl b,v rhe bandit, the
samurai's lvile. the semuraj (who, having dicd, testifics throu{h a spirit mediunr), and;r
passi'q rvoodcuttcr \aho nrav ha'c bccn an onlookcr.,\s eacb ofthc lour tcstifies. rve see
that particular version of the er,cnrs on fi lm. so that the :rpparent lruthlulness o[ tht. r.isual
imaqe supports cach tcsrimonv in turn. Ilut unlike the lamjliar cletectivc storv on film.
rvherc accounts that ara Iatcr imp{rached arc given only r,.crbally. Ra.rlomon comnrits ilseii'
to, and convinr:es us of, thc truth ol e.rch r.rsion in turrr. ,{nd Lrrrhkc the cletecti\r. stor\,.
*c are not given iin cxplanatiot ,,r,rapped up nicel,v in trurh at thc end.

I clo not prol)ose t() tekc R./irrlr./, as n'ora than an allirsion t. thc idca olcontraclictor'
truths I It is at bcst a cllartcr imagc lcrr us, and cart^inlv not a chart, r tn\rll-dcclr.r
considcration t,l KuLos:rwa s lllrrr lcads us too lar aliclcl, inlo considcration oi art r..t.rsL,s
flim-llam rt rsus paracloxical koan.

At thc rnost supcrlicial lcrcl. a conliontation bctrvcco tlro r.tlrnoqraphers has all the
attractions of a liood fiqht, and nr)thing attracts attcntion quitc likc the sound of a col-
league's nristakes beine nailed to thc wall. BLrt the questioir of*,ho is right a.cl .rvho is
\4,ronq in these conlionrations is tlrc lcasr interesting onc that we can raise. Certainly thcrc
are sonle scnscs in \r'hich an ethnographer mar be.just plain wrolq, but cven tht misrakcn
ethnographv has potential use.'I'hat i., ererr "mist.rkcs'met b-. rradc to rcvcal some-
rlrirre ut rrrrp,,rt.rn, e .'hour .h. , rrl ulc r,,rr, ernrd .r. rrcll r. rb,,rrr rlr, h.rtlerourrd ,,frtre
ethnographer.

Another proposition;'fhosc realms ofcullrrrc that gencrare dis:rsreement are likcly to
be rhosc that are most problcnlatical and intrresri'g. \\Ihat these disagrecrnents re'eal
about individual ethnoqr:tphers is of..rhnoqr:rphical intportance to rhe cxtent thar lhc
disasrremcnts arisc rrs the result of the crhnoqrapher,s membership in a group (as rcp_
resent:rtivc ol his or hcr ,,r' n culrurc. theorctical school. or tht: likeJ

But most imporranr. the r alue ofthinki'q about tlre il;rshomc,rr i,lTcct soes Iar bc!.ond
the rclati'elr {i* cases o1- ethnoqr;rphic disaqreerrcnt thar \\.c shall bc ailc to trrr' 'p.'I'he sorts ofinllucnccs. bia-.rs-,rr predilections *e ca. cxaminc hcrc are ar *ork in all
ctlrnoqraph\. c'cn *hen ir is unchellenged. -\ncl s.,,rhat *,e lcarn from tlre spt.cial casc
ofctltnographit disagrttntcnr c.rn lr, lp u. rrrrdcrstarrd, rhnoqrJlh) in eencr;ri

The iolloxinq is .r hricidisi.,.:r:t1 .,i soiltc rcasons lor clisagrcerncnts bct\\.can clhnog_
r:rphers-
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1 . Someone is urong

Probably most diszrgrcements are not clearly rcsolvablc (in thc 6l'Raslomon. someonc
111 and others did not plunge the knile into the samurai,s chest). The resolution nav not
be onc ofthe two answers oflirc(l but some more complex mix (og"in, taki,rg an.xample
liom.Rasho_mon, there $,as probably sex bct*.een the bandit and t;c samurai;s wife, bui it
may have been somcuhrre bctu,een rape and seduction). At any rate, even ifwc can satis_
factorily determine thet sonrconc is rvrong, r,r,e must go lurthcr to unclerstand why.

I do not ar all intend this to be a cavalier dismissai of truth or den ra I t,l rhe porsibilrrl.
offalsehood- Fthnographies can contain inlorrnation rhat is wrons, whether tlirough dc'_
liberate lalsification or orherwis.. Although Raoul Narol and orirer holoeeisric a.thro-
pologi-sts working with the H.man Relations Area !'ilcs hare not bcen irrirnarirv con-
cerncd r^,'ith ethnographic disaqrccmenr, they do deal u,ith many of rhc same influenccs
undcr drscussion herc. Thcy generally locus on ,,the problem ofeihnographic crror,, (Na_
roll 1970:928), and do not rrear ir as.a puzzlc ofinteipretrtion. Theyiave bcen rrying ro
identifv and so control lor ethnogr.rp,hcr bias rn hi. h rrsulrs in crrc,rs rn rhc ethnographics,
because these crrors compromise cross-cultural correlations. By thcir emphasis"on error,
they take a positivist position. Not surprisingly, the sorts ofquestions thc1'-. ask ofthe cth_
nographies-arc especiall,v vulnerable to lalse answcrs, in my view. p,r, .*,mlt", X.rniit
rnt,s r-ritcd, fi ndr nq ,. oncrrrrs th c prcsence or abscnce of witcicraft attribu rior; ( 19ti2: I 53):.lhro{r.-rlh, r, who 

"p,-nd lt,rrq.r rn rhc hrl,l .rrr rnore lik, ly ro r, t,,,rt rlrrt (ic.LLhs .ire
,LtriirLrlcll ro rnir,lr, r.rtr rhan rhor,..r^h,, sp.nd J ,hortcr rime Or," p*.if f..^pir.",i..
ofthis is that thc short-tcrm resean Irers:r'e s.implt,u ronq, rh.rr thcy misscd un i,'pc,.ta,rtIict. And indecd, prcsence or absence ofu,itchc;ah bciiels is aboL,r as clos€ ro a rrulv
dcterminablc lact as onc could ask lbr.

2. Thel are looking al dtferent atlturel ctr ytltcultures

'I'his problern is exemplified bv thc old tale of the blind men disasrccing about rhenature-ofan elcphant bt:causc cach is touchinq a di{Icrcnt p:rrt ofthe bcasr 
-

. Conlusion ma'arise lrom thc use ofu,re n,ir'e ibr pcoplcs who.arc tluite dilTcrcrt in
im port.rn t u.rr s. Brrr qr'n.r r)rz r.q to an cntire socicrv orr thc liasis ofclata lrom t)n(. subsct
:l '1" t': t',ll l9l ,rl.,, h.r1,p, 11, ,.rc., I rl,r,l p.rrri, ul.rrtv nt q,.,,1,r ,trrti r. rr ,:. src
Il' C od"in I'r78,,. I,ur irr nr.rrr,, ,o,.rerin. rl,"r, i. "r,,,,rg1, ,l.r:., ur ,"i rrprr,,,r,rl .lifl, r.rrllrrr,r r" 't",'tc,lilier, r,r 1ie11s e1 rlr, .irrr.,ri,,n. llri, pr,...rrlabl, r,r.o,rl,l nllr r(,ulrlr
di..rqrl-.n., llr. il rlr. c^ur,. r,t llr, o.rt.r !l,r: not r|c, ih, d .rnd r h. C, ,,1 ,., i,,, ",. r,,,,
carclessly made.

3. The.y are reJirring to the same culture at tlilferent ttmes

Surely no anthropologist can be unawarc of changes ovcr time, but sometimt,s rvhen

ll:,].,,'" .rn cthrroerrphi, pr.\,-rr tv uh., urr tlrc r.mp.,r.,l .,rrgin ot rlrr,lrr.r, Drr rl"
L r '/J n.r( p)|lpnd\r,,.d (llc \tqnlll.dn,. ,,1 rltis .rr.mporal 

to( U\ . I \^oulcl 5uqq' \r thJtpart ofthe disagreemenr betucen l\lcrd .rnd Fortunc about r\rapesh war{drc can bc at_

].:',b:]i1,_",]llt: l."..irrrim"p,rrorl...Irnbcrh.-r:..r.tdrc..rd,h."J1",,uo;n,...\inq,h.,r
,*ir rr.rn rc-r\o, \\e s^ould rejett Freentan,s attack on NIcad is thai his so_callei cri_

Llence do.s nor de;j rirth rLe rirn. zrnd placc rhar NIead <lescribecl.,(1985:906). Ald *.c
arc not j-ust talkins about linezrr tirne chansc, as cxernplifiefl in thc iracific bl thc lanti-marks ofpacificarion and rnissionization_ \\ic also'eed to consider,f,. p,,,.,f i,,y',fr,r,thc,di{ferenl.cth oeraphcrs steppcd lnro the culrure ,t r diflcrc_n; phase of a culturalclclc 'fhe philosopherJohr Ladd irLr57) r.rs fi,rred b'rrrr.xiq"nr'ies oi his acarrcmicdulics to do his \arajo ficldxorl in rhe wrrrtrr rnstcad u[ r]rc ..,]r,n,"r. *h"r, nrosl *h-
noqra phers had rr orled. .{s e rcsu lr he lcarncd of many maltcrs 

"f 
N^ .,t" ",i;i., ;l. r .;.onlv spoken ot-in rhe \1 in(er. I sax rhe qre-rr piq l,e-Lst ol tlre ttr.rrrd Viiley Dani lbr th,_flrst time allcr ncarlr rhr,re rcers ot-ficlilrvork. at thc cncl olmy lourth 

'isit, altt:r I had
bequn ro ftr.mularc inr itrr.r-. r't Dani as a r"*-;',,,,r,i,i-.uit,,,.'" ",ir',,,rru,,*..ptr.r.rho
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bcgan fieldwork with thc Pig Feast misht wcll come up wirh quite a dillercnr vierv ofDani
culture.

4. Thel are looking dlferent\ al Lhe same culture

a. lthal oJdffirent personalities 0fthe ethnographers? There is an old saying thar each tribe
eets the anthropologist it deserves. Surely this must have some truth to it, but how do u,e
deal rvith it except anecdotally? For instance, Devereux savs:

Fortune ap€ars to have a special alFnity lor the elum side ofcuitures. Hence, amone the Dobuans
he studied main)y the (gJum) nantJfast, ^ among the Omaha rhc (elum) lzrrnt side ofcuJture
.. . I appear to have an a0rnity ftrr thc rvarmly human sjde ofthe culture. Hence, among thc
Itlohave I was intcrested chielly in the manilest pa!!ern and among lhe Scdane in the litent
paller . . . Sonre scholars implenrent their subjectivr n.ed lbr consjsiency . . . by emphasizinq
the manifest partern al the expense ofthe larent one. Ii967:21+2 ] 5l

b. llhat oJ dtlferenl ralue slstems of ethnogruphersl 'fhis was Redfield's (1960[1953]) cx-
pl:rn:rtion of the T'epoztlan disagreement, and this is rhe factor of ideological bias that
Precourt raised ( I979).

A rornantic cr;mmitment to harmonious lunctionalism can lead to overemphasjs on the
harrnonious aspects ofa culture (Rohner. DeWalt, and Ncss l!173: Carroll 1974;
Schrveizer l97B).

.. c. Illtal ofdilferent tuhuret aJ lhe ethnograpirru? Surclr', any erhnoqrapher would asrer ar
first uith the proposition that ethnographers are creaturcs oftheir ou,n cultures aid ap-
proach othcr cultures through their own- Yct I knorv ofno systematic cvidence lor tliis
(but sce Devercux ii967:129-132] lor suggesrivc anccdores and see Trigger's l9B4 at
tempt to explain archeological appro:rches in terms ol thc sociopolitical niilicu of thc ar-
chcolorist).

In onc ofher mosr srimulating essa,vs, lllary Douglas (1967) ralked about rhe impli
catjon ofthe Nuer having bcen studied by Enelishmen and thc Dogon by thc l'rcnch, and
she musecl about rvhat might havc rcsulted had Evzrrrs- Pritch a rd itudi.d th" I)ogon lnd
Ciriaule ancl Dietcrlin rhc Nrrcr Tr secrns vcrv losical. But I carnot ollcr anv supJ,,rrr lrorn
Ot:cania. Is it possiblc th:rt thc cthnotraphic discipline is so strong. rnd thc ethrioeraphic
itpirrcnticeshil)sosuccessful)thatallllJLcs(,1 ( lllr t rl uriqtn.rr, strpprcssr.d irr the proct,ss
of bcconins an ethoographcr?

d. l!'hal af oth.r hait aJ the ethnographer\.) This is a more misr:cllaneous catceorv. bu1 it
is necessarv in order 1o be able to include considcratiorr ofother pcrsorlal lcalurrs of rhc
ethnographers such as gendcr, :!ge, race, sexual paclerencrr iarnilv status, personzrl
Lealth, and perhaps even hcight, any ofwhich could possiblv nrake a dillerencci in r,,,hat
sorts ol infrrrmation niight be madc available to an ethnogrf,phcr. ,,\ll of this could bc
taken to a ridiculous extrcme- For eaclr ethnographcr to presint a lull conlessional au-
tobioeraphv *,,ruld bc an inclLrlqence (and undoubtedlv lar lrom {ull). yet sonre of this
infornration may be imporrant (see Dcvcreux i967:133)_ Thcre arc certainlv limits to the
extent \!e need to get into biotraphies ofethnosraphcrs. But I think rlrrt it rs hir to:.r1
that rve do nol )et knolv \\.hat those limits arc.

t. ll'hat of dLlfi:renL thnftticalarientntionJ ar tesearchplant? This is alr.r,al,s the ntost ob'io,s
and rnost acknr)\\'ledeed i.lluencc, and should be rhc easicst to establish. T hc nrost cira
nraric cxanrple concerns the cflict that lhe lcmi ist movemeDt has hacl orr recenl cthno{
raphl. It is nor simplv a mattlr of the gender ofthe ethnolosisl. Indccd, thc data cr-rr
!.enclcr t:ilect arc quiie equirccal rsec Divale 1976, Whvrc 197U, N,Iartin l978). For ex-
anrplc, \\ihvrc r'l97Bt lound no evidence o1'qcnder bias in the spccific area ofrcports on
the status ofuomen Ilut it does secm iikelv rhat, in scncral, malc r:thnoqr:rplcrs (or
bettcr: r:thnoqraphrrs una\!are of rhe lcmrnrst jrt,r.rtLrrc rrr rnrhr,,pokrev)-x,iil tcnd to
ncglcct !i1)mcn s roles in socierr. .\ltrj I-uehod, rn ircr Brdourn elhrroqrathv, has lriccl to
account{brthce{Iectofideolog,,andlt.rl.nr-,.s,,rrsomenl lrercrlrnuqr:iPlticltreclcct.ssors:
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While I *ould not a..us. lt{..k.r, Caron, Evans,Pritchard, Peters, or any orhers of inappro-
priatelv projectine thejr o\! n interests onto a situation, it strjkrs me that a lelicitous cor:.eipon
drnce beNreen ihe \ iervs ofr\rab tribesmcn and thosc of European men has led each to reinlorce
particular interesrs of the orhcr and ro slighr other aspects ofexperience and concern. [1986:30]

The strau man gambit :rppears as a signific:rnt subset ofthese examples. It is immediately
acknowlcdqed but is in facr dilficult to rccosnize and dilficult to Jeal wrth. One cannot
help but approach it rvirb a bit ofbcmuscd cynicism. Thcre arc rhe studics that proclaim
a nerv theoretical approach and demolish old oncs, not so much for pressing icholarly
dcmands but ralher becausc ofour need lor individual achievcment. In hcr Nlalinowski
Nlcmorial Lecture, Marilyn Strathern has discussed Nlalinou,ski,s own use ofsuch thc-
oretical "straw mcn" ()98l). Bur rhe reason this subject is so difFcult to dcal wirh is
bccausc it raisrs qucstions ofscholar)y intcqritv that are not al\lays very acccssible, pcr_
haps cvcn to the principal.

J Ilhat of the Jiruation u'hen rhe sane erhnagrapher changes his or her inrerpretatiant oner rime? As
more ethnographers do long-term Geldwork this should come to bc more important. I
have-rvritten about my own changcs ofthought about the Dani, thc earlier stagi ofrvhich
is rcilcctctl in Robert Gardncr's ftlm Dead [.]irds ( 1963). or evcn worse, in my li65 disser-
tation and a coiloquiurn that I prcscnted at Clolunlbia Univcrsitv; and in contrast, the
lattcr stascs ol nr! thinkins on the Dani in mv 1979 casc studv (scc also Heider l9116).

_. 
g. Ilhat oJ dtffen:nt lengths oJ timt in thefeldl In his book on Data euality Control (1962)

Raoul Naroll has sugecstcd thar rvitclrcr.r[t rr nrr,r. likcl) ro be r.poitcd b'v cthnographers
who stay longer than a ycar in thc licld than bv those stud,vint a shorter time. C)n the
other hand, length ofstay has no cilcct on rcports ofdrunkcn lra*ting. Ccrtainly on thc
rvholc, lcngth ol stav has an e{iccl orr tbc cthnographv. But it is oltcri surprisinglv hard
to pin dorvn iiom the evidcnce publishcd in an ethnoeraphy.

h. Llhat oJ dilJerent knouledge o-f lawuage. or hnoutldpe of dillerent languages? Sure.lv this
must make a dillcrcnce , but how? On thc basis ol'cross cLrltural studic.s, \\titkor'ski ( lg;B)
reportcd no cllects lor lanqu..rgc abilirv.1 the cthnographt:r. B.t in thc casc oftth'ogra'
phcr's disaqrccncnts, rclati\1) languagt: flucncv rvoulcl surelv ber a lactor to bc considcrcd.
I oncc hcard t*o pcople rvho both claimcd linguistic colnp(:tc.cc qivc crrasticalry difiircnt
trJn-lJti,,rrc o! .r phr.r.r slr,,uteJ Jl J ccr.rni,n\ Orr. ,l,irn, d thJt il \rs arr iirr.rc.rinq
slmbolit: rt:lcrcncc, th(.othcr ht:ard i1 as a call to takt: up arms asainst thc centrii
qovcrnlncnl.

And rvhat of the difl'crencc betwccn th.se New Guinea studies done in the vcrnacurar
and thosc_donc in pidgin English? Ir is hard to dcrermine thc linguistic basis of most
c{hnographies (or rhe )inguistic competcnce ofmost ethnographers)l but considerins rl;e
short timc so ofrcn spenr in lhc field, I rvorrdcr ifthc crlinogiapher working in pidgin'ioes
not havc a reai ad,,antage over onc rvho spr:nds timc t.virie tt learn the virnicuiar lront
5' l ir l, h

i. ll'hat oJ dtlJirtnt degreei o,f rappalt? l his is likc the prcvious factor. but cven morc dif-
6cult to deal rvith. \ve k.orv lionr inldrmar discussions (ancr gossip about) our colcaeues
that thcrc arc {remcndous dillcrcnccs in thc *,a's dillcrcnt cthnoeraphers relate to'tht:
peop.le thcv are studvinq. This sbould surclv make a dilli:rcnce in ihc ethnoeraphy, but

-fhesc 
last thrcc (g. h, i) har. e a srarus somewhat dirrcrent fiom thc otrrer facrors on rhc

list, sincc thcv rcltr to relativc dchciencies.in cthnographic compctence_ .I'hc 
phrase,.op_

timal ficldrvork condirions has bce'used (c r., Wirk.wski l97g) to dcscribc cthnogr'a_
phics based on a sta\ in rhe lield ol nrorc than onc ycar and a *,orking kno*,1.dg,,,,i'rhc
ficld languaqc. I rhink rhat \!e can aqrec that morc ficldwork is bctter than lcis, nort_-
lanrluaqc bcttcr than less. and rnorc rapport bcttct.than less, othcr thinqs bcinr: cqual
(althoueh a lonq chumnrr sta\ is nol a quarantec oldeep insiqht).
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j. L|'hat oJd{ferent pret ious jel&Lork? Nlost ofus first go to the field ar voung and impres-
sionable aqes and our norions ofculture (as well as our theories) are often strongly shapcd
by thc first cultures * e srudr . Thus. our subsequent cthnographics may tell show triccs
of the expectations ofour first, a proccss that Devercux has called "carrvovcr"
( I 96 7:221 ).

'I wo ethnographies that havc causcd something ol a stir becausc of their authors' cx-
traordinarily negative views olthe culturcs are Colin furnbull's book on thc Ik (1972)
and Cl. R. Hallpike's on the'I'auade ofPapua Ncw Guinea ( 197 7). In each case. the au-
thor had previously rvrittcn a warm and cmpathetic ethnography about a culture he ob-
viously likcd. 'l'here is undoubtedJy an order cflect at work herc, in which ccrrain fearures
ofthe sccond culture arcjudeed nore unfavorably asainst the comparable leatures ofthe
first. NIy guess is that thc Tauadc arc not much dillerent lrom other New Guinca moun-
tain people, but certainl), I-Iallpike is the 6rst Ncw Guinea cthnoqrapher to have such a
neqative reaction in print.

lt is surcly tirne to think about these matters systematically. lVith few exceptions an-
thropologists havc lasgcd bchind other scholars, most notably psvcholoeists. This article
is intended to cxplore somc problcms that dcserve careful consideration by cthnoera-
phers. It boils down to thc qucstion: \\ hat do we necd to knou, lo resol\ e coDtrrdicuons
betwccn cthnographcrs? And this, in turn, leads to the bro:rdcr question ofu,.hat we necd
to know to undcrstand an ethnoeraphy which in turn suggcsts what we need to includc
irr ',.rI orvn erhn,,uraphr,..

Notes
|tcknauledrments. This papcr *as rvritten lor a session on rh. Rashomon llrect organizecl by rhe

au(hor liJr the r\ssocialion lirr Social Anlhropology in C)ceania nrecrings at Ne* Harrrion,.,, Indiana.
in 1983. I an erearlv indcbred ro man\ p,.,ple r,hu sl,.rred rherr rhuusl,rs on Raionton <:y,r Lht
vears, including Keith E. Davis. Bernd Larnbcrt, A. 't homas Kirsch, and Roberr.l Srrlith. and
espcciallv ro the participanrs in rhe'ari.us lorrrs rhar rhe Rashomon sr.ssions (ook ai lsAa) nrrer-
rngs betrvecn l9B0 and 19U.1.

r-l'hc phrasc "Rashomon llflect' trrrns oul ro be irlrmerl;ari:lv intellieible b ethnoqraphers, so
much so that I claim ro crcclir lor invcntine ir, even rhoueh I cannot rcr:all er:rrine ir tronr anvonc
clse.;\ltcr mv lirst usc o1-ir lin thc Sumrnr.r 1980,{S,\O \e!!slcrt.rJ I beeal ru hrlr ul i,rlrcr us.s.
A. '[ hrxnas Kjrs( h pointcd oLrt to rnr thar Rutir Inee [leinze usr.d rhe phrasr:, alrhouqh she did nor'claborarc on ir. sari'g nrerelr rhar "wc have ro be a*are ofrhe'Rashomon EIIe{iri" (1979:651.
.J.hn \\..\ciarns dirccred mr: t' l\larrin Harris's relerence ro rhe Rashomon Illrr to rnake a similar
poinr (l!li9:321). Barbara frankcl reftrred rnc to rl G.T.:nd's lgTSpapcrin*hir.hherccosnizes
"the Rashornon elIecl" whcn a situarion is analvzrd borh quanrirarivelv aod qualiraiirelr
(1978:35). And Frankel herself has used the phrase ro rcfer ro a somervhat dilrerenr phenomenon
l!at ?c!g! rvhen the ethnographrr receives djflerenr accouDts liom dillircnt intormants (Frankel
l98l ). H. Russcll llcrnard re{irred me ro NIilcs and Huberman ( 198.1), u.ho rouch on some ol-thcse
samr issues and rvho hare in rheir Index thc entry "Rashomon Ellect. 140,,' but I cannor find any
use ofthe term on page 110 or elservhere in thcir book. Lin Pover uscd i! in lh, rirlF ol r p.rper rr
the l984 American Anthropoloeical ,{ssnrrarir,n nrecrrnes. CIerrlr, ir rs r plrrasr ',lhosc anrliropo
loeical tirne has corre.
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