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In the evolution of qualitative research, few works provide as rigorous a dissection of the researcher’s role as 

Margery Wolf’s seminal 1992 text, A Thrice-Told Tale: Feminism, Postmodernism, and Ethnographic 

Responsibility. Wolf, a distinguished feminist anthropologist, utilizes a singular event from her 1960 field research 

in Peihotien, Taiwan, to interrogate the very foundations of how social scientists construct truth. By presenting three 

distinct versions of the same set of events—a fictional short story, unedited field notes, and a peer-reviewed 

academic article—Wolf creates a laboratory for examining reflexivity, positionality, and the crisis of 

representation that dominated late 20th-century anthropological discourse.

Foundations of Feminist Ethnography and the Taiwan Field Study

The core of Wolf’s analysis rests on events surrounding a woman in a small Taiwanese village who began 

exhibiting aberrant behavior, eventually leading the community to wonder if she was becoming a shaman (tang-ki). 

This incident, occurring decades before the book’s publication, serves as the primary data set. The 1960s context 

is crucial; it was an era when structural-functionalismwas the dominant paradigm, and the presence of the

ethnographer was often scrubbed from the final narrative to maintain an illusion of objective distance.

The Peihotien Context (1960)

Peihotien serves as the socio-spatial laboratory for this study. The events took place during a period of intense 

traditionalism in rural Taiwan, where the boundaries of social normalcy were strictly policed by kinship networks 

and religious expectations. The central figure—a woman whose behavior defied traditional gender norms—became 

a site of contestation. Was she mentally ill? Was she a vessel for a deity? Or was she a social actor navigating a 

limited set of power dynamics? Wolf’s retrospective analysis suggests that the answer depends entirely on the 

methodological lens applied by the observer.

The Three Methodological Strata: A Structural Breakdown

Wolf’s innovation is the decomposition of ethnographic data into three distinct narrative modes. Each mode

represents a different stage of knowledge production, shifting from raw observation to artistic interpretation and

finally to scientific abstraction.

1. The Narrative of Fiction: "The Little God"

The first tale is a work of fiction. While postmodern critics in the 1980s, such as James Clifford, argued that all 

ethnography is inherently "fictional" (in the sense of being made or fashioned), Wolf takes this literally. The short 

story allows for an exploration of the internal psychological states of the villagers and the woman herself—states 

that are inaccessible through traditional empirical observation. The fictional mode utilizes subjective realismto

convey the emotional atmosphere of the village, providing a texture of human experience that formal data often

flattens.

2. The Raw Data: Unedited Field Notes

The second tale consists of the actual field notes recorded by Wolf and her assistant in 1960. This is the most 



technically significant section for researchers. The notes are fragmented, contradictory, and filled with the mundane 

details of daily life. They reveal the intersubjective nature of data collection. In this raw form, the "truth" of the 

shamanic event is messy. We see the influence of the translator, the bias of the informants, and the confusion of 

the researcher. This section highlights the asymmetry of information inherent in fieldwork.

3. The Academic Discourse: "The Woman Who Didn’t Become a Shaman"

The third tale is a formal social science article. This version employs scientific rhetoric to organize the chaos of 

the field notes into a coherent argument. It uses anthropological theories of ritual, gender roles, and social 

deviance to explain why the village rejected the woman’s claim to shamanhood. Here, the individual experience is 

subsumed under structural analysis. The technical execution of this article demonstrates how academic

conventions prioritize logical consistency over the lived ambiguity of the subjects.

Technical Comparison of Narrative Frameworks

To understand the implications of Wolf’s work, we must compare how these three modes of writing handle key

ethnographic variables. The following table provides a side-by-side evaluation of the technical attributes of each tale.



Feature / Variable Fiction (The Short Story) Field Notes (Raw Data) Social Science Article

Primary Objective Evocation and empathy Documentation of 
observations

Analytical explanation

Perspective Omniscient / Subjective Fragmented / First-person Detached / Third-person

Voice Polyphonic (many 
characters)

Immediate and unpolished Authoritative and 
monophonic

Treatment of Ambiguity Used for dramatic tension Presence of unresolved 
contradictions

Ambiguity is resolved or 
theorized

Ethical Stance Humanistic representation Confidential and internal Public and accountable to 
the discipline

The Interaction of Feminism and Postmodernism

Wolf’s work emerged during a period of friction between feminist theory and postmodernism. Postmodernists in 

anthropology (like those associated with the Writing Culture movement) emphasized the impossibility of 

representing others and the inherent power play in every text. While Wolf acknowledges these points, she offers a 

sharp critique of the postmodern tendency toward epistemological nihilism.

As a feminist, Wolf argues that if we conclude that all truth is relative and all representation is colonialist, we lose 

the ability to speak about—and act against—the oppression of women. Her concept of ethnographic 

responsibilityis a direct rebuttal to the hyper-reflexive "navel-gazing" of some postmodernists. She insists that the

researcher has a duty to produce knowledge that is useful, even if it is imperfect and acknowledges its own

limitations.

Procedural Workflow for Reflexive Ethnography

Based on Wolf's methodology, modern researchers can implement a structured workflow to ensure ethnographic 

accountability. This process involves multiple layers of verification and self-critique.

1.  Data Acquisition (Phase I): Recording observations without immediate concern for theoretical fit. This 

includes capturing the "silences" and the physical environment of the interview space.

2.  Triangulation of Perspectives (Phase II): Comparing the researcher's notes with those of assistants and, 

when possible, the subjects themselves. This highlights the observer effect.

3.  Narrative Deconstruction (Phase III): Writing the data in multiple styles to see how different rhetorical 

structures alter the findings. This is the "Wolfian" step.

4.  Positionality Mapping (Phase IV): Explicitly documenting the researcher's social, political, and economic 

location in relation to the subjects.

5.  Ethical Validation (Phase V): Assessing the potential impact of the published work on the community being 

studied.

Mathematical Models of Interpretation

While ethnography is qualitative, we can conceptualize the "Thrice-Told" approach using a Triangulation Logic 

Model. Let E represent the actual event, and O<sub>n</sub> represent different observations. In a traditional 

model, the goal is to find the intersection (I) where all observations overlap:

I = O<sub>1</sub> ") O<sub>2</sub> ") O<sub>3</sub> ...



Wolf, however, suggests that the Union of these observations (the sum of their differences) is more valuable than 

the intersection. The differences (D) between the fiction, the notes, and the article reveal the bias of the medium:

D = (O<sub>1</sub> "* O<sub>2</sub> "* O<sub>3</sub>) - (O<sub>1</sub> ") O<sub>2</sub> ") O<sub>3</

sub>)

By analyzing D, the ethnographer gains insight into the production of knowledge itself, rather than just the event E

.

Case Study: The "Shamanic" Event as a Social Failure Mode

In technical terms, the failure of the woman in Peihotien to achieve the status of a shaman can be analyzed as a 

social system failure. In the village's cultural architecture, becoming a shaman requires a specific set of validation

steps from the community. Wolf’s various tellings reveal several failure points:

•  Communication Protocol: The woman’s utterances did not align with the recognized "divine language" 

expected by the village elders.

•  Socio-Economic Interference: Her husband’s lack of status and her own history of non-conformity acted as a 

"noise" filter that distorted her claims of possession.

•  Gendered Constraints: As a woman, the threshold for divine legitimacy was significantly higher than for a 

male counterpart in that specific 1960s Taiwanese context.

By breaking down these failure modes across three different texts, Wolf shows that "truth" is not a static object but 

a dynamic output of social and literary processes.

Challenges and Solutions in Modern Ethnographic Writing

Researchers attempting to follow Wolf’s model face several operational challenges. Below is a guide to common

pitfalls and their technical solutions.

Problem: The Burden of Multivocality

Writing three versions of a study is time-consuming and often rejected by traditional academic publishers who

demand a single, authoritative voice.

•  Solution: Use digital appendices or hypertextual formats. Modern researchers can use online repositories to 

house raw field notes and alternative narratives (fictionalized or otherwise) as supplemental data to the primary 

peer-reviewed article.

Problem: The Paradox of Reflexivity

Excessive focus on the researcher can overshadow the participants, leading to a "narcissistic" ethnography where

the subjects become mere props for the researcher's self-discovery.

•  Solution: Implement Participatory Action Research (PAR) elements. Ensure that the "reflexive" part of the 

work includes the voices of the subjects commenting on the researcher's interpretations.

Problem: Ethical Risks of Raw Data Exposure

Publishing field notes, as Wolf did, can expose sensitive information or the identities of participants even decades

later.

•  Solution: Use differential privacy techniques or rigorous pseudonymization within the raw data sets before any 

form of public release or analytical presentation.



The Legacy of Ethnographic Responsibility

The enduring impact of A Thrice-Told Tale  lies in its refusal to offer easy answers. Margery Wolf does not suggest 

that one of her three versions is the "correct" one. Instead, she argues that the oscillationbetween these versions

is where true ethnographic understanding resides. This work remains a cornerstone for anyone engaged in the

study of human systems, whether they are anthropologists, sociologists, or UX researchers in the tech industry.

Wolf’s call for ethnographic responsibility translates today into a demand for transparency. It requires us to admit 

that our data is situated knowledge. In a world increasingly driven by algorithmic interpretations of human 

behavior, Wolf’s reminder that the "observer" is part of the system is more critical than ever. We must remain 

vigilant about the power dynamics of who gets to tell the story and how that story is formatted for consumption. The 

responsibility of the writer is not just to report facts, but to expose the machinery of representationthat turns lived

experience into data.

Ultimately, Wolf’s work serves as a bridge. It connects the rigorous empirical demands of the past with the critical,

self-aware sensitivities of the future. It teaches us that while we can never achieve a perfectly objective view of the

"Other," we can achieve a highly responsible and deeply ethical one by acknowledging the three (or more) tales

that exist within every single observation.
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