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THE ETHNOGRAPHIC EXPERIMENT: THE CONTEMPORARY ANTHROPOLOGIST'S NEW 

FIELD EXPERIENCE 
 

Rezumat: Experimentul etnografic reprezintă modalitatea etnografică prin care antropologii se 
aventurează la crearea cunoștințelor și contribuie la transformarea domeniului pentru construirea 
de problematizări antropologice comune. În situația dată vorbim nu de o antropologie activistă, ci de 
un experiment etnografic prin care este definită filosofia cotidianului grupului studiat. Astăzi, un 
antropolog nu poate fi doar un observator de teren atâta timp cât grupul țintă cere nu doar realizarea 
unei observări participative, dar și o cercetare bazată pe acțiune. Reflecțiile antropologilor Seth 
Holmes [3] și George E. Marcus [2] sunt deosebit de relevante pentru argumentul pe care ne 
propunem să-l aducem în discuție. În așa fel, scopul principal al acestui eseu antropologic este 
analiza practicilor etnografice care au dus la o „redefinire a etnografiei” și la examinarea „culturii 
eseului antropologic” (writing culture). În astfel de situri etnografice, fundamentul ar fi colaborarea 
în timpul muncii de teren. Argumentul lor a fost propus pentru acei antropologi care lucrează cu alți 
oameni de știință, activiști, funcționari publici sau artiști  cu scopul angajării antropologilor în 
diferite forme de expertiză și problematizare a practicilor convenționale de producere a cunoștințelor. 
 
Cuvinte cheie: etnografie, antropologie, experiment etnografic, experiență de teren, redefinirea 
domeniului, cultura scrisului. 

 
Abstract: The ethnographic experiment represents the ethnographic modality through which 
anthropologists venture into knowledge creation and contribute to the transformation of the field for 
the construction of common anthropological problematizations. In the given situation, we are not 
talking about an activist anthropology, but about an ethnographic experiment through which the 
everyday philosophy of the studied group is defined. Today, an anthropologist cannot be just a field 
observer as long as the target group demands not only participatory observation but also action 
research. Reflections of anthropologists Seth Holmes [3] and George E. Marcus [2] are particularly 
relevant to the argument we aim to make. Thus, the aim purpose of this anthropological essay is to 
analyze the ethnographic practices that have led to a "redefinition of ethnography" and to examine 
the "culture of the anthropological essay" (writing culture). In such ethnographic sites, the foundation 
would be collaboration during fieldwork. Their argument was proposed for those anthropologists who 
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work with other scientists, activists, civil servants, or artists with the aim of engaging anthropologists 
in various forms of expertise and problematizing conventional practices of knowledge production. 

 
Keywords: ethnography, anthropology, ethnographic experiment, field experience, redefining the 
field, writing culture. 
 

Ethnography is the descriptive study of a human society. Claude Levi-Strauss [4] in the work 
Structural Anthropology talks about ethnography as one of the stages of anthropological research, 
summarizing it by the formula ethnography-ethnology-anthropology. In contemporaneity, the field 
work of the anthropologist involves contact with the daily life of the researched community, the full 
understanding of the culture of these people.  

Even though from the beginning of the development of anthropology as a scientific field there 
was a confusion regarding the object of study of ethnography and ethnology (the science that provides 
a classification of the peoples of the world, studies their structure and distribution. In relation to 
ethnology, ethnography comparatively traces the material and spiritual evolution of several cultures, 
the morals, the daily life and the cultural-historical relations of these societies), and their relationship 
with anthropology, the situation is different in current approaches. Among the first to provide a 
description of the land were of course that B. Malinowski, F. Boas, M. Mead, R. Benedict, etc. Later 
we have the Claude Levi-Strauss in French anthropology and from the Romanian space, in particular, 
Vintila Mihailescu stood out with his work on the ground. Field experience has become a rite of 
passage [6] in the anthropologist profession with the 21st century. In the field there are some important 
principles that must be respected: living with the community, learning the local language or dialect 
and participation in everyday life through the objective detachment of the observer. The method of 
participatory observation that I often recommend to students during courses is necessary and useful, 
although in practice it is quite difficult. An anthropologist unconsciously brings certain inherent 
cultural biases into the field, while at the same time he is influenced by the subject of his study. It is 
true that there have been cases when anthropologists were rejected by the culture they entered or 
situations in which they felt "their human" and the researcher's objectivity was affected. 

Contemporary ethnographies usually adhere to a community rather than the individual, focus on 
describing current circumstances but not historical events. Recent ethnographic studies are no longer 
limited to small "primitive" societies, but also describe social units encountered in urbanism „The 
urbanized city offers huge opportunities: rich resources in people, in education and goods, freedom, 
tolerance, complementarity of tasks in interdependence, flow of information, selective communication 
paths that facilitate a new kind of socialization and even a new community solidarity” [1]. The tools 
of the ethnographer have changed radically since his time B. Malinowski. While the logbook is still a 
mainstay of fieldwork, ethnographers have taken full advantage of technological developments such 
as film and photography to augment their written accounts. 

The contemporary anthropologist deals with individuals, usually called informants, who provide 
specific information about community rituals, the kinship system, but also other important aspects of 
daily and cultural life. Field work and that experience obtained by applying the participatory 
observation method involves testing a series of hypotheses formulated before entering the field. If in 
the first half of the 20th century, most anthropologists sought to develop the field in remote 
communities in Latin America, New Zealand, Asia, Africa, etc., then today some anthropologists have 
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turned their attention to closer communities of the spaces where they live. In this way, participatory 
observation becomes relevant to studying the everyday close to the anthropologist. Being a method 
that is based on paradoxical activity, the researcher simultaneously observes from a distance the daily 
life of the "native" and his culture. An important moment of ethnographic fieldwork is its realization 
in relation to anthropological theory. It is wrong to separate ethnographic fieldwork from publications 
and writing from anthropological essays. Anthropological essays can have an academic tone that 
implies compliance with the requirements for the elaboration of such texts and includes the analysis 
of anthropological theories and the interpretation of field data; on the other hand, we have nonfiction 
anthropology essays that are written "for everyone's understanding", closer to society: „Realization 
this objective requires placing scientific research at the center of society's attention, creating among 
people the belief that the basis of solving all problems, including economic-social ones, is science. 
The society's understanding of science as an essential factor of society does not only mean 
"popularization of science", but also the presentation of scientific achievements in an accessible form 
to those who are not part of the community of scientists, their understanding of the conception, of the 
scientific model about the world” [5]. 

An important requirement for conducting ethnographic fieldwork is obtaining a solid foundation 
in the principles of the anthropological discipline: mastering anthropological concepts and theories, 
knowledge of ethnographic fields conducted by other researchers etc. The field site is selected 
depending on the interests of the anthropologist, whether he is interested in a certain social or cultural 
aspect, or, fortuitous circumstances allowed him to carry out an ethnographic study. Rigorous research 
provides an ethnography of the community under study by describing the geographical, social, 
cultural, intellectual space, the various institutions, ideas and practices observed by the anthropologist. 

For many non-anthropological researchers, policy studies are more important and relevant than 
ethnographic fieldwork. However, we note that a good number of innovative theoretical perspectives 
have helped to shape developmental anthropology and applied anthropology. Anthropological 
research, today, is the basis of important changes that take place in the community or communities 
studied. The recommendations offered by anthropologists and the mediator role they play help public 
administrations find common ground in solving existing problems.  

Some anthropologists work in interdisciplinary teams, while others work individually in the 
micro-field of anthropology. 19th and 20th century ethnographic essays do not become outdated, 
rather contemporary anthropologists rely on empirical observations that should be supplemented. 

 
Conclusions 
Anthropology is a discipline of gaining knowledge about other people's lives during ethnographic 

fieldwork. Studies on the practices and values of the researched communities are reported in 
anthropological essays either of an academic or journalistic nature. At the same time, the ethnographer 
discovers that there is much in common both in the researched spaces and in the culture in which he 
lives. This results in an appreciation of both difference and similarity.  

The continuous practice of ethnography and the acquisition of new field experiences lead today's 
anthropologists to find new research topics either in their immediate vicinity or in spaces extra to their 
place of living. 
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