
TEACHER'S CORNER: ETHICAL DILEMMAS

This group discussion activity,
developed for the George Washington
University /Smithsonian Institution
Anthropology for Teachers Program, can
be used to introduce or conclude a unit
on social change, culture conflict,
technology, or anthropological theory
and method. The format can also be
used as a model for any ethics discussion
in the classroom.

3. As a group leader demonstrate
your role by primarily a) asking
questions, b) clarifying students'
answers, c) linking together var-
ious responses, and d) summarizing
the insights gained. Be sure to
point out to the students that
there are no right or wrong an-
swers. They, also like the anthro-
pologist in the field, may not
have all the information they would
like to have before making their
decisions.

I. Objectives :

1. students will recognize the dif-
ference between a choice based on
facts and a choice based on values;

2. students will gain some famil-
iarity with the dilemmas anthropol-
ogists face in their fieldwork; and

3. students will gain some under-
standing of their attitudes or their
culture's attitudes toward interven-
tion and change.

II. Procedure :

1. Choose 4-5 students to join you
in a discussion of case #1. Arrange
this group in front of the class so
that your leadership role and the
group discussion can be observed.

2. Read the case aloud and then
ask the group to analyze the given
situation.

4. Divide the class up into 4-5
groups and have each person from
the initial demonstration group
act as a group leader. Assign each
group a case to analyze for 15 min-
utes, using the same approach out-
lined above.

5. One person from each group pre-
sents a summary of their case and
the group's conclusions. As a whole
class the teacher and students might
consider:

a) How and why do cultures differ
in their values?
b) How can ethical dilemmas shape
or modify fieldwork research?
c) What, if anything, can be done
to prevent anthropologists from
getting into ethical binds?
d) What questions need to be asked
before introducing change into a
culture?

Case 1

a) Ask the group to define exactly
what happened? What information is
missing?
b) What issues and problems does
the case raise and why?
c) What are courses of action the
anthropologist could follow and
what would be the negative and posi-
tive consequences of each?
d) What assumptions are being made
by the anthropologist? What values
are being expressed?
e) How would "you" have acted in
the same situation?

Mary Thompson (pseudonym) had
been conducting fieldwork in a South-
east Asian community for 18 months.
Her house was ideally located on the
edge of the village plaza, allowing
her to readily observe daily activi-
ties which took place in the plaza.
In addition to gatherings of women who
shared food preparation tasks and talk
groups of men working individually on
carvings, the plaza was regularly a
gathering place for men at night.

(over)



One night while Thompson was
working on some statistical problems in
her house, she was distracted by loud,
seemingly argumentative discussions in
the plaza. When the noise of argument
reached a high pitch, she decided to in-
vestigate the situation. Just as she
stepped from her doorway, she saw one of
the men in the group of five angrily
raise his machete and deliver a deadly
blow to another — Tom (pseudonym) —
in the group. Stunned silence fell over
the other three men, as they watched
their companion quickly bleed to death
before their eyes. Moments later people
from other homes began moving into the
plaza in response to the wailing which
came from the man who had wielded the
machete. Mournful crying and wailing
was carried throughout the village. The
family members of the dead man carried
him to their home and began the funeral
preparations. The next evening, Tom was
buried. The man who had dealt the deadly
blow was allowed to participate in the
funeral and to make a death payment to
the family of the deceased.

Two days after the funeral, three
regional policemen came to the village.
As part of a new governmental program
designed to reduce blood feuds, the re-
gional authorities now regularly sought
to arrest and jail people who were in^
volved in killings. They had heard about
the recent death.

They began questioning the vil-
lagers in an attempt to determine if Tom
had been "murdered." Thompson had written
a detailed description of the events of
the night of Tom's death in her notebook
which contained a running record of vil-
lage activities.

Since she knew the police would
question her, should she quickly tear
out and destroy the pages in her notebook
where the events were recorded? When
questioned by the police, should she,
like the other villagers, plead ignorance
concerning the killing?

Case 2

Roger Thompson had recently
spent 18 months in Melanesia with the
Grand Lake people. When he was invited
to contribute a chapter to a colleague's
book on myth, Roger decided to discuss
one of the Grand Lake myths about the
origin of certain magical powers. The
story would illustrate a point that
he wished to make about the authority
of the shaman in the lives of the peo-
ple.

After carefully translating
the myth, Roger reviewed his field
notes to check a few details. As he
was turning the pages in his notebook,
he discovered that two of them were
stuck together. When he separated
them, he found that the second page,
which had been concealed by the first,
contained a few short notes describing
how he had come to record the myth,
the details of which he had forgotten.
According to his notes, he had per-
suaded the leading shaman in the vil-
lage to recount the myth provided that
Roger promised never to reveal it to
anyone else. Suddenly Roger wondered
whether he was violating a confidence
by contributing a discussion of this
myth to his colleague's book.

Case 3

Terry Kelly (pseudonym) re-
ceived a NIMH grant for research in
the Western Tropics. As part of her
personal gear, she took along a con-
siderable amount of medication which
her physician had prescribed for use,
should Kelly find herself in an active
malaria region. Later, after settling
into a village, Kelly became aware
that many of the local people were
quite ill with malaria. Since she
had such a large supply of medication,
much more than she needed for her per-
sonal use, should she distribute the
surplus to her hosts?



Case 4 Case 5

Ray Davidson listened in amaze-
ment as his student, Frank Sawyer, re-
counted his reactions to his National
Foundation interview. Sawyer had applied
for funds to support research for his
dissertation and had just recently been
interviewed by a foundation representa-
tive with regard to his application. He
sat across the desk from Davidson, laugh-
ing and obviously enjoying his success
in "faking out the National Foundation
people." Sawyer had flunked his oral
exams during the spring term but did
not reveal this to his interviewer.
Instead, Sawyer told him that he was
scheduled to take his orals in the late
autumn. The interviewer hinted that
Sawyer was very likely to receive funding
if he passed his orals.

After Sawyer left the office,
Davidson wondered what he should do.
Although Sawyer had failed his oral exams
the first time, he was a good student,
and Davidson felt that he would pass the
next time. However, he was concerned
whether a student with this attitude
toward the truth would become a reliable
scientist, and whether he might be tempted
to skew his data to support his hypotheses
Should Davidson inform the National Foun-
dation representative of Sawyer's decep-
tion?

M was a disruptive student acti-
vist in the sixties, when it was the
fad to be a disruptive student acti-
vist, but never to the point of
"trashing" the administration build-
or placing stink bombs in the air-
conditioning system. I am asked now
to evaluate M for a government posi-
tion. How much ought I to divulge?

Case 6

Laura Bohannon in her book
RETURN TO LAUGHTER, describes a
dilemma when smallpox begins to rage
through an African country. She has
been vaccinated but cannot get the
people to go to the hospital to get
vaccinated by Western doctors. Their
way of coping with it, is to banish
a person from the tribe as soon as
a person contracts smallpox. If
Bohannon goes after the banished man
to give him food and returns without
having smallpox she will be considered
a witch. This will mean she can no
longer study these people effectively.
Would you stay in the tribe or go
help the man?



Bibliography for Ethical Dilemmas

(A full bibliography on Anthropological
Fieldwork can be obtained from the
Editors of Anthro 'Notes by calling
357-1592 or writing Ann Kaupp, Depart-
ment of Anthropology, Smithsonian Insti-
tution, Washington, D.C. 20560. See
also Anthro- Notes 3 (Spring 1981) for
bibliography on fieldwork.)

AAA NEWSLETTER. American Anthropological
Association, 1703 New Hampshire Ave.,
N.W., Washington, D.C. 20009.

1981 issues contain a series on ethi-
cal dilemmas prepared under the aus-
pices of the Committee on Ethics,
(cases 1,3, &5)

"AAA Principles of Professional Responsi-
bility", AAA NEWSLETTER, vol. 11, no. 9,
(1970).

The principles cover responsibilities
to those studied, the public, the dis-
cipline, students, sponsors, one's own
government, and host government.

Appell, George N. ETHICAL DILEMMAS IN
ANTHROPOLOGICAL INQUIRY: A CASE BOOK.
Waltham, MA: Crossroads Press, 1978.

An excellent resource of over 80 cases
designed to help sensitize students
and anthropologists to the moral con-
sequences of social inquiry. Cases
cover such areas as dealing with threats
of aggression; intervening in infanti-
cide; perceiving of illegal activities;
dealing with theft, medical emergen-
cies, and missionaries; and handling
problems in urban ethnic research,
(cases 2 & 4)

Bowen, Elenore S. RETURN TO LAUGHTER.
New York: Doubleday, 1964.

Laura Bohannon, using a pseudonym,
vividly and compassionately describes
the joys, problems, and ethical dilem-
mas of her fieldwork with the Tiv.

Fernea, Elizabeth. GUESTS OF THE SHEIK:
AN ETHNOGRAPHY ON AN IRAQI VILLAGE.
New York: Doubleday, 1969.

A very absorbing narrative of
Fernea' s two-year stay in a rural
village in southern Iraq and her
analysis of the role of women.

Freilich, Morris, ed. MARGINAL NATIVES
AT WORK: ANTHROPOLOGISTS IN THE
FIELD. Cambridge, MA: Schenkman
Publishing Co., 1977.

Five anthropologists describe
their personal experiences collect-
ing data and suggest possible
solutions for field problems.

Powdermaker, Hor tense. STRANGER AND
FRIEND: THE WAY OF AN ANTHROPOLO-
GIST. New York: W.W. Norton and
Co., 1966.

In a very readable and dramatic
style, the author describes the
four major field experiences of
her career: 1) Lesu, in the South
Pacific (1929-30); 2) a rural
Mississippi community (1933-34)

;

3) Hollywood (1946-47); and 4)
an African mining town in Northern
Rhodesia, now Zambia (1953-54)

.

Wax, Rosalie. DOING FIELDWORK: WARN-
INGS AND ADVICE. Chicago: Univ.
of Chicago Press, 1971.

A very readable and thoughtful
book that explores the problems of
fieldwork in Japanese-American
Relocation Centers, on Thrashing
Buffalo Reservation, and among the
six "friendly" tribes.

Weaver, Thomas, et al. ,eds. TO SEE
OURSELVES: ANTHROPOLOGY AND MODERN
SOCIAL ISSUES. Glenview, IL:
Scott, Foresman and Co., 1973.

A provocative and thoughtful reader
that discusses the contributions of
anthropology to contemporary social
issues. It addresses the myth of
the melting pot, anthropology and
the Third World, race and racism,
poverty and culture, schooling,
violence, our troubled environment
and changing the system. It also
gives the code of ethics for anthro-
pologists.


