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Abstract

We are said to be living in a ‘post-truth’ era, where the line between fact and fiction has become 

blurred, an era in which ‘alternative facts’ and ‘fake news’ have become part of a political dis-

course underscoring emotions, to the detriment of evidence. This proclivity towards muddying the 

waters of truth is not exclusive to populist politicians and internet trolls. In 2018, an international 

scandal erupted when it was revealed that German journalist Claas Relotius had embellished and 

even fabricated his field pieces. In anthropology, a debate erupted in 1983 when Derek Freeman 

critiqued Margaret Mead’s work in Coming of Age in Samoa. Where blame was cast on the author 

in the Relotius case, Mead was accused of naivety and misinterpretation of ethnographic mate-

rial. But what happens when interlocutors themselves embellish, hide, or misrepresent reality? 

Where does a lie start and where does truth end? How does this affect the ethnographic account? 

And most importantly: can or should ethnographers try to verify the veracity of the things they are 

told? The premise of this paper stems from the author’s own attempt to bridge the gap between 

anthropology and narrative journalism by pitching a story encountered in the field to a journalism 

magazine. The main character was later revealed to have told a lie and the aftermath of this dis-

covery serves as the starting point for this reflection on truth and ethnography.



Luncă            Where does a Lie Start?

78

Where Does a Lie Start? Untruths, Half-Truths, and  
Strategic Self-Presentation in Ethnographic Fieldwork

Dumitriţa Luncă

Introduction

Whilst conducting fieldwork for my PhD on migration and intimacy amongst 
Romanian migrants in Rome, Italy, between February 2017 and March 2018, 
I came across an intriguing story: in a parking lot on the outskirts of the 
city, a community of Romanians was congregating in a small, tarp-covered 
wooden church, led by a lone, self-described ‘missionary’ priest.

Improvised places of worship were not uncommon some thirty years 
ago, at the very beginning of the mass immigration of Romanians into Italy, 
but since then the Romanian Orthodox Church has established an extensive 
network of parishes throughout the country, with Rome counting at least ten. 
I was, therefore, immediately intrigued by this place, which seemed to be an 
outlier amongst the Orthodox churches in Rome and a far cry from what Ro-
manians might have been used to back home, where the insides of even the 
more modest churches are covered in murals and heavily adorned with gold 
leaf. I wanted to investigate more deeply the reasons that made people attend 
mass in a parking lot when other, more church-like spaces were available.

Realising I would not find a place for this story within my thesis, I pro-
posed the idea of an anthropological contribution to a narrative journalism 
magazine in Romania. For years I had admired the in-depth articles and 
strong focus on social issues that this publication was known for, in a vein 
reminiscent of ethnographic writing. I thought a cross between anthropology 
and journalism could benefit both sides: I could write something with less 
academic jargon for a non-academic public whilst maintaining a thick ethno-
graphic description and attention to detail. At the same time, the magazine 
could benefit from my long-term fieldwork, allowing a deeper understanding 
of the social and cultural dynamics surrounding the church in the parking 
lot, a luxury that journalists do not usually have. I had long dreamt that I 
would one day be able to publish something in this magazine and was elated 
by the editor’s enthusiastic response to my proposal. But after more than a 
year of working on the article, just days before its planned publication, a lie 
told by the main interlocutor – the priest heading the church – came to the 
surface, calling the veracity of everything else he had said into question and 
completely derailing the story, along with my credibility.
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This experience has enabled me to reflect on the topic of truth in ethnogra-
phy, which I had previously contemplated solely in relation to the deontologi-
cal responsibility an author holds towards both interlocutors and a poten-
tial readership. For example, the code of ethics of the largest professional 
organisation in the field, the American Anthropological Association (2012), 
stipulates that the researcher is obliged to be truthful and transparent in the 
research process and when presenting gathered data. Whilst advocating for a 
more contextualised review of ethical standards on a case-by-case basis, the 
German Anthropological Association similarly raises the question of ‘trans-
parency’ (Hahn et al. 2008).1 However, for all the discussions of researcher 
conduct, there are surprisingly few sources discussing the truthfulness, or 
lack thereof, of the data itself. This article, based on my personal experience 
in the field, reflects on this through a series of questions: What happens when 
interlocutors lie to ethnographers? How do lies told by interlocutors change 
what is observed in the field? And where does a lie start, anyway? To address 
these questions, I first examine in greater detail the lie my interlocutor told 
me and its ramifications. I then consider accounts by a few other ethnogra-
phers who have explicitly discussed being lied to in the field and finally open 
up the discussion to a wider debate on truth, lies, and anthropology.

The lie my interlocutor told me2

Shortly after my arrival in Rome, one of my interlocutors asked me to accom-
pany her to the Sunday mass organised at one of the many orthodox churches 
that Romanians have established across the city. She warned me that this one 
was somewhat out of the ordinary, but I was yet to understand why. The fol-
lowing day I took the metro and travelled to the outskirts of the city. Outside 
the station was a large cement lot, filled with cars and busses, and with ban-
carelle – improvised market stalls selling everything from used clothing to 
cheap electronics. This bustling area is so popular with Romanian migrants 
that the South-Asian men selling phone chargers, MP3 players, and speak-
ers usually play popular Romanian party songs to attract business. I did not 
see the church at first, so I had to ask around until someone pointed out a 
fenced-up parking lot on a side street. There, to my surprise, stood a small 
improvised wooden church, partially covered with tarp and topped with a 
wrought-iron cross.

During the following months, I went back regularly. I was fascinated 
by the community that had formed around the short and affable priest, who 
wore modest clothing and scuffed shoes under his ceremonial Orthodox vest-
ments. There were many other places of worship in Rome for Romanians, 

1 For a critical review of ethical standards in anthropology, see Dilger et al. 
(2015).

2 This and the following subtitle reference Nachman’s article Lies My Inform-
ants Told Me (1984).
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where the decor and atmosphere were more reminiscent of the churches 
back home. However, many of the people devoted to the priest in the park-
ing lot, most of them working in construction, cleaning, and care, preferred 
their spiritual guide to be a hard-working simple man like themselves, not 
someone ‘with a master’s degree’ who chides and looks down on them. Until 
recently, the priest had himself been working in construction, distributing 
leaflets in mailboxes, and cleaning offices. When I met him, the congregation 
had grown enough that he could support himself from the small donations he 
received from his parishioners.

There was something else that differentiated this priest and his church 
from all the others in Rome. He was rumoured not to have been ordained. 
Every now and then an accusation would be posted on Facebook, but his fol-
lowers were quick to take his side, as was he to defend himself in the com-
ments section. He never shied away from bringing up these accusations with 
me, along with proof to refute them. The confusion, he explained, came from 
the fact that he belonged to the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople 
and not the Romanian Orthodox Church. Both are amongst the nine existing 
autocephalous Orthodox churches. The former historically has jurisdiction 
over some countries in the Mediterranean Basin where Orthodox Christians 
represent small minorities, such as Italy and Turkey. The latter governs over 
Romania, where the vast majority of the population declares itself Ortho-
dox, but has in recent years extended its presence in countries with strong 
Romanian immigrant communities, such as Italy, Spain, and Germany. This 
resulted in some overlap, with priests from both institutions present in some 
areas. It was all a big misunderstanding, I presumed, as some Romanian 
people simply did not understand that both churches were equally legitimate 
and powerful. The walls of his little church were plastered with certificates 
of attendance from a Romanian theological university and a letter from an 
Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople priest in Rome attesting that he 
was affiliated there. The priest in the parking lot often talked of this priest 
from the Patriarchate, calling him his boss. On his Facebook page, where he 
is very active, posting prayers, live sermons, and icons, he even had photo-
graphs of a visit that he and some of his parishioners paid to his boss’ church 
in central Rome.

Shortly before the end of my fieldwork in Rome, I was joined by a profes-
sional photographer sent by the magazine to take pictures of the priest and 
the congregation. We spent an intensive week following him around whilst he 
performed his daily pastoral tasks. Over the next year, I worked on multiple 
drafts of the article, which was meant as a sympathetic portrayal of this im-
provised but devoted parish. Shortly before publication and as a legal formal-
ity, one of the magazine editors contacted the press office of the Ecumenical 
Patriarchate of Constantinople for confirmation of the priest’s membership. 
The reply was shocking: the church had, in fact, never heard of him.
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This discovery shook me. I had visited the church many times during my 
thirteen months in the field and had had countless conversations with the 
priest so that I could not believe he would be so dishonest with me. I felt dis-
appointed and personally offended, even though I had to admit that he had 
not told me an outright lie but had simply stuck to his story. I could not be-
lieve he would so boldly lie to his congregation and to me, knowing how easy 
it would be to verify the information. I also felt foolish for believing all his 
explanations and for not having verified the information earlier. At the same 
time, however, I was convinced that the discovery would not really damage 
his reputation since his parishioners already liked him specifically because 
he was not part of a church system they criticised; his outsider status gave 
him a messianic aura. But then why lie to them? Aside from a few who might 
have worried that their baptisms and weddings were not ‘real’, since he was 
not a ‘real’ priest, most people incessantly talked about how down to earth 
he was, how good they felt talking to him, and how they liked attending his 
mass. Even though it turned out that he had never graduated, he had indeed 
studied theology and had worked in various capacities in churches, both in 
Romania and in Italy. He had a pleasant enough voice for singing and read-
ing from the Bible, which he freely referenced in his conversations with his 
congregants, always bringing up just the right parable for the right problem. 
Many of the people I had spoken to in his church mentioned negative expe-
riences with other Romanian priests in Rome, who were too dogmatic, and 
emphasised how different this priest was. On one occasion, when the accusa-
tions of his illegitimacy came up in a conversation with one of his parishion-
ers, when I still believed that the rumours were all due to a confusion, she 
told me: ‘What do I care? By whom must he be recognised, by God?’

An atheist myself, I empathised with people’s need for rituals, spiritual 
guidance, and a sense of community, especially considering the difficulties of 
being a migrant, the social isolation, the distance from loved ones, and the 
hard work. Believing the priest’s explanation of the two overlapping church 
jurisdictions, the possibility that he had not been ordained at all, in any 
church, had not crossed my mind.

For the journalists at the magazine, however, this one blatant lie meant 
there might be others waiting to be discovered and that the article might be 
putting the publication’s reputation at risk. Indeed, in 2018, a journalistic 
fraud scandal that erupted when award-winning German journalist Claas 
Relotius was proven to have embellished and even fabricated his field pieces 
(Fichtner 2018) demonstrated how one person’s lies can cast doubt over an 
entire profession and even discredit an entire political cause (Jones 2019). 
The editorial board of the magazine in Romania decided to put the story on 
ice and we all agreed to send an experienced investigative journalist to Rome 
to confront the priest and verify some of his other claims. In the following 
months, this journalist and a new editor reworked my text extensively and 



Luncă            Where does a Lie Start?

82

added some new information, although no other lies had come to surface. 
The final article, which mentioned the lie in a matter of fact way, still focused 
on the priest and his parish, as well as the larger Romanian immigrant com-
munity in Rome, but lost the direction and depth that I had intended. I al-
most lost authorship and was given little space to shape the end result.

Journalistically speaking, the lie that the priest told me and his pa-
rishioners made him a less than sympathetic subject and an untrustworthy 
source. Anthropologically speaking, however, the fact that he was a rogue, 
non-ordained priest who built his own church in a parking lot and neverthe-
less had so many people flocking to him and swear by his advice was not only 
fascinating but also revealed to me something deeper regarding the relation-
ship between the Romanian Orthodox Church and its believers, especially 
those who are migrants.

To many, the Church is disconnected from their real lives, as it holds 
up impossibly high canonical standards. For example, migrants working in 
households and living with their employers are often not allowed to cook their 
own food and thus cannot follow the extensive fasting schedule stipulated by 
the Orthodox Church. Required to work long hours and only having time off 
on fixed days, they cannot attend midnight mass at Easter or other ceremo-
nies that do not coincide with their free time. The dissident priest, on the oth-
er hand, not burdened by higher-ups and strict church dogmas, adapted the 
schedule of his church services to the working hours of his parishioners, gave 
blessings over the phone, and performed engagement rituals without asking 
couples whether they had already had sex, even when it was obvious to him 
that they had. Whilst other priests barred parishioners from communion for 
seven years if they had attended mass in a Catholic church, the parking-lot 
priest was understanding and easily offered divine forgiveness.

For me, the priest’s lie mattered on an interpersonal level: I struggled to 
understand how someone could persistently and convincingly lie every day 
to everyone’s faces about something that was so fundamental to their per-
son. But this did not change the fact that hundreds of people were looking to 
him for spiritual guidance and divine salvation and in this view, the lie made 
the case of the church in the parking lot even more interesting.  My conclu-
sion, I realised, made me a bad journalist, but a good anthropologist. It also 
prompted me to think more about the role of truth and lies in ethnography. 
What happens when interlocutors lie? And how far should ethnographers go 
to uncover the truth?

The lies interlocutors tell other ethnographers

Any discussion about lying in the field should start with the lies that ethno-
graphers themselves tell (Fine 1993; Fine and Shulman 2009). They range 
from omitting details about one’s life or beliefs in order to fit in better or 
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misrepresenting their research scope, all the way to failing to obtain in-
formed consent or even doing research without the interlocutors’ knowledge 
(Allen 1997). Researchers may also consciously or unconsciously manipulate 
a desired outcome by how they select their interlocutors, how they process 
their data, or when they fail to acknowledge ‘inconvenient phenomena’ (Du-
neier 2011: 9).

Even when it comes to lying interlocutors, researchers might also have 
a responsibility to carry. Bleek (1987: 320) proposes that fieldworkers are 
‘themselves liars when they do not tell the whole truth about the way in which 
they collected the lies from their interlocutors, thus obscuring the likelihood 
that it was their interrogating technique which produced the lies in the first 
place’. Indeed, lies, like truths, are always socially produced between cer-
tain actors and in particular social and cultural contexts and situations. Even 
though ethnographers, like me, might feel betrayed or confused when they 
spot inconsistencies in their interlocutors’ accounts, trying to understand 
the mechanisms behind the lies can reveal important insights, perhaps even 
more so than direct information (Passin 1942: 236). After all, as Salamone 
(1977: 120) says, ‘lying is a form of communication, not its negation’. Nach-
man, who worked on Nissan Atoll, Papua New Guinea, also contends:

Despite the problems that fieldworkers will encounter in such 
research, lying is so much a part of human social behavior that 
in order to comprehend with any certainty the life of a commu-
nity, they must come to terms with this issue, for both ethno-
graphic and methodological reasons. (1984: 540)

There are many reasons why interlocutors might lie, just as there are 
many degrees of (not) telling the truth. In fact, Berckmoes (2012: 136) pro-
poses, ‘lying is desirable in some situations; it is not inherently ‘bad’”. In con-
flict zones, such as in Burundi where she did her research, lying, adjusting the 
facts, or withholding information can oftentimes be a measure of protection. 
Lying can also be a form of agency, especially if the interlocutors are part 
of a population that has historically lacked political power (Nachman 1984: 
538). Passin identifies various types of lies, based on his fieldwork amongst 
the Tarahumara Indians of Chihuahua, Mexico, and he calls this latter type 
of lies ‘of cultural vested interest’. Another type of lies he observes is ‘prestige 
lies’, where an interlocutor might want to distort information in order to ap-
pear to have a higher social position than that currently held. Some lies are 
told to ethnographers specifically because of their position as outsiders or 
because of their perceived or real connection with certain authorities, whilst 
others are deeply rooted in cultural and social practices (1942: 242).

Moreover, lying, or rather truthlessness, can be ingrained in the cultural 
fabric of societies and is ritually and habitually employed, as Blum observes 
in her ethnographic work:
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In Japan, as in China, some of the roles of language might be 
considered non-truth, rather than falsehood. For example, po-
liteness requires humbling and elevation of the interlocutor. 
Whether the speaker genuinely feels abased or not, the language 
must be spoken thus. Politeness obliges a range of utterances, in-
cluding not only compliments but even invitations. (2005: 303)3

Ethnographers who realised that the information they received might 
be flawed have chosen varying strategies for how to proceed. Some try to 
avoid the lying interlocutor (Allina-Pisano 2009; Berckmoes 2012), whereas 
others investigate further whilst maintaining vigilance (Fujii 2010; Kroe-
ker 2020; Passin 1942; Saleh 2017). In regard to how to establish truth in 
ethnographic accounts, extended participant observation (Berckmoes 2012) 
and the situational analysis and extended case-study methods developed by 
the Manchester school (Evens and Handelman 2006) seem useful approach-
es. Some ethnographers attempt to cross-examine their data by asking dif-
ferent people about the same event, in an attempt to find out the truth. As 
Kroeker (2020) shows, however, even these attempts might prove futile: if the 
accounts of an event all differ from each other, then how does the ethnogra-
pher decide whom to believe and how to understand the reasons each person 
has for adjusting the facts? Fuji (2010) proposes that we should focus on the 
metadata – spoken and unspoken thoughts and feelings, such as rumours, 
inventions, denials, evasions, and even silences – in order to establish the 
truth and to understand the reasons behind the lies.

Truth, anthropology, and society

This is an essay about lies: white lies and ones black as night, 
evasions, exaggerations, delusions, half-truths, and credible 
denials. Consequently, it is about art and literature, and spe-
cifically the art and literature of anthropology, as ambiguously 
manifested in our unique genre, the ethnography. It is a response 
from one discipline to the pervasive epistemological skepticism 
of our times. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, it is 
swimming against the intellectual tide to discuss the truths that 
ethnographies may contain, so let us instead see what profit 
there is in examining the kinds of lies in which they traffic. (Met-
calf 2002: 1)

These are the opening lines of Metcalf’s (2002) They Lie, We Lie: Get-
ting on with Anthropology, a volume which is in equal parts an ethnogra-
phy of a Berawan Longhouse in Borneo, an auto-ethnography of the author’s 
experience in the field, and a reflection of the constant renegotiations and 

3 For extensive cross-cultural studies of lying, see Barnes (1994) and Bok (1978).
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power struggles between anthropologist and interlocutor in their individual 
attempts to reveal and obscure the truth. Such methodological and analyti-
cal considerations, like the ones I have exemplified above, are part of greater 
debates regarding the nature of anthropology (is it a science or an art form? 
[Carrithers et al. 1990; van Maanen 2011: 34]) and the nature of truth in the 
society at large.

There are many nuances of truth and untruth when it comes to human 
action and interaction. Lying is ubiquitous and, indeed, quite often seen as 
necessary. In everyday life, so-called ‘Lebenslügen’ (life-lies – in German –) 
(Simmel 1950: 310) or ‘vital lies’ (Goleman 1985), as well as personal and 
family myths (Hochschild and Machung 1989), are unconscious blind spots 
which help people make sense of their lives and come to terms with painful, 
unbearable truths. In politics, as Hannah Arendt (1972: 4) writes, secrecy, 
deception, deliberate falsehood, and the outright lie have always been seen 
as ‘legitimate means to achieve political ends [ . . . ] since the beginning of 
recorded history’. Another common occurrence is not occulting the truth but 
simply withholding it, as is the case with the secrets and lies that doctors 
employ with their patients ‘for their own good’ (Fainzang 2006).4

Discussing anthropology, Wilson (2004: 14) delivers a scathing critique 
of what he calls the discipline’s ‘epistemological hypochondria’ and its ‘in-
ability to move beyond a weak, relativist theory of knowledge’, arguing that 
‘ethnography is inseparable from the pursuit of truthfulness’. Others contend 
that ethnography, anthropology’s main methodological and theoretical tool, 
is rather a quest for meaning rather than truth (Wall 2018). Fainzang, for 
example, writes:

The anthropological approach is not intended to express an 
opinion on the duty of people or on the merits of their practices. 
It simply aims to analyse what motivates the choices of individu-
als vis-à-vis the fact of saying or not saying [the truth], even if 
we can infer a reflection on the freedom that this gives them, 
and on the power they draw from it in the relation to the Other. 
(2006: 28) (my translation)

Few anthropologists have openly discussed lying interlocutors, which is 
not a sign that it is uncommon but rather that it is uncomfortable and messy. 
This absence is particularly glaring seeing that one of the most resounding 
scandals within anthropology, Derek Freeman’s (1983) public challenge of 
Margaret Mead’s Coming of Age in Samoa (1928), was based on accusations 
of falsehood. He claimed that her work lacked academic rigor, that her inter-
pretation was naïve, and that her interlocutors had been deceitful. Freeman 
argued that Mead’s conclusions were deeply flawed because her adolescent 

4 For more on secrets, see Bok (1983).
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interlocutors ‘intentionally misled her out of combined notions of Samoan 
courtesy and simple girlish mischievousness’ (Young and Juan 1985: 67).

The main reason for the silence on this topic could be the fact that dis-
cussing, and therefore calling into question, the very foundations of our field 
might open up questions of legitimacy. But perhaps there is no better time 
than now to bring up such a discussion. First of all, we live in what has been 
called a ‘post-truth’ society (Mair 2017), one in which the line between fact 
and fiction often becomes blurred (as illustrated by the monikers ‘fake news’, 
‘alternative facts’, or ‘truthful hyperbole’ [McGranahan 2017: 244]) despite 
people’s unprecedented level of access to information. Second, there is an in-
creasing cross-pollination between disciplines using ethnographic methods, 
including across the academic/public divide, such as between anthropology 
and journalism. Third, anthropologists are increasingly addressing subjects 
from the news cycle, as we have observed during the so-called 2015 Euro-
pean migrant crisis and the global Coronavirus pandemic, a fact which has 
made their work more and more relevant to the general public. All in all, the 
work of anthropologists in particular and ethnographers in general is more 
pertinent and accessible than ever to the general public and this creates an 
increased need for transparency, critical analysis, and, consequently, a more 
honest discussion of lies from the field.

Between lies and strategic self-presentation

To conclude this short discussion of lying and ethnography, I return to the 
story which prompted this reflection: the priest in the parking lot, non-or-
dained yet beloved by his congregation. I have come to see his lie as a com-
bination of a ‘prestige lie’ (Passin 1942: 242) and a ‘noble lie’, which ‘may not 
be justified by an immediate crisis nor by complete triviality nor by duty to 
any one person’ but which the liar considers ‘right and unavoidable because 
of the altruism that motivates them’ (Bok 1978: 75). This is also related to 
Jones and Pittman’s (1982) ‘strategic self-representation’, an idea based on 
Erving Goffman’s (1959) presentation of self as a kind of dramatic perfor-
mance. Whilst it can be argued that we all, to a certain degree, enact our 
gender, class, or professional status in front of an audience, Goffman (1959: 
18) distinguishes a type of ‘cynical performer’ who deludes their audience for 
self-interest or for what they consider to be the audience’s ‘own good, or for 
the good of the community’. Much like a performer on stage, so did the priest 
enact his priesthood, not only by providing (false or misleading) documents 
purporting to prove his legitimacy but also by using priest-like mannerisms, 
costumes (his vestments), and scenography (the home-made church itself) in 
front of his audience (the congregation).

These theatrical elements, along with the fact that officiating mass in 
many Christian denominations is usually a highly choreographed perfor-
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mance following a preordained script, make it even easier for impersonators 
to take on the role in a convincing manner. This is illustrated by the Polish 
film Corpus Christi (Komasa 2019), about a reformed juvenile delinquent 
who is mistaken for a priest, a role which he then performs with gusto and 
charisma. The story is inspired by both a particular case and the pervasive-
ness of the phenomenon of fake priests in Poland (Ellwood 2020). Even more 
common around the world, albeit with more serious consequences, seems to 
be the appearance of numerous fake doctors, often confidently wearing the 
garments of medical personnel and reciting medical jargon for years before 
getting caught (Martyr 2018). In recent times, several cases of people who 
used deceit to build their careers have become public, ranging from those 
who faked their ethnicity to others who faked diplomas or plagiarised other 
people’s work. In 2018, for example, Wolfgang Seibert, leader of a Jewish 
community in Germany for fifteen years, was exposed to having faked his 
Jewishness (Doerry and Gerlach 2018). The same year in the United States, 
long-time civil rights activist Rachel Dolezal was revealed not to be ethni-
cally African American but to merely ‘identify as Black’ (Haag 2018). In Ger-
many, perhaps the most high-profile case of this sort took place in 2011, when 
Karl-Theodor zu Guttenberg, a rising star in the Christian Democratic Union, 
was stripped of his doctor title and forced to resign as defence minister after 
being found to have plagiarised his doctoral thesis (Pidd 2011).

In the case of the priest in the parking lot, the consequences were not 
of a similar magnitude, partly because he wielded little power in the grand 
scheme of things and his fall, if there was to be one, was not from a much 
elevated level. After the journalist sent to Rome concluded his investigation 
into the priest and completed the article, it was finally published (Odobescu 
and Luncă 2019). The parishioner who invited me to the church the very first 
time wrote to congratulate me on the publication. The priest, she explained, 
was ‘a little upset’, but the truth had to come out. People continued to attend 
his services in the parking lot. He posted the link to the article on his own 
Facebook page and gathered many ‘likes’ and congratulations. It seemed to 
me that people either did not read the entire article, did not care or think 
it important, or simply concentrated on its positive effect, the ‘publicity’ it 
brought.

This experience made me reassess my relationship with my interlocutors 
and the role of truth in my own ethnographic writing. Whilst conducting my 
doctoral fieldwork in Rome on the intimate lives of Romanian migrants, my 
experience was one of interlocutors gladly sharing their secrets rather than 
trying to deceive me. Often I had the feeling that, as much as they were help-
ing me in my research project, they were also happy to be heard and to have 
someone genuinely interested in their lives. I recognise that when I tried to 
expand towards journalism, I should have been more vigilant. Despite feel-
ing duped in this one instance, I nevertheless continue to believe that inter-
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locutors more often than not tell the truth, or at least what they believe to be 
accurate. After all, perceptions are true in their consequences (Thomas and 
Thomas 1928). In fact, anthropology as a discipline, along with ethnography 
as a method, hinges not only on the skills of observation and interviewing but 
also on trust between researcher and researched. At times this may be seen 
as its weakness, but it is also one of its greatest strengths.

Acknowledgements

I want to thank my interlocutors in Rome, the priest and his parishioners, 
and the editors of Decât o Revistă magazine. Despite everything, working on 
the article about the church in the parking lot has been an interesting learn-
ing experience. I am grateful to my supervisor and mentor Prof. Dr. Julia 
Pauli for her continued support and to the anonymous reviewer of this paper 
for their extremely helpful insights and comments.

References

Allen, Charlotte (1997) Spies Like Us: When Sociologists Deceive Their Sub-
jects. Lingua Franca 7 (9): pp. 30-39.

Allina-Pisano, Jessica (2009) How to Tell an Axe Murderer: An Essay on 
Ethnog raphy, Truth, and Lies. In: Schatz, Edward (ed.) Political 
Ethnog raphy. What Immersion Contributes to the Study of Power. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press: pp. 53-73.

American Anthropological Association (2012) Principles of Professional 
Responsibility. http://ethics.americananthro.org/ethics-statement-
0-preamble/ [accessed: 12 June 2020].

Arendt, Hannah (1972) Crises of the Republic. Lying in Politics, Civil Diso-
bedience on Violence, Thoughts on Politics and Revolution. New York: 
Harcourt Brace.

Barnes, John A. (1994) A Pack of Lies. Towards a Sociology of Lying. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Berckmoes, Lidewyde H. (2012) Dealing with Deceit: Fieldwork Encoun-
ters and Lies in Burundi. In: Thomson, Susan, An Ansoms, and Jude 
Murison (eds.) Emotional and Ethical Challenges for Field Research 
in Africa. The Story Behind the Findings. Basingstoke: Palgrave Mac-
millan: pp. 123-138.

Bleek, Wolf (1987) Lying Informants: A Fieldwork Experience from Ghana. 
Population and Development Review 13 (2): pp. 314-322.

Blum, Susan D. (2005) Five Approaches to Explaining ‘Truth’ and ‘Deception’ 
in Human Communication. Journal of Anthropological Research 61 
(3): pp. 289-315. https://doi.org/10.3998/jar.0521004.0061.301



89

EthnoScr ipts

Bok, Sissela (1978) Lying. Moral Choice in Public and Private Life. New York: 
Vintage Books.

Bok, Sissela (1983) Secrets. On the Ethics of Concealment and Revelation. 
New York: Pantheon Books.

Carrithers, Michael, Andrew Barry, Ivan Brady, Clifford Geertz, Roger M. 
Keesing, Paul A. Roth, Robert A. Rubinstein, and Elvi Whittaker (1990) 
Is Anthropology Art or Science? [With Comments and Reply]. Current 
Anthropology 31 (3): pp. 263-282. https://doi.org/10.1086/203840

Dilger, Hansjörg, Susann Huschke, and Dominik Mattes (2015) Ethics, Epis-
temology, and Engagement: Encountering Values in Medical An-
thropology. Medical Anthropology 34 (1): pp. 1-10. https://doi.org/ 
10.1080/01459740.2014.960565

Doerry, Martin and Moritz Gerlach (2018) Der gefühlte Jude: Ein Hochsta-
pler und seine unglaubliche Karriere. Der Spiegel, 19 October. https://
www.spiegel.de/panorama/wolfgang-seibert-ein-hochstapler-und-
seine-unglaubliche-karriere-a-00000000–0002 –0001–0000–000 
160085885 [accessed: 19 October 2020].

Duneier, Mitchell (2011) How Not to Lie with Ethnography. Sociological 
Method ology 41 (1): pp. 1-11. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9531.2011. 
01249.x

Ellwood, Gregory (2020) Scammers or Spiritually Motivated, Fake Priests Fig-
ure in Polands ‘Corpus Christi’. Los Angeles Times, 1 January. https://
www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/movies/story/2020–01–01/
corpus-christi-delves-into-fake-priest-trend-in-poland [accessed: 
14 October 2020].

Evens, T. M. S. and Don Handelman (eds.) (2006) The Manchester School. 
Practice and Ethnographic Praxis in Anthropology. New York: 
Berghahn Books.

Fainzang, Sylvie (2006) Secret et mensonge dans le discours médical. Ci-
tés 26 (2): pp. 27-36. https://doi.org/10.3917/cite.026.0027

Fichtner, Ullrich (2018) Der Spiegel Reveals Internal Fraud. Der Spiegel, 
20 December. https://www.spiegel.de/international/zeitgeist/claas-
relotius-reporter-forgery-scandal-a-1244755.html [accessed: 3 Au-
gust 2020].

Fine, Gary Alan (1993) Ten Lies of Ethnography: Moral Dilemmas of Field 
Research. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 22 (3): pp. 267-294. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/089124193022003001

Fine, Gary Alan and David Shulman (2009) Lies from the Field: Ethical Is-
sues in Organizational Ethnography. In: Ybema, Sierk, Dvora Yanow, 
Harry Wels, and Frans Kamsteeg (eds.) Organizational Ethnography. 
Studying the Complexities of Everyday Life. Los Angeles: Sage Publi-
cations: pp. 177-195.

Freeman, Derek (1983) Margaret Mead and Samoa. The Making and Unmak-
ing of an Anthropological Myth. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press.



Luncă            Where does a Lie Start?

90

Fujii, Lee Ann (2010) Shades of Truth and Lies: Interpreting Testimonies 
of War and Violence. Journal of Peace Research 47 (2): pp. 231-241.  
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343309353097

Goffman, Erving (1959) The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Second 
edition. Garden City: Doubleday Anchor Books.

Goleman, Daniel (1985) Vital Lies, Simple Truths. The Psychology of Self-
Deception. London: Bloomsbury.

Haag, Matthew (2018) Rachel Dolezal, who Pretended to Be Black, Is Charged 
with Welfare Fraud. New York Times, 25 May. https://www.nytimes.
com/2018/05/25/us/rachel-dolezal-welfare-fraud.html [accessed: 
20 October 2020].

Hahn, Hans Peter, Annette Hornbacher, and Michael Schönhuth (2008) The 
‘Frankfurt Declaration’ of Ethics in Social and Cultural Anthropology. 
22 May. https://en.dgska.de/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/DGV_Eth-
ics-Declaration_FINAL_1.11.2016–1.pdf [accessed: 1 August 2020].

Hochschild, Arlie Russell and Anne Machung (1989) The Second Shift. Work-
ing Parents and the Revolution at Home. New York: Viking.

Jones, Edward E. and Thane S. Pittman (1982) Toward a General Theory 
of Strategic Self-Presentation. In: Suls, Jerry (ed.) Psychological Per-
spectives on the Self Vol. 1. Hillsdale: Erlbaum: pp. 231-262.

Jones, Sarah (2019) Scapegoat Country. Dissent 66 (4): pp. 23-29. https://
www.dissentmagazine.org/article/scapegoat-country

Komasa, Jan (2019) Corpus Christi (Boże Ciało). Film, 116 min. Aurum Film.
Kroeker, Lena (2020) Facts, Conflicts, and Authoritative Knowledge: Does 

the Story Behind Matter? Unpublished manuscript, 13 June.
Mair, Jonathan (2017) Post-Truth Anthropology. Anthropology Today 33 (3): 

pp. 3-4. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8322.12346
Martyr, Phillipa (2018) A Brief History of Fake Doctors, and How They Get 

Away with It. The Conversation, 9 April. https://theconversation.
com/a-brief-history-of-fake-doctors-and-how-they-get-away-with-
it-94572 [accessed: 9 October 2020].

McGranahan, Carole (2017) An Anthropology of Lying: Trump and the Politi-
cal Sociality of Moral Outrage. American Ethnologist 44 (2): pp. 243-
248. https://doi.org/10.1111/amet.12475

Mead, Margaret (1928) Coming of Age in Samoa. A Psychological Study of 
Primitive Youth for Western Civilisation. New York: William Morrow.

Metcalf, Peter (2002) They Lie, We Lie. Getting on with Anthropology. Lon-
don: Routledge.

Nachman, Steven R. (1984) Lies My Informants Told Me. Journal of An-
thropological Research 40 (4): pp. 536-555. https://doi.org/10.1086/
jar.40.4.3629796

Odobescu, Vlad and Dumitrița Luncă (2019) Preotul Din Parcare. Decât o 
Revistă. www.dor.ro [accessed: 1 August 2020].

Passin, Herbert (1942) Tarahumara Prevarication: A Problem in Field 
Method. American Anthropologist 44 (2): pp. 235-247. https://doi.
org/10.1525/aa.1942.44.2.02a00050



91

EthnoScr ipts

Pidd, Helen (2011) German Defence Minister Resigns in PhD Plagiarism Row. 
The Guardian, 1 March. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/
mar/01/german-defence-minister-resigns-plagiarism [accessed: 
20 October 2020].

Salamone, Frank A. (1977) The Methodological Significance of the Lying In-
terlocutor. Anthropological Quarterly 50 (3): pp. 117-124. https://doi.
org/10.2307/3317591 

Saleh, Elizabeth (2017) A Tangled Web of Lies: Reflections on Ethnographic 
Fieldwork with Syrian Turkmen Women on the Side of a Road in Bei-
rut. Contemporary Levant 2 (1): pp. 55-60. https://doi.org/10.1080/2
0581831.2017.1318805

Simmel, Georg (1950) The Sociology of Georg Simmel. Edited and translated 
by K. H. Wolff. Glencoe: Free Press.

Thomas, William Isaac and Dorothy Swaine Thomas (1928) The Child in 
America. Behavior Problems and Programs. New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf.

Van Maanen, John (2011) Tales of the Field. On Writing Ethnography. Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press.

Wall, Georgia (2018) Looking Not for Truth, but Meaning: An Introduction 
to Ethnography with Professor Marion Demossier and Dr Margaret 
Hills De Zárate. Exchanges 5 (2): pp. 16-25.

Wilson, Richard A. (2004) The Trouble with Truth: Anthropology’s Epis-
temological Hypochondria. Anthropology Today 20 (5): pp. 14-17. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0268-540X.2004.00294.x

Young, R. E. and S. Juan (1985) Freeman’s Margaret Mead Myth: The 
Ideological Virginity of Anthropologists. The Australian and 
New Zealand Journal of Sociology 21 (1): pp. 64-81. https://doi.
org/10.1177/144078338502100104

Dumitriţa Luncă is a PhD Fellow at the Institute of Social and Cul-
tural Anthropology, University of Hamburg. Her doctoral project, for 
which she has conducted extensive fieldwork amongst Romanian im-
migrants in Rome, Italy, aims to explore a side of migration focused 
on questions of love, sexuality, and intimacy by following the life sto-
ries of three distinct generations. Her current research interests are 
love, sexuality, mobility, and gender, with a regional focus on Europe.
Institute of Social and Cultural Anthropology, University of Ham-
burg, Hamburg, Germany 
Email: dumitrita.lunca@uni-hamburg.de


	07_Lunca
	07_Lunca_FIN

