Ethnography and “The One-Year Rule”

A contribution to a spirited discussion on anthrodesign regarding the “obligatory” year in the field for ethnographers. Tuesday, July 20, 2010

Seems to me there are two situations when ethnographers need to do fieldwork: first, during training; and then, as part of gaining problem oriented insights.

As far as training is concerned, coming to a deep understanding of the fact that other people really think (and therefore act) differently, is only attainable by lengthy immersion in a truly different way of life.  It includes bodily adaptations, learning to eat, to sit, to gesture differently, as well as cognitive adaptations, learning to think (and dream) differently, that is, in different categories. This transformation is pretty much unavoidable if one does true immersive participant observation, that is to say one goes to live in an “exotic” community for a lengthy period of time, be that a traditional village or a high-tech research lab. 

What does that have to do with The One-Year Rule? The OYR, I believe, stems from the fact that historically academically based anthropological fieldwork was keyed to the yearly agricultural/ seasonal cycle. Times for feasting, times for foraging, times for Semana Santa, times for puberty rites and other important events - you get the picture. If you don’t get the whole cycle you are likely to miss a major piece of the cultural fabric. I think the OYR simply emerged because it was a compromise that would catch most of the situations that fledgling anthropologists were exposed to in those days. And in organized academic departments there need to be rules, right? So what was a heuristic rule of thumb that was appropriate for most field situations, a practical guess about how much time it would take to catch those cycles, became a fixed requirement that forgot about the live-in, practical and cognitive cultural competence the rule is expected to generate.

Now this raises the question of what has changed. What cycles may be important now in the non-agricultural, often corporate environments in which we work. Seems to me that there are many cyclical, repetitive sequences of events.  Corporations  are driven by the Q1-Q4 cycle; budget cycles; Performance Appraisals; recurring production and delivery schedules. Some of these cycles are pretty general, maybe even industry-wide, but there are always local cycles that need to be considered. For example, in France “nothing gets done during August.” So it would be important to find out what this “nothing” is and how it gets done, and missing it would be a problem.

What does that tell us about the time required for our ethnographic fieldwork? Does it/should it? follow the one-year rule? Do we really need a year? In my thinking, the answer to this question depends on the kinds of cycles that are significant for the research issues at hand and therefore need to be covered. And that, it seems to me, always depends on the nature of the problem at hand. Those issues may be small (e.g. how do left-handed mothers feed their babies?) or large, like changing the corporate culture of a business division. The question is: what are the cycles here? The question then determines the amount of fieldwork needed. Simple, no?

I would add to this that there are of course complementary ways to determine how much fieldwork a problem or issue needs. But a cycle check is often a powerful way in to answer the question.
