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W h y have ethnographic accounts recently lost so 
much of their authority? W h y were they ever 
believable? W h o has the right to challenge an 
"objective" cultural description? Was Margaret 
M e a d simply wrong about Samoa as has recently 
been claimed? Or was her image of an exotic land 
a partial truth reflecting the concerns of her t ime 
and a complex encounter with Samoans? Are not 
all ethnographies rhetorical performances deter­
mined by the need to tell an effective story? Can 
the claims of ideology and desire ever be fully 
reconciled with the needs of theory and 
observation? 

These are some of the questions raised by 
Writing Culture, new essays by a group of experi­
enced ethnographers, a literary critic, and a 
historian of anthropology. All the authors arc 
known for advanced analytic work on ethno­
graphic writing. Their preoccupation is both 
theoretical and practical: they see the writing of 
cultural accounts as a crucial form of knowl­
edge—the troubled, experimental knowledge of a 
self in jeopardy a m o n g others. 

These essays place ethnography at the center of 
a new intersection of social history, interpretive 
anthropology, travel writing, discourse theory, and 
textual criticism. T h e y analyze classic examples of 
cultural description, from Goethe and Catlin to 
Malinowski , Evans-Pritchard, and Le R o y 
Ladurie, showing the persistence of allegorical 
patterns and rhetorical tropes. They assess recent 
experimental trends and explore the functions of 
orality, ethnicity, and power in ethnographic 
composit ion. 

Writing Culture argues that ethnography is in the 
midst of a political and epistemological crisis: 
Western writers no longer portray non-Western 
peoples with unchallenged authority; the process 
of cultural representation is now inescapably con­
tingent, historical, and contestable. T h e essays in 
this vo lume help us imagine a fully dialectical 
ethnography acting powerfully in the postmodern 
world system. T h e y challenge all writers in the 
humanities and social sciences to rethink the 
poetics and politics of cultural invention. 
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Preface 

T h e s e essays are the p roduc t o f intensive discussions he ld at 
the Schoo l o f A m e r i c a n Research in Santa Fe, N e w M e x i c o , d u r i n g 
A p r i l 1984. Fo l lowing the school's format for " advanced seminars ," 
conversa t ions con t inued over a week , and the n u m b e r o f par t ic ipants 
was strictly l imited to ten. T h e g r o u p discussed papers c i rculated in 
a d v a n c e a n d e x p l o r e d a wide r ange o f topics re levant to the seminar 's 
focus o n "the m a k i n g o f e thnograph ic texts." S o m e o f the part icipants 
h a d b e e n recen t innovators in the wri t ing o f e t h n o g r a p h y (Paul 
Rab inow, V i n c e n t C r a p a n z a n o , Rena to Rosa ldo , Michael Fischer) ; 
o the rs h a d b e e n systematically d e v e l o p i n g crit iques o f its history, 
rhetor ic , and cu r r en t prospects (Mary Louise Pratt, Rober t T h o r n t o n , 
S t e p h e n T y l e r , Tala l A s a d , G e o r g e Marcus , James Cl i f ford) . A l l w e r e 
invo lved with advanced , o n g o i n g w o r k in textual criticism and cul­
tural theory . E igh t o f the ten participants had b a c k g r o u n d s in an th ro­
po logy , o n e in history, one in li terary studies. T h e group ' s cen te r o f 
gravi ty in o n e he ld , cul tural an th ropo logy , ensured a c o m m o n lan­
g u a g e and r a n g e o f re fe rence , thus a l lowing the e x c h a n g e s to take 
p lace at an a d v a n c e d level . B u t the seminar's scope was interdiscipl in­
ary. A l l the part icipants had ques t ioned disciplines and genres in their 
r ecen t work , d r a w i n g as n e e d e d f rom historical, literary, an th ropo log ­
ical, polit ical, and phi losophical sources. M o r e informat ion is con ­
ta ined in the "Notes on Cont r ibu to r s" (pp. 295—96 below) , and the 
vo lume ' s c o m m o n Bib l iog raphy gives full citations o f re levant works 
by each indiv idual . O f the ten essays presented at the seminar , n ine 
are i n c l u d e d he re . (For cont ingent reasons, Rober t T h o r n t o n cou ld 
no t revise his in t ime to mee t the deadline.) 

B y l o o k i n g critically at one o f the pr incipal things e t h n o g r a p h e r s 
do—that is, wr i t e—the seminar sought both to re in te rpre t cu l tura l 
an th ropo logy ' s recen t past and to o p e n u p its fu ture possibilities. B u t 
whi le p u r s u i n g textual and li terary analyses, the seminar also consid­
e r e d the l imitations o f such approaches . Several papers stressed, a n d 
the discussions repea ted ly r e tu rned to, l a rger contexts o f systematic 
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p o w e r inequali ty, world-systems constraints, and institutional fo rma­
tions that cou ld only partly be accounted for by a focus on textual p ro ­
duc t ion . T h e seminar thus pu r sued a l imited set o f emphases self-
critically in an a t tempt to c o m e to terms with the politics and poet ics 
o f cul tura l representa t ion . For a fuller account o f the Santa Fe discus­
sions ( inc luding topics that have not found their way into this vo lume) , 
see the r epor t publ i shed in Current Anthropology 26 (Apr i l 1985) : 
2 6 7 — 7 1 . S o m e o f the m o r e blatant exclusions p r o d u c e d by the o rga ­
nizat ion a n d focus o f the seminar are discussed there , as well as in the 
In t roduc t ion that immedia te ly follows this Preface. 

T h e essays in this v o l u m e are all revised versions o f the w o r k i n g 
pape r s p resen ted at the seminar . S o m e are now quite different . A s 
edi tors w e have not p r o d d e d them toward thematic unity o r tr ied to 
cont r ive artificial "conversa t ions" be tween them. Reader s will doubt ­
less find friction as well as ag reemen t . N o r have we tried to impose a 
un i fo rmi ty o f style on the essays; on the contrary, w e have e n c o u r a g e d 
diversity. T h e sequential o r d e r i n g o f the volume's parts does not ho ld 
any g rea t significance. T h e r e is a genera l progress ion f rom studies 
wi th a literary ben t toward those that quest ion this emphasis—for e x ­
ample, Rabinow's critical framing o f the entire "textualist" approach. 
T h e essays tend, also, to move from retrospect ive cri t iques o f e thno­
graphic conven t ions to discussions o f cur ren t possibilities for expe r i ­
menta l w o r k . B y this logic, Tyler 's evocat ion o f a "pos t -modern eth­
n o g r a p h y " migh t have been placed at the end. B u t in fact his essay 
looks to p r e - m o d e r n sources for the pos t -modern and is genera l ly un-
classifiable. We did not wish to leave the impress ion that the v o l u m e as 
a w h o l e points in any Utopian or prophet ic direct ion. 

A s edi tors , w e w o u l d part icularly like to thank the seminar partici­
pants for their coopera t ion and g o o d h u m o r ; the School o f A m e r i c a n 
Resea rch (notably its president , Doug las Schwartz , and its d i rec tor o f 
publ icat ions , Jane K e p p ) for hospitality and e n c o u r a g e m e n t ; the H u ­
manit ies Division at the Universi ty o f Cal i fornia , Santa C r u z ; and es­
pecially B a r b a r a Podratz , with the he lp o f Marg i Wald , at Rice Uni ­
versity, for assistance in p r epa r ing the manuscr ipt . A t the Universi ty 
o f Ca l i fo rn ia Press, N a o m i Schne ide r and James C la rk of fered edi ­
torial he lp and encou ragemen t . We are grateful , also, to m o r e than a 
few press and nonpress readers o f the manuscr ipt , not only for their 
specific sugges t ions , but especially for their genera l enthusiasm. T h e y 
conf i rmed o u r h o p e that the book would strike an impor tant , con t ro­
versial c h o r d in all those fields w h e r e e thnography and cul tural criti­
cism are b e c o m i n g impor tant . Many o f these readers are fully as quali­
fied to cont r ibute to a vo lume on this topic as are the ten individuals 
w h o g a t h e r e d at Santa Fe. T h e questions raised in the pages that: fol-
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low a re b e i n g widely deba ted ; we did not invent them. W e trust that 
those w h o have a l ready cont r ibuted to the debate will find themselves 
appropr ia t e ly thanked , or at least e n g a g e d . 

Finally, as an Invocat ion, we offer the fo l lowing verses c o m p o s e d 
in m o c k despai r by o u r first editorial reader , Jane K e p p , d ic t ionary 
in h a n d . 

The Hermeneut's Dilemma, or, A Jargon Poem 

Twas prelapsarian, and the hermeneut 
Sat hudd led with his faithful trope, 
Sunk in thaumasmus, idly strumming his lute, 
Lost in subversion with nary a hope. 

T h e n with heartfelt apoplanesis he cried, 
O come, interlocutor, give me your ear! 
In my pathopoeia I've slandered and lied; 
Now of my grim project this discourse you'll hear. 

I've dabbled in vile phenomenological rites, 
And jo ined in a secret synecdoche, 
Squandered my received knowledge in bibulous nights, 
And embraced epistemologica! heresy. 

O, but now my metonymy is too great to bear! 
This ecphonesis has become too deictic to hide! 
I've lost all the poesis I once held so dear . . . 
And, with typical hypotyposis, he died. 

James Cl i f fo rd 
University of California, Santa Cruz 

G e o r g e E. Marcus 
Rice University 



J A M E S C L I F F O R D 

Introduction: Partial Truths 

Interdisciplinary work, so much discussed these days, is not 
about confronting already constituted disciplines (none of 
which, in fact, is willing to let itself go). To do something in­
terdisciplinary it's not enough to choose a "subject" (a theme) 
and gather around it two or three sciences. Interdisciplinary 
consists in creating a new object that belongs to no one. 

R O L A N D B A R T H E S , "Jeunes Chercheurs" 

You'll need more tables than you think. 
E L E N O R E S M I T H B O W E N , advice for fieldworkers, 

in Return to Laughter 

O u r frontispiece shows S tephen Ty le r , one o f this vo lume ' s 
cont r ibutors , at w o r k in India in 1963 . T h e e t h n o g r a p h e r is absorbed 
in w r i t i n g — t a k i n g dictation? fleshing out an interpreta t ion? r eco rd ­
i n g an impor t an t observat ion? dash ing off a p o e m ? H u n c h e d o v e r in 
the heat , he has d r a p e d a wet cloth over his glasses. His express ion is 
obscu red . A n in ter locutor looks over his shou lde r—wi th b o r e d o m ? 
pat ience? a m u s e m e n t ? In this image the e t h n o g r a p h e r hovers at the 
e d g e o f the f rame—face less , almost extraterrestr ial , a h a n d that 
wri tes . It is no t the usual portrai t o f an thropologica l fieldwork. W e are 
m o r e accus tomed to pictures o f Marga re t M e a d exuberan t ly p lay ing 
wi th ch i ld ren in M a n u s or ques t ioning vil lagers in Bali . Part icipant-
observa t ion , the classic fo rmula for e thnograph ic work , leaves little 
r o o m for texts. B u t still, s o m e w h e r e lost in his account o f h e l d w o r k 
a m o n g the Mbut i p y g m i e s — r u n n i n g a long j u n g l e paths, sitting u p at 
n igh t s ing ing , s l eep ing in a c r o w d e d leaf h u t — C o l i n T u r n b u l l m e n ­
tions that he l u g g e d a r o u n d a typewri ter . 

In Bron is law Malinowski 's Argonauts of the Western Pacific, w h e r e a 
p h o t o g r a p h o f the e thnographer ' s tent a m o n g Kir iwinan dwel l ings is 
p rominen t ly d isplayed, there is no revelat ion o f the tent's interior. B u t 
in a n o t h e r pho to , carefully posed , Mal inowski r e c o r d e d h imse l f writ-
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i n g at a table. ( T h e tent flaps are pul led back; he sits in p roh le , and 
some T r o b r i a n d e r s stand outside, observ ing the cur ious rite.) T h i s re­
markab le pic ture was only publ ished two years a g o — a sign o f o u r 
t imes, not his. 1 W e begin , not with part icipant-observat ion o r with cul­
tural texts (suitable for interpretat ion) , but with wri t ing, the m a k i n g 
o f texts. N o l o n g e r a marg ina l , or occul ted, d imens ion , wr i t ing has 
e m e r g e d as central to what anthropologis ts d o both in the he ld and 
thereaf ter . T h e fact that it has not until recently been por t r ayed or 
ser iously discussed reflects the persistence o f an ideo logy c la iming 
t ransparency o f representa t ion and immediacy o f expe r i ence . Wri t ­
i ng r e d u c e d to m e t h o d : k e e p i n g g o o d field notes, m a k i n g accurate 
maps , "wr i t ing u p " results. 

T h e essays collected here assert that this ideo logy has c r u m b l e d . 
T h e y see cu l ture as composed o f seriously contested codes and repre ­
sentat ions; they assume that the poetic and the political a re insepar­
able , that science is in, not above , historical and linguistic processes . 
T h e y assume that academic and literary genres in terpenet ra te and 
that the wr i t ing o f cul tural descriptions is p roper ly expe r imen ta l and 
ethical . T h e i r focus on text mak ing and rhetoric serves to h igh l igh t 
the cons t ruc ted , artificial na ture o f cultural accounts . It u n d e r m i n e s 
over ly t ransparent m o d e s o f authority, and it draws at tent ion to the 
historical p r ed i camen t o f e thnography , the fact that it is always caugh t 
u p in the invent ion, not the representat ion, o f cul tures (Wagne r 
1 9 7 5 ) . A s will soon be apparent , the range o f issues raised is not liter­
ary in any tradit ional sense. Most o f the essays, whi le focus ing on tex­
tual pract ices , r each b e y o n d texts to contexts o f power , resistance, in­
stitutional constraint , and innovat ion. 

E thnography ' s tradit ion is that o f Herodo tus and o f Montesquieu ' s 
Persian. It looks obl iquely at all collective a r rangement s , distant o r 
nearby. It makes the familiar s trange, the exotic quot id ian . E t h n o g ­
raphy cultivates an e n g a g e d clarity like that u r g e d by V i r g i n i a Wool f : 
" L e t us n e v e r cease f rom th ink ing—what is this 'civilization' in w h i c h 
w e find ourselves? W h a t are these ceremonies and why should w e take 
par t in them? W h a t are these professions and why should w e m a k e 
m o n e y ou t o f them? W h e r e in short is it l ead ing us, the process ion o f 
the sons o f educa t ed m e n ? " (1936 : 6 2 - 6 3 ) . E t h n o g r a p h y is actively 
si tuated between power fu l systems o f meaning . It poses its quest ions at 
the bounda r i e s o f civilizations, cultures, classes, races, and gende r s . 
E t h n o g r a p h y decodes and recodes , telling the g r o u n d s o f collect ive 
o r d e r and diversity, inclusion and exclusion. It describes processes o f 

1. Malinowski 1 9 6 1 : 1 7 . T h e photograph inside the tent was published in 1983 by 
George Stocking in History of Anthropology 1: 101. This volume contains other telling 
scenes of ethnographic writing. 
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i nnova t ion and structurat ion, and is itself part o f these processes . 
E t h n o g r a p h y is an e m e r g e n t interdisciplinary p h e n o m e n o n . Its 

author i ty and rhetoric have spread to many fields w h e r e "cu l ture" is 
a newly problemat ic object o f descr ipt ion and cri t ique. T h e presen t 
book , t h o u g h beg inn ing with fieldwork and its texts, opens on to the 
wide r pract ice o f wri t ing about , against, and a m o n g cul tures . T h i s 
b l u r r e d pu rv i ew includes , to name only a few d e v e l o p i n g perspec­
tives, historical e t h n o g r a p h y (Emmanue l L e Roy Ladu r i e , Natal ie 
Davis , C a r l o G i n z b u r g ) , cul tural poetics (Stephen Greenbla t t ) , cul tural 
crit icism ( H a y d e n Whi t e , E d w a r d Said, Fredric Jameson) , the analysis 
o f implici t k n o w l e d g e and everyday practices (Pierre B o u r d i e u , Miche l 
de Ce r t eau ) , the cri t ique o f h e g e m o n i c structures o f fee l ing ( R a y m o n d 
Wil l iams) , the s tudy o f scientific communi t ies ( fo l lowing T h o m a s 
K u h n ) , the semiotics o f exotic wor lds and fantastic spaces ( T z v e t a n 
T o d o r o v , Lou i s Mar in) , and all those studies that focus o n m e a n i n g 
systems, d i spu ted traditions, o r cul tural artifacts. 

T h i s c o m p l e x interdisciplinary area, a p p r o a c h e d he re f rom the 
star t ing poin t o f a crisis in an thropology , is c h a n g i n g and diverse . 
T h u s I d o not want to impose a false unity on the exp lo ra to ry essays 
that follow. T h o u g h shar ing a genera l sympathy for approaches c o m ­
b in ing poet ics , politics, and history, they frequently d isagree . M a n y 
o f the contr ibut ions fuse literary theory and e thnography . S o m e 
p robe the limits o f such approaches , stressing the dange r s o f estheti-
cism and the constraints o f institutional power . O the r s enthusiastically 
advoca te expe r imen ta l forms o f wri t ing. B u t in their different ways 
they all ana lyze past and present practices out o f a c o m m i t m e n t to fu­
ture possibilities. T h e y see e thnograph ic wri t ing as chang ing , inven­
tive: "History," in Wil l iam Car los Williams's words , "that shou ld be a 
left h a n d to us, as o f a violinist." 

"Li te ra ry" approaches have recently enjoyed some popular i ty 
in the h u m a n sciences. In an th ropo logy influential wri ters such as 
Cl i f fo rd G e e r t z , V ic to r T u r n e r , Mary Douglas , C l a u d e Lévi-Strauss , 
J ean D u v i g n a u d , a n d E d m u n d Leach , to ment ion only a few, have 
s h o w n an interest in l i terary theory and practice. In their quite differ­
ent ways they have b lu r r ed the b o u n d a r y separat ing art f rom science. 
N o r is theirs a new attraction. Malinowski 's authorial identifications 
( C o n r a d , Frazer) are well k n o w n . Marga re t M e a d , E d w a r d Sapir , 
a n d R u t h B e n e d i c t saw themselves as both anthropologis ts and liter­
ary artists. In Paris surreal ism and professional e t h n o g r a p h y r e g u ­
larly e x c h a n g e d both ideas and personnel . B u t until recently li terary 
inf luences have been held at a distance f rom the " r igorous" core o f 
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t he discipl ine. Sapi r and Bened ic t had , after all, to h ide their poe t ry 
f r o m the scientific gaze o f Franz Boas . A n d t h o u g h e t h n o g r a p h e r s 
have of ten b e e n cal led novelists m a n q u é (especially those w h o wri te a 
little too wel l ) , the not ion that l i terary p rocedures p e r v a d e any w o r k 
o f cu l tura l representa t ion is a recent idea in the discipline. T o a g row­
i n g n u m b e r , h o w e v e r , the "l i terariness" o f a n t h r o p o l o g y — a n d espe­
cially o f e t h n o g r a p h y — a p p e a r s as m u c h m o r e than a mat ter o f g o o d 
wr i t ing or distinctive style. 2 Li terary p rocesses—metaphor , figuration, 
na r ra t ive—affec t the ways cul tural p h e n o m e n a are regis tered , f r o m 
the first j o t t e d "observat ions," to the comple ted b o o k , to the ways 
these conf igura t ions " m a k e sense" in de te rmined acts o f r ead ing . 3 

It has l o n g b e e n asserted that scientific an th ropo logy is also a n 
"art," that e thnograph ie s have li terary qualities. W e of ten hear that an 
au tho r wri tes wi th style, that certain descript ions are vivid o r convinc­
i n g (should not every accurate descr ipt ion be convincing?) . A w o r k is 
d e e m e d evocat ive o r artfully c o m p o s e d in addi t ion to b e i n g factual ; 
express ive , rhetor ical functions are conceived as decora t ive o r mere ly 
as ways to p resen t an objective analysis or descr ipt ion more effectively. 
T h u s the facts o f the mat ter may be kept separate, at least in pr inc ip le , 
f rom their means o f communica t ion . B u t the literary o r rhetor ical di­
mens ions o f e t h n o g r a p h y can no longe r be so easily compar tmen ta l ­
ized. T h e y a r e active at every level o f cultural science. I n d e e d , the ve ry 
no t ion o f a "l i terary" a p p r o a c h to a discipline, "an thropology ," is seri­
ously mis lead ing . 

T h e presen t essays d o no t represent a t endency o r perspec t ive 
wi th in a c o h e r e n t " an th ropo logy" (pace Wol f 1980). T h e "four-f ie ld" 
def ini t ion o f the discipl ine, o f which Boas was pe rhaps the last vir­
tuoso , i nc luded physical (or biological) an th ropo logy , a rchaeo logy , cul­
tura l (or social) an th ropo logy , and linguistics. Few today can ser iously 
cla im that these fields share a unified app roach or object, t h o u g h the 
d r e a m persists, thanks largely to institutional a r rangements . T h e es­
says in this v o l u m e occupy a new space o p e n e d u p by the dis in tegra­
t ion o f " M a n " as telos for a whole discipline, and they d raw on recen t 
d e v e l o p m e n t s in the fields o f textual criticism, cul tural history, semio­
tics, he rmeneu t i c phi losophy, and psychoanalysis . S o m e years a g o , in 

2. A partial list of works exploring this expanded field of the "literary" in anthro­
pology includes (not mentioning contributors to the present volume): Boon 1972, 
1977, 1982; Geertz 1973, 1983; Turner 1974, 1975; Fernandez 1974; Diamond 1974; 
Duvignaud 1970, 1973; Favret-Saada 1980; Favret-Saada and Contreras 1981; Dumont 
1978; Tedlock 1983; Jamin 1979, 1980, 1985; Webster 1982; Thornton 1983, 1984. 

3. See the work of Hayden White (1973, 1978) for a tropological theory of "pre­
figured" realities; also Latour and Woolgar (1979) for a view of scientific activity as 
"inscription." 
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a t r enchan t essay, R o d n e y N e e d h a m surveyed the theoret ical incoher ­
ence , t ang led roots , impossible bedfel lows, and d ive rgen t special iza­
tions that s e e m e d to be lead ing to academic an thropology ' s intel lectual 
d is in tegrat ion. H e sugges ted with ironic equanimi ty that the field 
m i g h t s o o n be redis t r ibuted a m o n g a variety o f n e i g h b o r i n g disci­
pl ines. A n t h r o p o l o g y in its present fo rm would u n d e r g o "an ir ides­
cen t me t amorphos i s " ( 1 9 7 0 : 4 6 ) . T h e present essays a re par t o f the 
me tamorphos i s . 

B u t i f they are post -anthropological , they a re also post-l i terary. 
Miche l Foucaul t (1973) , Michel de C e r t e a u (1983), and T e r r y Eag l e ton 
(1983) have recent ly a r g u e d that "l i terature" itself is a transient cate­
gory . S ince the seventeenth century, they suggest , Western science has 
e x c l u d e d cer tain express ive m o d e s f rom its legi t imate reper to i re : 
rhe tor ic (in the n a m e o f "plain," t ransparent signification), fiction (in 
the n a m e o f fact), and subjectivity (in the name o f objectivity). T h e 
qual i t ies e l imina ted f r o m science w e r e localized in the ca tegory o f "lit­
e ra ture . " L i te ra ry texts were d e e m e d to be metaphor ic and al legor i ­
cal, c o m p o s e d o f invent ions ra ther than observed facts; they a l lowed a 
w i d e la t i tude to the emot ions , speculat ions, and subjective "gen ius " o f 
their au thors . D e C e r t e a u notes that the fictions o f l i terary l a n g u a g e 
w e r e scientifically c o n d e m n e d (and esthetically apprec ia ted) for lack­
i n g "univoci ty ," the purpor t ed ly unambiguous accoun t ing o f na tura l 
science a n d profess ional history. In this schema, the discourse o f liter­
a tu re a n d fiction is inherent ly unstable; it "plays on the stratification 
o f m e a n i n g ; it narra tes o n e th ing in o rde r to tell some th ing else; it 
de l inea tes i tself in a l a n g u a g e f rom which it cont inuous ly d raws 
effects o f m e a n i n g that canno t be c i rcumscr ibed o r c h e c k e d " (1983 : 
128) . T h i s d iscourse , repea ted ly banished f rom science, but with un ­
e v e n success, is incurably figurative a n d po lysemous . ( W h e n e v e r its 
effects beg in to be felt too openly, a scientific text will a p p e a r "liter­
ary"; it will s eem to be us ing too many metaphors , to be r e ly ing o n 
style, evoca t ion , and so o n . ) 4 

B y the n ine teen th century, l i terature had e m e r g e d as a b o u r g e o i s 
insti tution closely al l ied with "cul ture" and "art." R a y m o n d Wi l l i ams 
(1966) shows h o w this special , ref ined sensibility funct ioned as a k ind 
o f c o u r t o f appea l s in response to the perce ived dislocations and vul ­
gar i ty o f industr ial , class society. Li tera ture and art were , in effect, cir-

4. "It might be objected that figurative style is not the only style, or even the only 
poetic style, and that rhetoric also takes cognizance of what is called simple style. But in 
fact this is merely a less decorated style, or rather, a style decorated more simply, and it, 
too, like the lyric and the epic, has its own special figures. A style in which figure is 
strictly absent does not exist," writes Gérard Genette (1982 :47). 
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cumsc r ibed zones in which nonuti l i tar ian, "h igher" values w e r e main­
ta ined. A t the same t ime they were domains for the p lay ing ou t o f 
e x p e r i m e n t a l , avant -garde transgressions. Seen in this l ight, the ideo­
logical fo rmat ions o f art and cul ture have no essential o r e ternal sta­
tus. T h e y a re c h a n g i n g and contestable, like the special rhetor ic o f 
" l i terature." T h e essays that fol low d o not, in fact, appea l to a l i terary 
pract ice m a r k e d off in an esthetic, creat ive, or h u m a n i z i n g d o m a i n . 
T h e y s t rugg le , in their d i f ferent ways, against the rece ived definit ions 
o f art, l i tera ture , science, and history. A n d if they somet imes sugges t 
that e t h n o g r a p h y is an "art," they re turn the w o r d to an o lde r u s a g e — 
be fo re it had b e c o m e associated with a h i g h e r o r rebel l ious sensibil­
i t y—to the e igh teenth-century m e a n i n g Will iams recalls: art as the 
skillful fash ioning o f useful artifacts. T h e m a k i n g o f e t h n o g r a p h y is 
art isanal , t ied to the wor ld ly work o f wri t ing. 

E t h n o g r a p h i c wri t ing is de t e rmined in at least six ways: (1) con-
textual ly (it d raws f r o m and creates meaningfu l social mi l ieux) ; (2) 
rhetor ical ly (it uses and is used by expressive convent ions) ; (3) institu­
tionally (one writes within, and against , specific tradit ions, discipl ines, 
audiences) ; (4) gener ical ly (an e t h n o g r a p h y is usually d is t inguishable 
f rom a nove l o r a travel account) ; (5) politically (the authori ty to r ep ­
resent cu l tura l realities is unequal ly shared and at t imes contes ted) ; 
(6) historically (all the above convent ions and constraints a re chang­
ing) . T h e s e de te rmina t ions g o v e r n the inscription o f cohe ren t e thno­
graph ic fictions. 

T o call e thnograph ie s fictions may raise empiricist hackles . B u t 
the w o r d as c o m m o n l y used in recent textual theory has lost its con­
nota t ion o f fa l sehood , o f someth ing mere ly o p p o s e d to t ruth. It sug­
gests the partiality o f cultural and historical truths, the ways they are 
systematic a n d exclus ive . E thnograph ic writ ings can p roper ly be 
cal led fictions in the sense o f " someth ing m a d e o r fashioned," the 
pr incipal b u r d e n o f the word's Lat in root, fingere. B u t it is impor t an t 
to p re se rve the m e a n i n g not merely o f mak ing , bu t also o f m a k i n g u p , 
o f i nven t ing th ings not actually real . (Fingere, in some o f its uses, im­
pl ied a d e g r e e o f falsehood.) Interpret ive social scientists have re­
cently c o m e to view g o o d e thnograph ies as "true fictions," bu t usual ly 
at the cost o f w e a k e n i n g the o x y m o r o n , r e d u c i n g it to the banal c la im 
that all t ruths are constructed. T h e essays collected here keep the o x y ­
m o r o n sharp . For e x a m p l e , V incen t C r a p a n z a n o por t rays e t h n o g ­
raphe r s as tricksters, p romis ing , like He rmes , not to lie, but neve r un­
d e r t a k i n g to tell the whole truth ei ther. T h e i r rhetoric e m p o w e r s and 
subverts thei r message . O t h e r essays re inforce the poin t by stressing 
that cu l tura l fictions are based on systematic, and contestable, exc lu ­
sions. T h e s e may involve si lencing incongruen t voices ( " T w o C r o w s 
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denies it!") or d e p l o y i n g a consistent m a n n e r o f quo t ing , " speak ing 
for ," t ranslat ing the reality o f others . Purpor ted ly i r re levant persona l 
o r historical c i rcumstances will also be e x c l u d e d (one c a n n o t tell all) . 
M o r e o v e r , the m a k e r (but why only one?) o f e thnograph ic texts can­
no t avo id express ive t ropes , figures, and al legories that select and im­
pose m e a n i n g as they translate it. In this view, more Nie tzschean than 
realist o r he rmeneu t i c , all const ructed truths are m a d e possible by 
p o w e r f u l "l ies" o f exc lus ion and rhetor ic . E v e n the best e t h n o g r a p h i c 
tex ts—ser ious , t rue fictions—are systems, or economies , o f t ruth. 
P o w e r a n d history w o r k t h r o u g h them, in ways their authors canno t 
fully cont ro l . 

E t h n o g r a p h i c truths are thus inherent ly partial—committed a n d 
incomple t e . T h i s poin t is now widely asser ted—and resisted at strate­
gic points by those w h o fear the collapse o f clear s tandards o f verifica­
t ion. B u t once accep ted and buil t into e thnograph ic art, a r i go rous 
sense o f partiality can be a source o f representat ional tact. A recent 
w o r k by Richard Price, First-Time: The Historical Vision of an Afro-
American People (1983) , offers a g o o d e x a m p l e o f self-conscious, se­
r ious partiality. Price recounts the specific condi t ions o f his fieldwork 
a m o n g the Saramakas , a M a r o o n society o f Sur iname . W e learn abou t 
ex te rna l and se l f - imposed limits to the research , abou t ind iv idua l in­
formants , and about the construct ion o f the final wri t ten artifact. 
( T h e b o o k avoids a smoothed-over , monolog ica l fo rm, p resen t ing it­
self as literally p ieced- toge ther , full o f holes.) First-Time is ev idence o f 
the fact that acute political and epis temological self-consciousness 
n e e d no t lead to e t h n o g r a p h i c self-absorption, o r to the conc lus ion 
that it is impossible to know any th ing certain about o ther peop le . 
Ra the r , it leads to a concre te sense o f why a Sa ramaka folktale, fea­
tu red by Price, teaches that " k n o w l e d g e is p o w e r , and that one mus t 
n e v e r revea l all o f wha t one knows" ( 1 9 8 3 : 1 4 ) . 

A c o m p l e x technique o f revelat ion and secrecy gove rns the c o m ­
mun ica t i on (reinvention) o f "F i r s t -T ime" k n o w l e d g e , lore about the 
society's crucial s t ruggles for survival in the e ighteenth century . U s i n g 
techniques o f del iberate frustration, digression, and incomple teness , 
o ld m e n impar t their historical k n o w l e d g e to y o u n g e r k insmen, pref­
erably at cock's crow, the h o u r be fo re dawn. T h e s e strategies o f el­
lipsis, concea lmen t , and partial disclosure de te rmine e thnograph ic 
re la t ions as m u c h as they d o the transmission o f stories be tween g e n ­
erat ions . Price has to accept the paradoxica l fact that "any S a r a m a k a 
nar ra t ive ( inc luding those told at cock's crow with the ostensible intent 
o f c o m m u n i c a t i n g k n o w l e d g e ) will leave out most o f wha t the teller 
k n o w s abou t the incident in quest ion. A person's k n o w l e d g e is sup­
posed to g r o w only in small increments , and in any aspect o f life 
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p e o p l e are de l ibera te ly told only a little bit more than the speaker 
thinks they a l ready k n o w " (10). 

I t s o o n b e c o m e s appa ren t that there is n o "comple te" co rpus o f 
F i r s t -T ime k n o w l e d g e , that no one—leas t o f all the visit ing e thnog ­
r a p h e r — c a n k n o w this lore excep t t h r o u g h an o p e n - e n d e d series o f 
con t ingen t , power - l aden encounte r s . "It is accepted that di f ferent 
S a r a m a k a historians will have different versions, and it is u p to the 
l is tener to piece toge ther for h imse l f the vers ion o f an even t that he , 
for the t ime be ing , accepts" (28). T h o u g h Price, the sc rupu lous field-
w o r k e r a n d historian, a r m e d with wri t ing, has ga the red a text that 
surpasses in ex t en t wha t individuals k n o w o r tell, it still " represents 
on ly the t ip o f the i ceberg that Saramakas collectively p rese rve abou t 

F i r s t -T ime" (25). 
T h e ethical quest ions raised by f o r m i n g a wri t ten a rch ive o f se­

cret , ora l lore are considerable , and Price wrestles with t h e m openly . 
Part o f his solut ion has been to u n d e r m i n e the comple teness o f his 
o w n accoun t (but not its seriousness) by publ i sh ing a b o o k that is 
a series o f f ragments . T h e a im is not to indicate unfor tuna te gaps 
r e m a i n i n g in o u r k n o w l e d g e o f e igh teenth-century S a r a m a k a life, 
bu t r a the r to present an inherent ly imperfec t m o d e o f k n o w l e d g e , 
wh ich p r o d u c e s gaps as it fills them. T h o u g h Price h imse l f is not f ree 
o f the des i re to wri te a comple t e e t h n o g r a p h y o r history, to por t ray a 
"who le way o f l i fe" (24), the message o f partiality resonates t h rough ­
ou t First-Time. 

E t h n o g r a p h e r s a r e m o r e a n d more like the C r é e hun te r w h o (the 
story goes) came to Mont rea l to testify in court conce rn ing the fate o f 
his h u n t i n g lands in the new James Bay hydroelect r ic scheme. H e 
w o u l d descr ibe his way o f life. B u t w h e n adminis tered the oa th he 
hesi ta ted: " I 'm not sure I can tell the truth. . . . I can only tell wha t 
I know." 

It is useful to recall that the witness was speak ing artfully, in a 
d e t e r m i n i n g con tex t o f power . Since Michel Leiris's early essay o f 
1950 , " L ' E t h n o g r a p h e devant le colonial isme" (but why so late?), an­
t h r o p o l o g y has had to reckon with historical de te rmina t ion and politi­
cal conflict in its midst . A rapid decade , f rom 1950 to i960 , saw the 
e n d o f e m p i r e b e c o m e a widely accepted project, i f not an accom­
pl ished fact. G e o r g e s Balandier 's "situation coloniale" was sudden ly 
visible ( 1 9 5 5 ) . Imper ia l relations, formal and informal , w e r e no l o n g e r 
the accep t ed ru le o f the g a m e — t o be r e fo rmed p iecemeal , o r i ronical ly 
dis tanced in var ious ways. E n d u r i n g power inequalit ies had clearly 
cons t ra ined e thnograph ic practice. T h i s "situation" was felt earliest in 
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France , la rgely because o f the Vie tnamese and A l g e r i a n conflicts and 
t h r o u g h the wri t ings o f an e thnographica l ly aware g r o u p o f b lack 
intel lectuals and poets , the négritude m o v e m e n t o f A i m é Césa i re , 
Léopold S e n g h o r , René Méni l , and L é o n Damas . T h e pages o f Pres­
ence Africaine in the ear ly fifties of fered an unusua l f o r u m for co l labo­
rat ion b e t w e e n these writers and social scientists like Ba land ie r , Leir is , 
Marce l Gr iau le , E d m o n d Or t i gues , and Paul Rivet . In o the r count r ies 
the crise de conscience c ame somewha t later. O n e thinks o f Jacques 
Maquet ' s influential essay "Objectivi ty in A n t h r o p o l o g y " (1964) , Del l 
Hymes ' s Reinventing Anthropology ( 1973) , the work o f Stanley D i a m o n d 
( 1 9 7 4 ) , B o b Scholte ( 1 9 7 1 , 1972 , 1978), G é r a r d Lec le rc (1972) , a n d 
par t icular ly o f Talal Asad 's collection Anthropology and the Colonial En­
counter ( 1 9 7 3 ) , which has st imulated m u c h clar i fying deba te (Firth 
e t al. 1 9 7 7 ) . 

In p o p u l a r imagery the e t h n o g r a p h e r has shifted f rom a sympa­
thetic, author i ta t ive observer (best incarnated, pe rhaps , by M a r g a r e t 
M e a d ) to the unflat ter ing figure por t rayed by V i n e Delor ia in Custer 
Died for Your Sins (1969) . Indeed , the negat ive portrai t has somet imes 
h a r d e n e d into ca r ica tu re—the ambit ious social scientist m a k i n g of f 
with tribal lore and g iv ing no th ing in re turn , impos ing c r u d e portrai ts 
o n subt le peop les , o r (most recent ly) serv ing as d u p e for sophis t icated 
in formants . Such portraits are about as realistic as the ear l ier heroic 
vers ions o f par t ic ipant-observat ion. E thnograph ic w o r k has i n d e e d 
b e e n e n m e s h e d in a wor ld o f e n d u r i n g and c h a n g i n g p o w e r inequal i ­
ties, a n d it cont inues to be implicated. It enacts p o w e r relat ions. B u t 
its funct ion within these relations is complex , often ambivalent , p o ­
tentially coun te r -hegemon ic . 

Di f fe ren t rules o f the g a m e for e t h n o g r a p h y are now e m e r g i n g in 
m a n y parts o f the wor ld . A n outs ider s tudying Nat ive A m e r i c a n cul­
tu res m a y expec t , p e r h a p s as a r equ i r emen t for con t inu ing research , 
to testify in suppor t o f land claim litigation. A n d a variety o f fo rmal 
restr ict ions are now placed on f ie ldwork by ind igenous g o v e r n m e n t s 
at nat ional a n d local levels. T h e s e condi t ion in new ways wha t can , and 
especia l ly cannot , be said about part icular peoples . A new figure has 
en t e r ed the scene, the " ind igenous e t h n o g r a p h e r " (Fahim, ed . 1982; 
O h n u k i - T i e r n e y 1984). Insiders s tudying their o w n cul tures offer 
n e w ang le s o f vision a n d dep ths o f unders tand ing . T h e i r accounts a re 
e m p o w e r e d and restricted in un ique ways. T h e diverse post- and neo-
colonia l ru les for e thnograph ic pract ice d o not necessarily e n c o u r a g e 
"bet ter" cu l tura l accounts . T h e criteria for j u d g i n g a g o o d accoun t 
have n e v e r b e e n settled and are chang ing . B u t w h a t ' h a s e m e r g e d 
f rom all these ideological shifts, rule changes , and new compromises 
is the fact that a series o f historical pressures have b e g u n to reposi t ion 
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a n t h r o p o l o g y with respect to its "objects" o f study. A n t h r o p o l o g y n o 
l o n g e r speaks with automatic authori ty for others def ined as unab le to 
speak fo r themselves ("primitive," "pre-literate," "wi thout his tory") . 
O t h e r g r o u p s can less easily be dis tanced in special , almost always past 
o r pass ing, t imes—represen ted as i f they were not involved in the 
p resen t w o r l d systems that implicate e t hnog raphe r s a l o n g wi th the 
peop le s they study. " C u l t u r e s " d o not ho ld still for their portrai ts . A t ­
tempts to m a k e them d o so always involve simplification and exc lu ­
sion, selection o f a t empora l focus, the construct ion o f a par t icular 
sel f -other re la t ionship, and the imposit ion or negot ia t ion o f a p o w e r 
re la t ionship . 

T h e cr i t ique o f colonial ism in the postwar p e r i o d — a n unde r ­
m i n i n g o f " T h e West 's" ability to represent o the r socie t ies—has b e e n 
r e in fo rced by an impor tan t process o f theor iz ing about the limits o f 
r epresen ta t ion itself. T h e r e is no way adequately to survey this multi­
far ious cr i t ique o f what V i c o called the "serious p o e m " o f cul tural his­
tory. Posit ions prol i fera te : "hermeneut ics ," "structuralism," "history 
o f mental i t ies ," "neo-Marx i sm," "genea logy," "post-structural ism," 
"pos t -modern i sm," "pragmat i sm"; also a spate o f "al ternate epis temol-
og ies"—femin is t , e thnic, and non-Western . W h a t is at stake, bu t no t 
always r ecogn ized , is an ongo ing crit ique o f the West's most conf ident , 
characteris t ic discourses. Diverse phi losophies may implicit ly have this 
critical s tance in c o m m o n . For example , Jacques Derrida 's un rave l ing 
o f logocen t r i sm, f rom the G r e e k s to Freud , and Walter J. O n g ' s qui te 
d i f fe rent d iagnosis o f the consequences o f literacy share an ove ra rch ­
i n g reject ion o f the insti tutionalized ways one la rge g r o u p o f h u m a n ­
ity has fo r mil lennia cons t rued its wor ld . N e w historical s tudies o f he­
g e m o n i c pat terns o f t h o u g h t (Marxist , Annal i s te , Foucault ian) have 
in c o m m o n with recent styles o f textual criticism (semiotic, reader -
re sponse , post-structural) the convict ion that wha t appears as " rea l" 
in history, the social sciences, the arts, even in c o m m o n sense, is 
always ana lyzable as a restrictive and express ive set o f social codes 
a n d convent ions . He rmeneu t i c ph i losophy in its v a r y i n g styles, f r o m 
W i l h e l m Di l they and Paul Ricoeur to H e i d e g g e r , r eminds us that the 
simplest cul tural accounts are intentional creations, that in terpre t ­
ers constant ly construct themselves t h rough the others they study. 
T h e twent ie th-century sciences o f " l anguage , " f rom Ferd inand de 
Saussure a n d R o m a n Jacobson to Benjamin L e e Whor f , Sapir , and 
Wi t tgens te in , have m a d e inescapable the systematic a n d si tuat ional 
verbal s t ructures that de t e rmine all representat ions o f reality. Finally, 
the r e tu rn o f rhetoric to an impor tan t place in many fields o f s tudy (it 
h a d for mil lennia been at the core o f Western educat ion) has m a d e 
possible a deta i led ana tomy o f convent ional express ive m o d e s . Al l i ed 

Introduction 11 

with semiotics and discourse analysis, the new rhetoric is c o n c e r n e d 
wi th wha t K e n n e t h B u r k e called "strategies for the encompass ing o f 
s i tuat ions" ( 1 9 6 9 : 3). It is less about how to speak well than abou t h o w 
to speak at all, and to act meaningful ly , in the wor ld o f public cul tura l 
symbols . 

T h e impac t o f these crit iques is beg inn ing to be felt in e thnogra ­
phy's sense o f its o w n deve lopmen t . Nonce lebra to ry histories are be­
c o m i n g c o m m o n . T h e new histories try to avoid char t ing the discov­
ery o f s o m e cur ren t wisdom (origins o f the cul ture concep t , and so 
for th) ; a n d they are suspicious o f p r o m o t i n g and d e m o t i n g intellec­
tual p recursors in o r d e r to conf i rm a part icular p a r a d i g m . (For the 
latter a p p r o a c h , see Harr is 1968 and Evans-Pr i tchard 1981 ) . Ra ther , 
the n e w histories treat an thropologica l ideas as e n m e s h e d in local 
pract ices and institutional constraints, as cont ingent and often "politi­
cal" solutions to cul tural p roblems. T h e y const rue science as a social 
process . T h e y stress the historical discontinuities, as well as cont inui ­
ties, o f past and present practices, as often as not m a k i n g p resen t 
k n o w l e d g e seem temporary , in mot ion. T h e authori ty o f a scientific 
discipl ine, in this kind o f historical account , will always be med ia ted by 
the claims o f rhetor ic and p o w e r . ' 

A n o t h e r major impact o f the accumula t ing poli t ical / theoret ical 
cr i t ique o f an th ropo l ogy may be briefly summar ized as a reject ion o f 
"visual ism." O n g (1967 , 1 9 7 7 ) , a m o n g others , has s tudied ways in 
w h i c h the senses are hierarchical ly o rde red in di f ferent cu l tures a n d 
epochs . H e a rgues that the truth o f vision in Western , literate cu l tures 
has p r e d o m i n a t e d over the evidences o f sound and inter locut ion, o f 
touch , smell , and taste. (Mary Pratt has observed that re fe rences to 
o d o r , ve ry p r o m i n e n t in travel wri t ing, are virtually absent f rom eth­
n o g r a p h i e s . ) 6 T h e p r e d o m i n a n t metaphors in an thropologica l re­
search have been part icipant-observat ion, data collect ion, and cul tura l 
descr ip t ion , all o f which p resuppose a s tandpoint o u t s i d e — l o o k i n g 
at, object i fying, or, somewha t closer, " reading ," a g iven reality. O n g ' s 

5. I exclude from this category the various histories of "anthropological" ideas, 
which must always have a Whiggish cast. I include the strong historicism of George 
Stocking, which often has the effect of questioning disciplinary genealogies (for ex­
ample, 1968:69—90). The work of Terry Clark on the institutionalization of social sci­
ence (1973) and of Foucault on the sociopolitical constitution of "discursive formations" 
(1973) points in the direction I am indicating. See also: Hartog (1980), Duchet (1971), 
many works by De Certeau (e.g., 1980), Boon (1982), Rupp-Eisenreich (1984), and the 
yearly volume History of Anthropology, edited by Stocking, whose approach goes well be­
yond the history of ideas or theory. A n allied approach can be found in recent social 
studies o f science research: e.g., Knorr-Cetina (1981), Latour (1984), Knorr-Cetina and 
Mulkay (1983). 

0. An observation by Pratt at the Santa Fe seminar. The relative inattention to 
sound is beginning to be corrected in recent ethnographic writing (e.g., Feld 1982). 
l'or examples of work unusually attentive to the sensorium, see Stoller (1984a, b). 



12 
JAMES CLIFFORD. 

w o r k has b e e n mobi l ized as a cri t ique o f e t h n o g r a p h y by Johannes 
Fabian (1983) , w h o exp lores the consequences o f posi t ing cul tural 
facts as th ings obse rved , ra ther than, for e x a m p l e , hea rd , inven ted in 
d i a l o g u e , o r t ranscr ibed. Fol lowing Frances Yates (1966) , he a rgues 
that the t axonomic imagina t ion in the West is s t rongly visualist in 
na tu re , const i tu t ing cul tures as i f they w e r e theaters o f m e m o r y , o r 
spatial ized arrays. 

I n a re la ted polemic against "Or ienta l i sm" E d w a r d Said (1978) 
identifies persistent t ropes by wh ich Europeans and A m e r i c a n s have 
visual ized Eastern and A r a b cul tures . T h e O r i e n t funct ions as a the­
ater , a s tage o n w h i c h a p e r f o r m a n c e is repea ted , to be seen f rom a 
p r iv i l eged s tandpoint . (Bar thes [1977] locates a similar "perspec t ive" 
in the e m e r g i n g bourgeo i s esthetics o f Diderot . ) For Said, the O r i e n t 
is " tex tua l ized" ; its mult iple , d ive rgen t stories and existential p red ica­
ments a re coheren t ly w o v e n as a body o f signs susceptible o f v i r tuoso 
r ead ing . T h i s Or ien t , occul ted and fragile, is b r o u g h t lov ingly to l ight , 
s a lvaged in the w o r k o f the outs ide scholar. T h e effect of domina t ion 
in such spat ia l / temporal dep loymen t s (not l imited, o f course , to O r i ­
enta l ism p rope r ) is that they confer on the o ther a discrete identity, 
whi le also p rov id ing the k n o w i n g observer with a s tandpoint f r o m 
w h i c h to see wi thout be ing seen, to read wi thout in te r rupt ion . 

O n c e cul tures are no l o n g e r p re f igured v isual ly—as objects, the­
aters , t ex ts—it b e c o m e s possible to think o f a cul tural poetics that is 
an in terp lay o f voices , o f posi t ioned ut terances. In a discursive ra ther 
than a visual pa r ad igm, the dominan t me taphors for e t h n o g r a p h y 
shift away f rom the observ ing eye and toward express ive speech (and 
ges tu re ) . T h e writer 's "vo ice" pervades and situates the analysis, a n d 
object ive , d is tancing rhetor ic is r enounced . Rena to Rosa ldo has re­
cent ly a r g u e d , and exempl i f ied , these points (1984, 1985) . O t h e r 
c h a n g e s o f textual enac tment are u r g e d by S tephen T y l e r in this vol ­
u m e . (See also T e d l o c k 1983.) T h e evocative, pe r format ive e lements 
o f e t h n o g r a p h y are legi t imated. A n d the crucial poetic p r o b l e m for 
a d iscurs ive e t h n o g r a p h y becomes how "to ach ieve by wri t ten m e a n s 
w h a t s p e e c h creates, a n d to d o it wi thout s imply imita t ing speech" 
(Tyle r 1 9 8 4 c : 25). F rom another angle we notice how m u c h has b e e n 
said, in criticism and praise, o f the e thnograph ic gaze . B u t w h a t o f the 
e t h n o g r a p h i c ear? T h i s is what Nathanie l T a r n is ge t t ing at in an inter­
view, s p e a k i n g o f his exper i ence as a tr icultural F r e n c h / E n g l i s h m a n 
endless ly b e c o m i n g an A m e r i c a n . 

It may be the ethnographer or the anthropologist again having his ears wider 
open to what he considers the exotic as opposed to the familiar, but I still feel 
I'm discovering something new in the use o f language here almost every day. 
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I'm getting new expressions almost every day, as if the language were growing 
from every conceivable shoot. (1975 :9) 

A n interest in the discursive aspects o f cul tural represen ta t ion 
d raws at tent ion not to the interpretat ion o f cul tura l " texts" bu t to 
thei r relat ions o f p roduc t ion . Divergen t styles o f wr i t ing are, wi th 
v a r y i n g d e g r e e s o f success, g r app l ing with these n e w orders o f c o m ­
p lex i ty—di f fe ren t rules and possibilities within the hor i zon o f a his­
torical m o m e n t . T h e main expe r imen ta l t rends have been r e v i e w e d in 
detai l e l sewhere (Marcus and C u s h m a n 1982; Cl i f ford 1983a) . It is 
e n o u g h to men t ion here the genera l t rend toward a specification of dis­
courses in e t h n o g r a p h y : w h o speaks? w h o writes? w h e n and w h e r e ? 
wi th o r to w h o m ? u n d e r what institutional and historical constraints? 

Since Malinowski 's t ime, the "method" o f par t ic ipant-observat ion 
has enac ted a del icate balance o f subjectivity and objectivity. T h e e th­
nographe r ' s persona l exper iences , especially those o f par t ic ipat ion 
a n d empa thy , are r ecogn ized as central to the research process , bu t 
they a re firmly res t ra ined by the impersonal s tandards o f observa t ion 
a n d "object ive" distance. In classical e thnograph ies the voice o f the 
au tho r was always manifest , bu t the convent ions o f textual presenta­
t ion a n d r e a d i n g fo rbade too close a connec t ion be tween author ia l 
style a n d the reality represen ted . T h o u g h w e discern immedia te ly the 
dist inctive accent o f Marga re t Mead , R a y m o n d Firth, o r Paul Rad in , 
w e still c anno t r e fe r to Samoans as "Meadian" o r call T i k o p i a a "Fir th-
ian" cu l ture as freely as we speak o f Dickensian or Flauber t ian wor lds . 
T h e subjectivity o f the au thor is separa ted f rom the object ive r e f e r en t 
o f the text . A t best, the author's personal voice is seen as a style in the 
w e a k sense: a tone, o r embel l i shment o f the facts. M o r e o v e r , the ac­
tual field e x p e r i e n c e o f the e t h n o g r a p h e r is p resen ted only in ve ry 
styl ized ways (the "arrival stories" discussed below by Mary Pratt, for 
e x a m p l e ) . States o f serious confusion, violent feel ings or acts, censor­
ships, impor t an t fai lures, changes o f course , and excessive p leasures 
a re e x c l u d e d f r o m the publ i shed account . 

I n the sixties this set o f exposi tory convent ions c racked . E t h n o g ­
r aphe r s b e g a n to wri te about their field expe r i ence in ways that dis­
t u r b e d the preva i l ing subjective/objective balance. T h e r e had b e e n 
ear l ier d is turbances , bu t they were kep t marg ina l : Leiris's aber ran t 
L'Afrique fantôme (1934) ; Tristes Tropiques (whose s t rongest impact out­
side France c a m e only after i960) ; and E lenore Smith Bowen 's impor ­
tant Return to Laughter (1954) . T h a t Lau ra B o h a n n a n in the ear ly 
sixties had to disguise herse l f as B o w e n , and her fieldwork narra­
tive as a "nove l , " is symptomat ic . B u t things were c h a n g i n g rapidly, 
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a n d o t h e r s — G e o r g e s Ba land ie r (L'Afrique ambiguë 1957) , David 
M a y b u r y - L e w i s (The Savage and the Innocent 1965) , Jean B r i g g s (Never 
in Anger 1970) , Jean-Paul D u m o n t (The Headman and I 1978) , and Paul 
R a b i n o w (Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco 1 9 7 7 ) — w e r e soon wr i t ing 
"factual ly" u n d e r their o w n names . T h e publicat ion o f Malinowski 's 
M a i l u a n d T r o b r i a n d diaries (1967) publicly upset the applecar t . 
H e n c e f o r t h an implicit mark o f in terrogat ion was p laced beside any 
ove r ly conf ident a n d consistent e thnograph ic voice. W h a t desires and 
confus ions was it smoo th ing over? H o w was its "objectivity" textual ly 
c o n s t r u c t e d ? 7 

A s u b g e n r e o f e thnograph ic wri t ing e m e r g e d , the self-reflexive 
" f i e ldwork account ." Var ious ly sophisticated and naive, confessional 
and analytic , these accounts p rov ide an impor tan t f o rum for the dis­
cussion o f a w i d e r a n g e o f issues, epis temological , existential , and po­
litical. T h e discourse o f the cul tural analyst can no l onge r be s imply 
that o f the " e x p e r i e n c e d " observer , descr ib ing and in te rpre t ing cus­
tom. E t h n o g r a p h i c expe r i ence and the par t ic ipant-observat ion ideal 
a re shown to be problemat ic . Different textual strategies are at­
t empted . For e x a m p l e , the first person s ingular (never b a n n e d f r o m 
e thnog raph i e s , which were always personal in stylized ways) is de ­
p l o y e d acco rd ing to new convent ions . Wi th the "f ie ldwork accoun t" 
the rhe tor ic o f e x p e r i e n c e d objectivity yields to that o f the autobiogra­
p h y a n d the ironic self-portrait . (See Beau jour 1980, Le jeune 1975 . ) 
T h e e t h n o g r a p h e r , a charac ter in a fiction, is at center stage. H e or 
she can speak o f previously "irrelevant" topics: v iolence and des i re , 
confus ions , s t ruggles and economic transactions with in formants . 
T h e s e matters ( long discussed informally within the discipline) have 
m o v e d away f rom the margins o f e thnography , to be seen as consti tu­
tive, inescapable ( H o n i g m a n 1976) . 

S o m e ref lexive accounts have w o r k e d to specify the d iscourse o f 
in formants , as well as that o f the e thnographe r , by s taging d ia logues 
o r na r ra t ing in terpersonal confrontat ions (Lacoste-Dujardin 1 9 7 7 , 
C r a p a n z a n o 1980, D w y e r 1982, Shostak 1 9 8 1 , Mernissi 1984). T h e s e 
fictions o f d ia logue have the effect o f t ransforming the "cul tural" t ex t 
(a ritual, an institution, a life history, o r any unit o f typical behavior to 
be desc r ibed o r in terpreted) into a speak ing subject, w h o sees as wel l 
as is seen, w h o evades , a rgues , probes back. In this view o f e thnogra ­
phy the p r o p e r referent o f any account is not a represen ted "wor ld" ; 
n o w it is specific instances o f discourse. B u t the pr inciple of d ia logica l 
textual p roduc t ion goes well b e y o n d the m o r e or less artful presenta-

7. I have explored the relation of personal subjectivity and authoritative cultural 
accounts, seen as mutually reinforcing fictions, in an essay on Malinowski and Conrad 
(Clifford 1985a). 

t ion o f "actual" encounters . It locates cultural interpretat ions in m a n y 
sorts o f rec ip roca l contexts , a n d it obl iges writers to find d iverse ways 
o f r e n d e r i n g negot ia ted realities as multisubjective, power - l aden , a n d 
i ncong ruen t . In this view, "cul ture" is always relat ional , an inscr ipt ion 
o f commun ica t i ve processes that exist, historically, between subjects in 
relat ions o f p o w e r (Dwyer 1 9 7 7 , T e d l o c k 1979) . 

Dia logica l m o d e s are not, in principle, au tob iographica l ; they 
n e e d not lead to h y p e r self-consciousness or self-absorpt ion. A s 
B a k h t i n (1981) has shown, dialogical processes prol i ferate in any 
c o m p l e x l y r ep resen ted discursive space (that o f an e thnography , or , 
in his case, a realist novel) . Many voices c lamor for express ion . Poly-
vocali ty was res t ra ined and orchest ra ted in tradit ional e thnog raph i e s 
by g iv ing to o n e voice a pervasive authorial function and to o thers the 
role o f sources , " informants ," to be quo ted or pa raphrased . O n c e dia­
logismi and p o l y p h o n y are r ecogn ized as modes o f textual p roduc t ion , 
m o n o p h o n i e author i ty is ques t ioned, revealed to be characterist ic o f 
a science that has c la imed to represent cul tures. T h e tendency to spec­
ify discourses—histor ical ly and intersubject ively—recasts this au­
thority, a n d in the process alters the questions we pu t to cul tura l de ­
script ions. T w o recent example s must suffice. T h e first involves the 
voices and read ings o f Nat ive Amer i cans , the second those o f w o m e n . 

James Walke r is widely k n o w n for his classic m o n o g r a p h The 
Sun Dance and Other Ceremonies of the Oglala Division of the Teton Sioux 
( 1 9 1 7 ) . It is a carefully observed and d o c u m e n t e d work o f in te rpre­
tat ion. B u t o u r r ead ing o f it must now be c o m p l e m e n t e d — a n d al­
t e r e d — b y an ex t r ao rd ina ry gl impse of its "makings ." T h r e e titles 
have now a p p e a r e d in a four -vo lume edit ion o f documen t s he col­
lec ted whi le a physician and e t h n o g r a p h e r on the Pine R idge S i o u x 
Rese rva t ion be tween 1896 and 1 9 1 4 . T h e first (Walker, Lakota Belief 
and Ritual 1982a, edi ted by R a y m o n d DeMal l ie and Elaine Jahner ) is a 
co l l age o f notes , interviews, texts, and essay f ragments wri t ten o r 
s p o k e n by Walke r and n u m e r o u s Ogla la col laborators . T h i s v o l u m e 
lists m o r e than thirty "authorit ies," and whe reve r possible each contr i­
bu t ion is m a r k e d with the name o f its enuncia tor , writer, o r tran­
scriber. T h e s e individuals are not e thnograph ic " informants ." Lakota 
Belief is a col laborat ive w o r k o f documenta t ion , edi ted in a m a n n e r 
that gives equa l rhetor ical we igh t to diverse rendi t ions o f t radi t ion. 
Walker ' s o w n descr ipt ions and glosses are f ragments a m o n g f ragments . 

T h e e t h n o g r a p h e r w o r k e d closely with interpreters Char le s and 
Richard N ines , and with T h o m a s T y o n and G e o r g e Sword , bo th o f 
w h o m c o m p o s e d ex t ended essays in O ld Lakota . T h e s e have now 
been translated and publ i shed for the first t ime. In a l ong section o f 
Lakota licliej'Tyon presents explanat ions he obtained f rom a n u m b e r 
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sociated with b r ing ing elusive, "d isappear ing" oral lore into leg ib le 
tex tua l fo rm. It is unc lear whe the r James Walker (or anyone) can ap­
pea r as au thor o f these wri t ings. Such lack o f clarity is a s ign o f the 
t imes. 

Wes te rn texts convent ional ly come with authors at tached. T h u s it 
is pe rhaps inevitable that Lakota Belief, Lakota Society, and Lakota Myth 
shou ld be publ i shed u n d e r Walker 's name . B u t as e thnography ' s c o m ­
p lex , p lu ra l poesis becomes more appa ren t—and politically c h a r g e d — 
conven t ions beg in , in small ways, to slip. Walker's w o r k may be an un ­
usua l case o f textual col laborat ion. B u t it helps us see beh ind the 
scenes . O n c e " informants" beg in to be cons idered as co-authors , a n d 
the e t h n o g r a p h e r as scribe and archivist as well as in te rpre t ing ob­
se rver , w e can ask new, critical questions o f all e thnograph ies . H o w ­
ever mono log ica l , dialogical , o r po lyphonic their fo rm, they are hier­
archical a r r angemen t s o f discourses. 

A second e x a m p l e o f the specification o f discourses concerns g e n ­
der . I shall first touch on ways in which it can imp inge on the r e a d i n g 
o f e t h n o g r a p h i c texts and then exp lore how the exclus ion o f feminist 
perspec t ives f r o m the present vo lume limits and focuses its discur­
sive s tandpoint . M y first e x a m p l e , o f the many possible, is G o d f r e y 
Lienhard t ' s Divinity and Experience: The Religion of the Dinka ( 1 9 6 1 ) , 
sure ly a m o n g the most finely a r g u e d e thnograph ies in recent an th ro­
po log ica l l i terature. Its phenomeno log ica l rendi t ion o f Dinka senses 
o f the self, o f t ime, space, and "the Powers" is unpara l le led . T h u s it 
c o m e s as a shock to r ecogn ize that Lienhardt 's por t rayal concerns , al­
mos t exclus ively , the e x p e r i e n c e o f Dinka men . W h e n speak ing o f 
"the D i n k a " h e may or may not be ex t end ing the point to w o m e n . W e 
of ten canno t k n o w f rom the publ ished text. T h e examples he chooses 
are , in any case, o v e r w h e l m i n g l y centered on males. A rapid perusal 
o f the book 's in t roduc tory chapte r on Dinka and their cattle conf i rms 
the point . O n l y o n c e is a woman's view ment ioned , a n d it is in affirma­
tion o f men's re lat ion to cows, saying no th ing o f how w o m e n expe r i ­
e n c e cattle. T h i s observat ion int roduces an equivocat ion in passages 
such as " D i n k a of ten in terpre t accidents o r coincidences as acts o f Di­
vinity d i s t inguish ing truth f rom falsehood by signs which a p p e a r to 
m e n " (p. 47 ) . T h e in t ended sense o f the w o r d " m e n " is certainly ge ­
ner ic , ye t s u r r o u n d e d exclusively by examples f rom male e x p e r i e n c e 
it slides t oward a g e n d e r e d mean ing . (Do signs appea r to w o m e n ? in 
significantly d i f ferent ways?) T e r m s such as "the Dinka ," or "Dinka ," 
used t h r o u g h o u t the book , become similarly equivocal . 

T h e poin t is not to convict L ienhard t o f duplicity; his book specifies 
g e n d e r to an unusua l extent . W h a t emerges , instead, are the history 
and politics that in tervene in o u r reading. Brit ish academics o f a cer-

o f Pine R i d g e shamans ; and it is revea l ing to see quest ions o f be l ie f 
(for e x a m p l e the crucial and elusive quality o f "wakan") in te rpre ted in 
d i f fe r ing , idiosyncrat ic styles. T h e result is a vers ion o f cul ture in p ro ­
cess that resists any final summat ion . In Lakota Belief the editors p ro­
v ide b iograph ica l details on Walker , with hints about the ind iv idua l 
sources o f the wri t ings in his collection, b r o u g h t toge ther f r o m the 
C o l o r a d o Historical Society, the A m e r i c a n M u s e u m o f Natura l His­
tory, a n d the A m e r i c a n Phi losophical Society. 

T h e second v o l u m e to have appea red is Lakota Society (1982b) , 
w h i c h assembles documen t s rough ly relat ing to aspects o f social o r g a ­
nizat ion, as well as concepts o f time and history. T h e inclusion o f e x ­
tensive W i n t e r C o u n t s (Lakota annals) and personal recollect ions o f 
historical events confirms recent tendencies to quest ion over ly c lear 
dist inctions be tween peoples "with" and "without" history (Rosaldo 
1980; Price 1983). V o l u m e three is Lakota Myth (1983) . A n d the last 
will conta in the translated writ ings o f G e o r g e Sword . S w o r d was an 
O g l a l a warr ior , later a j u d g e o f the C o u r t o f Indian Offenses at P ine 
R i d g e . Wi th Walker 's encou ragemen t , he wrote a deta i led ve rnacu la r 
r e co rd o f cus tomary life, cove r ing myth , ritual, war fa re and g a m e s , 
c o m p l e m e n t e d by an au tobiography. 

T a k e n toge the r , these works offer an unusual , mul t ip ly articula­
ted r e c o r d o f Lako ta life at a crucial m o m e n t in its h i s to ry—a three-
v o l u m e an tho logy o f ad hoc interpretat ions and transcript ions by 
m o r e than a score o f individuals occupy ing a spec t rum o f posi t ions 
wi th respec t to "tradit ion," plus an e laborated view o f the ensemble by 
a wel l -p laced Og la l a writer . It becomes possible to assess critically the 
synthesis Wa lke r m a d e o f these diverse materials. W h e n comple t e , the 
five v o l u m e s ( including The Sun Dance) will consti tute an e x p a n d e d 
(d ispersed, no t total) text r epresen t ing a part icular moment o f e th­
n o g r a p h i c p roduc t ion (not "Lako ta cul ture") . It is this e x p a n d e d text , 
r a the r than Walker 's m o n o g r a p h , that w e must now learn to read . 

S u c h an ensemble opens u p new mean ings and desires in an on ­
g o i n g cul tura l poesis. T h e decision to publ ish these texts was p r o v o k e d 
by requests to the C o l o r a d o Historical Society f rom c o m m u n i t y m e m ­
bers at P ine R idge , w h e r e copies w e r e n e e d e d in Og la l a his tory 
classes. For o the r readers the "Walker Col lec t ion" offers di f ferent 
lessons, p rov id ing , a m o n g o the r things, a m o c k - u p fo r an e t h n o ¬ 
poet ics wi th history (and individuals) in it. O n e has difficulty g iv ing 
these mater ials (many o f wh ich a re ve ry beautiful) the timeless, imper ­
sonal identi ty of, say, "S ioux myth." M o r e o v e r , the ques t ion o f who 
writes (per forms? transcribes? translates? edits?) cul tural s ta tements is 
inescapable in an e x p a n d e d text o f this sort. H e r e the e t h n o g r a p h e r 
n o l o n g e r holds unques t ioned rights o f sa lvage: the author i ty l o n g as-
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tain caste and era say " m e n " when they m e a n "peop le" m o r e of ten 
than d o o ther g roups , a cultural and historical contex t that is now less 
invisible than it once was. T h e partiality o f g e n d e r in quest ion he re 
was no t at issue w h e n the b o o k was publ i shed in 1 9 6 1 . I f it w e r e , 
L i e n h a r d t w o u l d have directly addressed the p rob lem, as m o r e recen t 
e t h n o g r a p h e r s now feel ob l iged to (for e x a m p l e , Meigs 1984 : x i x ) . 
O n e d i d not r ead " T h e Rel ig ion o f the D inka" then as o n e n o w mus t , 
as the re l ig ion o f D inka m e n and only pe rhaps D inka w o m e n . O u r 
task is to th ink historically about Lienhardt 's text and its possible read­
ings , i nc lud ing o u r o w n , as w e read. 

Systematic doubts about g e n d e r in cul tural representa t ion have 
b e c o m e widesp read only in the past decade o r so, in cer tain mi l ieux , 
u n d e r pressure o f feminism. A great many portrayals o f "cul tura l" 
t ruths n o w a p p e a r to reflect male domains o f expe r i ence . ( A n d there 
a re , o f course , inverse , t h o u g h m u c h less c o m m o n cases: fo r e x a m p l e , 
Mead ' s work , which often focused on female domains and gene ra l i zed 
o n this basis about the cul ture as a whole.) In r ecogn iz ing such biases, 
h o w e v e r , it is well to recall that o u r o w n "ful l" versions will themse lves 
inevi tably appea r partial; and if many cul tural portrayals now s e e m 
m o r e l imited than they once d id , this is an i ndex o f the con t ingency 
a n d historical m o v e m e n t o f all readings . N o one reads f rom a neut ra l 
o r final posit ion. T h i s ra ther obvious caut ion is of ten violated in n e w 
accoun ts that p u r p o r t to set the record straight or to fill a g a p in "ou r" 
k n o w l e d g e . 

W h e n is a g a p in k n o w l e d g e perce ived , and by w h o m ? W h e r e d o 
" p r o b l e m s " c o m e f r o m ? 8 It is obviously m o r e than a s imple mat ter o f 
no t i c ing an e r ror , bias, o r omission. I have chosen example s (Walker 
a n d L ienhard t ) that under l ine the role o f political and historical fac­
tors in the d i scovery o f discursive partiality. T h e ep i s temology this im­
plies canno t be reconci led with a notion o f cumula t ive scientific p r o g ­
ress, a n d the partiality at stake is s t ronger than the no rma l scientific 
dictates that w e s tudy p rob lems p iecemeal , that w e must not over -
genera l i ze , that the best picture is built u p by an accret ion o f r i go rous 
ev idence . Cu l tu r e s are not scientific "objects" (assuming such th ings 
exist , e v e n in the natural sciences). Cu l tu re , and o u r views o f "it," are 
p r o d u c e d historically, and are actively contested. T h e r e is no w h o l e 
p ic ture that can be "filled in," since the percep t ion a n d filling o f a g a p 
lead to the awareness o f o ther gaps . I f women's expe r i ence has b e e n 
significantly e x c l u d e d f rom e thnograph ic accounts , the recogni t ion o f 
this absence , a n d its correc t ion in many recent studies, n o w h igh l igh ts 

8. "The stork didn't bring them!" (David Schneider, in conversation). Foucault de­
scribed his approach as a "history o f problematics" (1984). 
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the fact that men's e x p e r i e n c e (as g e n d e r e d subjects, not cul tural 
t y p e s — " D i n k a " o r "Trobr ianders" ) is itself largely uns tud ied . A s ca­
nonica l topics like "kinship" c o m e u n d e r critical scrutiny ( N e e d h a m 
1 9 7 4 ; Schne ide r 1 9 7 2 , 1984), new problems conce rn ing "sexual i ty" 
a re m a d e visible. A n d so for th wi thout end . It is ev iden t that w e k n o w 
m o r e abou t the T r o b r i a n d Islanders than was k n o w n in 1900. B u t the 
" w e " requires historical identification. (Talal A s a d a rgues in this vol­
u m e that the fact that this k n o w l e d g e is rout inely inscr ibed in cer tain 
" s t rong" l anguages is not scientifically neutral.) I f "cul ture" is not an 
object to be descr ibed, nei ther is it a unified corpus o f symbols and 
m e a n i n g s that can be definitively interpreted. C u l t u r e is contes ted , 
t e m p o r a l , a n d e m e r g e n t . Represen ta t ion and e x p l a n a t i o n — b o t h by 
insiders and outs iders—is implicated in this e m e r g e n c e . T h e specifi­
cat ion o f d iscourses I have been t racing is thus m o r e than a mat te r o f 
m a k i n g careful ly l imited claims. It is tho rough ly historicist and self-
re f lex ive . 

In this spirit, let me turn to the present vo lume . E v e r y o n e will be 
able to th ink o f individuals o r perspect ives that should have been in­
c l u d e d . T h e volume's focus limits it in ways its authors and edi tors can 
only beg in to m a k e apparen t . Readers may note that its an th ropo log i ­
cal bias neglec ts pho tography , film, pe r fo rmance theory, d o c u m e n ­
tary art, the nonfict ion novel , "the new journa l i sm," oral history, and 
va r ious f o r m s o f sociology. T h e book gives relatively little a t tent ion to 
n e w e t h n o g r a p h i c possibilities e m e r g i n g f rom non-Western expe r i ­
e n c e and f rom feminist theory and politics. Le t m e dwel l o n this last 
exc lus ion , for it concerns an especially s t rong intellectual and mora l 
inf luence in the universi ty mil ieux f rom which these essays have 
s p r u n g . T h u s its absence cries out for commen t . (But by address ing 
this one exc lus ion I d o not m e a n to imply that it offers any pr iv i leged 
s tandpoin t f r o m which to perce ive the partiality o f the book.) Feminist 
t heo r i z ing is obviously o f grea t potential significance for r e th ink ing 
e t h n o g r a p h i c wri t ing. It debates the historical, political const ruct ion 
o f identi t ies a n d self/other relations, and it p robes the g e n d e r e d posi­
t ions that m a k e all accounts of, o r by, o ther peop le inescapably par­
t ial . 9 W h y , then , are there no essays in this book writ ten f rom pri­
mar i ly feminis t s tandpoints? 

9. Many of the themes I have been stressing above are supported by recent femi­
nist work. Some theorists have problematized all totalizing, Archimedian perspectives 
(Jehlen 1981). Many have seriously rethought the social construction of relationship 
and difference (Chodorow 1978, Rich 1976, Keller 1985). Much feminist practice 
questions the strict separation of subjective and objective, emphasizing processual 
modes of knowledge, closely connecting personal, political, and representational pro­
cesses. Other strands deepen the critique of visually based modes of surveillance and 
poilrayal, linking them lo domination and masculine desire (Mulvey 1975, Kuhn 
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T h e v o l u m e was p lanned as the publicat ion o f a seminar l imited 
by its sponso r ing b o d y to ten participants. It was institutionally de­
fined as an "advanced seminar ," and its organizers , G e o r g e Marcus 
a n d myself , accep ted this format wi thout serious quest ion. W e de ­
c i d e d to invite peop le d o i n g "advanced" work on o u r topic, by w h i c h 
w e u n d e r s t o o d p e o p l e w h o had already contr ibuted significantly to 
the analysis o f e thnograph ic textual form. For the sake o f c o h e r e n c e , 
we located the seminar within, and at the boundar ies of, the discipl ine 
o f an th ropo logy . W e invited participants well k n o w n for their r ecen t 
cont r ibut ions to the o p e n i n g u p o f e thnograph ic wri t ing possibilities, 
o r w h o m w e k n e w to be well a l o n g o n research re levant to o u r focus . 
T h e seminar was small and its format ion ad hoc, ref lect ing o u r spe­
cific persona l and intellectual ne tworks , o u r limited k n o w l e d g e o f ap­
p ropr i a t e w o r k in p rogress . (I shall not g o into indiv idual personal i ­
ties, f r iendships , and so for th , t h o u g h they are clearly relevant.) 

P l ann ing the seminar , we were conf ronted by wha t s eemed to 
us an obv ious—impor t an t and regret table—fact . Feminism had not 
con t r ibu ted m u c h to the theoretical analysis o f e thnog raph ie s as 
texts . W h e r e w o m e n had m a d e textual innovat ions ( B o w e n 1 9 5 4 , 
B r i g g s 1970 , Favret-Saada 1980, 1981) they had not d o n e so on femi­
nist g r o u n d s . A few quite recent works (Shostak 1 9 8 1 , Cesa r a 1982 , 
Merniss i 1984) had reflected in their fo rm feminist claims about sub­

ject iv i ty , relationality, and female exper ience , but these same tex tua l 
fo rms we re shared by other , nonfeminist , exper imen ta l works . M o r e ­
ove r , thei r au thors d id not seem conversant with the rhetor ical a n d 
tex tua l theory that w e wanted to br ing to bear on e thnography . O u r 
focus was thus on textual theory as well as on textual fo rm: a de fen ­
sible, p roduc t ive focus. 

Wi th in this focus we could not draw on any d e v e l o p e d deba tes 
g e n e r a t e d by feminism o n e thnograph ic textual practices. A few v e r y 
initial indications (for e x a m p l e , Atk inson 1982; Rober ts , ed . 1981 ) 
w e r e all that had been publ ished. A n d the situation has not c h a n g e d 
dramat ica l ly since. Feminism clearly has cont r ibuted to an th ropo log i ­
cal theory. A n d var ious female e thnographers , like A n n e t t e W e i n e r 
( 1 9 7 6 ) , a re actively rewri t ing the masculinist canon . B u t feminist e th-

1982). Narrative forms of representation are analyzed with regard to the gendered 
positions they reenact (de Lauretis 1984). Some feminist writing has worked to politi­
cize and subvert all natural essences and identities, including "femininity" and "woman" 
(Wittig 1975, Irigaray 1977, Russ 1975, Haraway 1985). "Anthropological" categories 
such as nature and culture, public and private, sex and gender have been brought into 
question (Ortner 1974, MacCormack and Strathern 1980, Rosaldo and Lamphere 
1974, Rosaldo 1980, Rubin 1975). 
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n o g r a p h y has focused ei ther on sett ing the record s traight abou t 
w o m e n or on revis ing an thropologica l categories (for e x a m p l e , the 
na ture /cu l tu re opposi t ion) . It has not p r o d u c e d e i ther u n c o n v e n ­
t ional forms o f wr i t ing o r a deve loped reflection on e thnograph ic tex-
tuality as such. 

T h e reasons for this genera l situation need careful exp lo ra t ion , 
a n d this is not the place for i t . 1 0 In the case o f o u r seminar and vol­
u m e , by stressing textual fo rm and by pr iv i leg ing textual theory, 
w e focused the topic in ways that e x c l u d e d certain forms o f e thno­
g raph ic innovat ion . T h i s fact e m e r g e d in the seminar discussions, 
d u r i n g wh ich it became clear that concre te institutional fo rces—ten­
u r e pat terns, canons , the influence o f disciplinary authori t ies , g lobal 
inequal i t ies o f p o w e r — c o u l d not be evaded . From this perspect ive , is­
sues o f con ten t in e t h n o g r a p h y (the exclus ion and inclusion o f differ­
ent expe r i ences in the an thropologica l archive, the rewri t ing o f estab­
l ished traditions) became directly relevant . A n d this is w h e r e feminist 
a n d non-Wes te rn wri t ings have m a d e their greatest impac t . " C lea r ly 
o u r sha rp separa t ion o f fo rm from con ten t—and o u r fet ishizing o f 
f o r m — w a s , and is, contestable. It is a bias that may well be implici t in 
m o d e r n i s t " textual ism." (Most o f us at the seminar , e x c l u d i n g S t e p h e n 
T y l e r , we re not yet t ho rough ly "post-modern"!) 

W e see these things better, o f course , now that the d e e d is d o n e , 
the b o o k finished. B u t e v e n early on, in Santa Fe, intense discussions 
t u r n e d on the exc lus ion o f several impor tant perspect ives and wha t to 
d o abou t them. A s edi tors , we dec ided not to try and "fill ou t " the vol­
u m e by s ee k in g addi t ional essays. T h i s s eemed to be tokenism a n d to 
reflect an aspirat ion to false completeness . O u r response to the p rob­
l e m o f e x c l u d e d standpoints has been to leave them blatant. T h e 
p re sen t v o l u m e remains a l imited intervent ion, with no aspirat ion to 
be c o m p r e h e n s i v e o r to cover the territory. It sheds a s t rong, partial 
l ight . 

10. Marilyn Strathern's unpublished essay "Dislodging a World View" (1984), also 
discussed by Paul Rabinow in this volume, begins the investigation. A fuller analysis is 
being worked out by Deborah Gordon in a dissertation for the History of Consciousness 
program, University of California, Santa Cruz. 1 am indebted to conversations with her. 

1 1 . It may generally be true that groups long excluded from positions of institu­
tional power, like women or people of color, have less concrete freedom to indulge in 
textual experimentations. To write in an unorthodox way, Paul Rabinow suggests in this 
volume, one must first have tenure. In specific contexts a preoccupation with self-
reflexivity and style may be an index of privileged estheticism. For if one does not have 
to worry about the exclusion or true representation of one's experience, one is freer to 
undermine ways of telling, to focus on form over content. But I am uneasy with a gen­
eral notion that privileged discourse indulges in esthetic or epistemological subtleties, 
whereas marginal discourse "tells it like it is." T h e reverse is too often the case. (See 
Michael Fischer's essay in this volume.) 
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A major consequence o f the historical and theoret ical m o v e ­
men t s t raced in this In t roduct ion has been to d is lodge the g r o u n d 
f r o m w h i c h persons and g r o u p s securely represent others . A c o n c e p ­
tual shift, " tectonic" in its implications, has taken place. W e g r o u n d 
th ings , now, on a m o v i n g earth. T h e r e is no l onge r any place o f over ­
v iew (mounta in top) f rom which to m a p h u m a n ways o f life, no A r c h i -
m e d i a n poin t f rom w h i c h to represent the wor ld . Mounta ins are in 
cons tant mot ion . So are islands: for one cannot occupy, u n a m b i g u ­
ously, a b o u n d e d cul tural wor ld f rom which to j o u r n e y ou t a n d ana­
lyze o the r cul tures . H u m a n ways o f life increasingly inf luence, domi ­
nate , parody , translate, and subvert one another . Cul tura l analysis is 
always e n m e s h e d in global movemen t s o f difference and power . H o w ­
eve r one defines it, and the phrase is he re used loosely, a "wor ld sys­
t e m " now links the planet's societies in a c o m m o n historical p rocess . 1 2 

A n u m b e r o f the essays that follow g rapp le with this p red icamen t . 
T h e i r emphases differ. How, G e o r g e Marcus asks, can e t h n o g r a p h y — 
at h o m e or ab road—def ine its object o f study in ways that pe rmi t de­
tai led, local, con tex tua l analysis and s imultaneously the por t rayal o f 
g loba l impl ica t ing forces? A c c e p t e d textual strategies for def in ing cul­
tural domains , separa t ing micro and macro levels, a re n o l o n g e r ade ­
qua te to the cha l lenge . H e explores new wri t ing possibilities that b lu r 
the dist inction be tween an th ropo logy and sociology, subver t ing an un­
p roduc t ive division o f labor. Talal Asad .a l so confronts the systematic 
in te rconnec t ion o f the planet's societies. B u t he finds persistent, gla­
cial inequali t ies i m p o s i n g al l - too-coherent forms on the world 's d ive r ­
sity and firmly pos i t ioning any e thnograph ic practice. "Trans la t ions" 
o f cu l tu re , h o w e v e r subtle or inventive in textual form, take place 
wi th in relat ions o f "weak" and "s t rong" l anguages that gove rn the in­
ternat ional flow o f k n o w l e d g e . E t h n o g r a p h y is still yery m u c h a one­
way street. Michae l Fischer's essay suggests that notions o f g lobal 
h e g e m o n y may miss the ref lexive, invent ive d imensions o f ethnici ty 
a n d cul tura l contact . ( A n d in a similar vein, my o w n cont r ibut ion 
treats all narrat ives o f lost authenticity and vanishing diversity as self-
con f i rming al legories , until p roven otherwise.) Fischer locates e thno­
g raph ic wr i t ing in a syncretic wor ld o f ethnicity ra ther than a wor ld o f 
d iscre te cul tures and tradit ions. Post -modernism, in his analysis, is 
m o r e than a literary, phi losophical , or artistic t rend. It is a gene ra l 

12. T h e term is, of course, Wallerstein's (1976). I find, however, his strong sense of 
a unitary direction to the global historical process problematic, and agree with Ortner's 
reservations (1984: 142-43) . 
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cond i t ion o f mul t icul tural life d e m a n d i n g new forms o f invent iveness 
and subtlety f rom a fully ref lexive e thnography . 

E t h n o g r a p h y in the service o f an th ropo logy once looked ou t at 
c lear ly def ined others , def ined as primit ive, or tribal, o r non-Weste rn , 
o r pre-l i terate, or nonhis tor ica l—the list, if ex t ended , soon b e c o m e s 
incoheren t . N o w e t h n o g r a p h y encounters others in relat ion to itself, 
whi le see ing itself as other . T h u s an "e thnograph ic" perspec t ive is 
b e i n g d e p l o y e d in diverse and novel c i rcumstances. Rena to Rosa ldo 
p r o b e s the way its rhetor ic has been appropr i a t ed by social history 
and h o w this makes visible certain dis turbing assumptions that have 
e m p o w e r e d fieldwork. T h e e thnographer ' s distinctively int imate, in­
quisit ive perspec t ive turns u p in history, l i terature, adver t is ing, and 
m a n y o t h e r unl ikely places. T h e science of the exot ic is be ing "repatr i ­
a ted" (Fischer and Marcus 1986). 

E thnography ' s tradit ional vocat ion o f cul tural criticism ( M o n ­
taigne's " O n Canniba ls , " Montesquieu 's Persian Letters) has r e e m e r g e d 
wi th n e w explici tness and v igor . An th ropo log i ca l fieldworkers can 
n o w rea l ign their w o r k with p ioneers like H e n r y M a y h e w in the nine­
teen th cen tu ry and , m o r e recently, with the C h i c a g o school o f u r b a n 
soc io logy (L loyd Warne r , Wil l iam F. Why te , Rober t Park). Sociological 
descr ip t ion o f everyday practices has recently been compl ica ted by 
e t h n o m e t h o d o l o g y (Leiter 1980): the work o f H a r o l d Garf inke l , 
H a r v e y Sacks, and A a r o n C icoure l (also neglec ted in the present vol ­
u m e ) reflects a crisis in sociology similar to that in an th ropo logy . 
M e a n w h i l e a different r a p p r o c h e m e n t be tween an thropolog ica l a n d 
sociological e t h n o g r a p h y has been taking place u n d e r the inf luence o f 
Marx i s t cul tura l theory at the B i r m i n g h a m Cen t r e for C o n t e m p o r a r y 
Cu l tu ra l S tudies (Stuart Hall , Paul Willis). In A m e r i c a fieldworkers 
are t u rn ing their at tention to laboratory biologists and physicists 
(La tou r a n d W o o l g a r 1 9 7 9 , T r a w e e k 1982), to A m e r i c a n "k insh ip" 
(Schne ide r 1980), to the dynastic rich (Marcus 1983), to t ruckers 
( A g a r 1985) , to psychiatric clients (Estroff 1985), to new u rban c o m ­
muni t ies ( K r i e g e r 1983), to problemat ic tradit ional identities (Blu 
1980). T h i s is on ly the beg inn ing o f a g r o w i n g list. 

W h a t is at stake is m o r e than anthropologica l me thods be ing de­
p l o y e d at h o m e , o r s tudy ing new g r o u p s (Nader 1969) . E t h n o g r a p h y 
is m o v i n g into areas l o n g occup ied by sociology, the novel , or avant-
g a r d e cul tura l cr i t ique (Clifford 1981) , r ed i scover ing otherness and 
d i f fe rence within the cul tures o f the West. It has b e c o m e clear that 
eve ry vers ion o f an "other ," w h e r e v e r found , is also the cons t ruc t ion 
o f a "self," and the m a k i n g o f e thnograph ic texts, as Michael Fischer , 
V i n c e n t C r a p a n z a n o , and others in this vo lume show, has always in-
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logical quest ions are somet imes though t to be para lyz ing , abstract, 
d a n g e r o u s l y solipsistic—in short, a barr ier to the task o f wr i t ing 
" g r o u n d e d " o r "unif ied" cultural and historical s tudies . 1 4 In pract ice , 
h o w e v e r , such quest ions d o not necessarily inhibit those w h o enter ta in 
t h e m f rom p r o d u c i n g truthful , realistic accounts . A l l o f the essays col­
lec ted he re point toward new, better modes o f wri t ing. O n e n e e d not 
a g r e e with their par t icular s tandards to take seriously the fact that in 
e t h n o g r a p h y , as in l i terary and historical studies, what counts as "real­
ist" is now a mat ter o f both theoretical debate and practical expe r i ­
men ta t ion . 

T h e wr i t ing and r ead ing o f e t hnog raphy are o v e r d e t e r m i n e d by 
forces ul t imately b e y o n d the control o f e i ther an author o r an in­
te rpre t ive communi ty . T h e s e cont ingenc ies—of l anguage , rhetor ic , 
p o w e r , and h i s to ry—mus t now be open ly conf ron ted in the process o f 
wr i t ing . T h e y can no l onge r be evaded . B u t the confronta t ion raises 
t ho rny p r o b l e m s o f verification: how are the truths o f cultural accounts 
eva lua ted? W h o has the authori ty to separate science from art? real ism 
f r o m fantasy? k n o w l e d g e f rom ideology? O f course such separat ions 
will con t inue to be main ta ined , and redrawn; but their c h a n g i n g poet ic 
a n d political g r o u n d s will be less easily ignored . In cul tural studies at 
least , w e can n o l onge r k n o w the whole t ruth, o r e v e n claim to a p p r o a c h 
it. T h e r i go rous partiality I have been stressing here may be a source o f 
pess imism for some readers . B u t is there not a l iberation, too, in r ecog­
n i z ing that n o one can write about others any longe r as if they w e r e 
d iscre te objects o r texts? A n d may not the vision o f a c o m p l e x , p rob­
lemat ic , part ial e t h n o g r a p h y lead, not to its abandonmen t , but to m o r e 
subt le , concre te ways o f wri t ing and reading , to new concept ions o f 
cu l tu re as interact ive and historical? Most o f the essays in this v o l u m e , 
fo r all their t r enchan t cri t iques, are optimistic about e thnograph ic writ­
ing . T h e p rob lems they raise are incitements, not barriers. 

T h e s e essays will be accused o f hav ing gone too far: poe t ry will 
aga in be b a n n e d f rom the city, p o w e r f rom the halls o f science. A n d 
e x t r e m e self-consciousness certainly has its d a n g e r s — o f irony, o f elit­
ism, o f solipsism, o f pu t t ing the whole wor ld in quotat ion marks . B u t I 
t rust that r eade r s w h o signal these dange r s will d o so (like some o f the 
essays be low) after they have conf ronted the c h a n g i n g history, rhe to­
ric, a n d polit ics o f establ ished representat ional forms. In the w a k e o f 
semiotics, post-structural ism, hermeneut ics , and decons t ruc t ion there 
has b e e n cons iderable talk about a re turn to plain speak ing and to re­
al ism. B u t to re tu rn to realism one must first have left it! M o r e o v e r , to 

14. The response is frequently expressed informally. It appears in different forms 
in Randall (1984), Rosen (1984), Ortner (1984:143), Pullum (1984), and Darnton 
O9H5). 

v o l v e d a process o f "self-fashioning" (Greenblat t 1980). Cu l tu ra l 
poesis—and poli t ics—is the constant reconsti tut ion o f selves a n d 
o the r s t h r o u g h specific exclus ions , convent ions , and discursive prac­
tices. T h e essays that follow prov ide tools for the analysis o f these p ro ­
cesses, at h o m e and abroad . 

T h e s e essays d o not prophesy . T a k e n as a whole , they por t ray his­
torical constraints on the m a k i n g of e thnographies , as well as areas o f 
tex tua l e x p e r i m e n t and e m e r g e n c e . Talal Asad's tone is sober, p re ­
o c c u p i e d (like Paul Rabinow) with institutional limits on in te rpre ­
tive f r e e d o m . G e o r g e Marcus and Michael Fischer e x p l o r e concre te 
e x a m p l e s o f al ternat ive wri t ing. S tephen Ty l e r evokes what d o e s 
not (cannot?) yet exist, bu t must be i m a g i n e d — o r , better, s o u n d e d . 
M a n y o f the essays (especially those o f Rena to Rosa ldo , V i n c e n t 
C r a p a n z a n o , Mary Pratt, and Talal Asad) are occup ied with critical 
g r o u n d c l e a r i n g — d i s l o d g i n g canons to make space for al ternat ives. 
R a b i n o w identifies a new canon , pos t -modernism. O t h e r essays (Ty le r 
on ora l a n d pe r fo rma t ive modes , m y o w n t rea tment o f a l legory) re­
cap tu re old rhetor ics and projects for use now. "For use now!" Cha r l e s 
Olson 's poet ic rule should gu ide the read ing o f these essays: they a re 
responses to a cur ren t , c h a n g i n g situation, intervent ions ra ther than 
posi t ions. T o place this vo lume in a historical conjuncture , as I have 
tr ied to d o here , is to reveal the mov ing g r o u n d on wh ich it s tands, 
and to d o so wi thou t benefit o f a master narrat ive o f historical d e v e l o p ­
m e n t that can offer a coheren t direct ion, or future, for e t h n o g r a p h y . 1 3 

O n e launches a controversial collection like this with some trepi­
da t ion , h o p i n g it will be seriously e n g a g e d — n o t simply rejected, fo r 
e x a m p l e , as ano the r attack on science o r an inci tement to relat ivism. 
Reject ions o f this kind should at least make clear why close analysis o f 
o n e o f the pr incipal things e thnographer s do—tha t is, w r i t e — s h o u l d 
not be central to evaluat ion o f the results o f scientific research . T h e 
au thors in this v o l u m e do not sugges t that one cultural account is as 
g o o d as any other . I f they espoused so trivial and self-refut ing a rela­
t ivism, they wou ld not have g o n e to the t rouble o f wri t ing deta i led , 
commi t t ed , critical studies. 

O t h e r , m o r e subtle, objections have recently been raised to the lit­
erary, theoret ical reflexivity represented here . Tex tua l , ep i s temo-

13. My notion of historicism owes a great deal to the recent work of Fredric 
Jameson (1980, 1981, 1984a, b). I am not, however, persuaded by the master narrative 
(a global sequence of modes of production) he invokes from time to time as an alter­
native to post-modern fragmentation (the sense that history is composed of various 
local narratives). T h e partiality I have been urging in this introduction always presup­
poses a local historical predicament. This historicist partiality is not the unsituated "par­
tiality and flux" with which Rabinow (see p. 3 5 2 ) taxes a somewhat rigidly defined 
"post-modernism." 
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r e c o g n i z e the poet ic d imens ions o f e t h n o g r a p h y does not r equ i re that 
o n e g ive u p facts and accurate account ing for the supposed free play 
o f poetry . "Poe t ry" is not l imited to romantic or modernis t subjectiv­
ism: it can be historical, precise, objective. A n d o f course it is ju s t as 
conven t iona l and institutionally de te rmined as "prose." E t h n o g r a p h y 
is hybr id textual activity: it traverses genres and disciplines. T h e es­
says in this v o l u m e d o not claim e thnog raphy is "only l i terature." 
T h e y d o insist it is always wri t ing. 

I would like to thank the members of the Santa Fe seminar for their many sugges­
tions incorporated in, or left out of, this Introduction. (I have certainly not tried to rep­
resent the "native point of view" of that small group.) In graduate seminars co-taught 
with Paul Rabinow at the University of California at Berkeley and Santa Cruz , many o f 
my ideas on these topics have been agreeably assaulted. My special thanks to him and to 
the students in those classes. At Santa Cruz, Deborah Gordon, Donna Haraway, and 
Ruth Frankenberg have helped me with this essay, and I have had important encour­
agement and stimulus from Hayden White and the members of the Research Croup on 
Colonial Discourse. Various press readers made important suggestions, particularly 
Barbara Babcock. George Marcus, who got the whole project rolling, has been an in­
estimable ally and friend. 

M A R Y L O U I S E P R A T T 

Fieldwork in Common Places 

In his in t roduct ion to Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922) 
Bron is law Mal inowski celebrates the adven t o f professional , scientific 
e t h n o g r a p h y : " T h e t ime w h e n w e could tolerate accounts p resen t ing 
us the nat ive as a distorted, childish car icature o f a h u m a n be ing are 
g o n e , " he declares . " T h i s picture is false, and like many o ther false­
h o o d s , it has been killed by Science" (Malinowski 1 9 6 1 : 1 1 ) . T h e state­
m e n t is symptomat ic o f a well-established habit a m o n g e t h n o g r a p h e r s 
o f de f in ing e thnograph ic wri t ing over and against o lder , less special­
ized gen res , such as travel books , personal memoi r s , j ou rna l i sm, a n d 
accoun t s by missionaries, settlers, colonial officials, and the like. A l ­
t h o u g h it will not supplant these genres a l together , professional eth­
n o g r a p h y , it is unde r s tood , will u surp their authori ty and cor rec t their 
abuses . In a lmost any e thnog raphy dul l - looking figures cal led " m e r e 
t ravelers" or "casual observers" show u p f rom time to t ime, on ly to 
have their superficial percept ions ei ther cor rec ted o r co r robora ted by 
the ser ious scientist. 

T h i s s t rategy o f def in ing itself by contrast to adjacent and ante­
c e d e n t d iscourses limits e thnography ' s ability to expla in or e x a m i n e 
itself as a k ind o f wri t ing. T o the extent that it legit imates itself by o p ­
posi t ion to o the r kinds o f wri t ing, e thnography blinds itself to the fact 
that its o w n discurs ive practices were of ten inher i ted f rom these o the r 
gen re s and are still shared with them today. A t times one still hears 
e x p r e s s e d as an ideal for e t hnog raphy a neutral , tropeless d iscourse 
that w o u l d r e n d e r o ther realities "exactly as they are ," not filtered 
t h r o u g h o u r o w n values and interpret ive schema. For the most part , 
h o w e v e r , that wi ld goose is no longer be ing chased, and it is possible 
to sugges t that e thnograph ic wri t ing is as t r ope -gove rned as any o the r 
discurs ive format ion . T h i s recogni t ion is obviously fundamenta l for 
those w h o are interested in chang ing or enr ich ing e thnograph ic writ­
i ng o r s imply in increas ing the discipline's se l f -unders tanding. In this 
essay I p ropose to e x a m i n e how some tropes o f e thnograph ic wr i t ing 
are d e p l o y e d and how they der ive f rom earlier discursive tradit ions. 
In part icular , 1 p ropose to focus on the v e x e d but impor tan t relat ion-
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sequences . " T h e anthropologis ts with w h o m I spoke had f o u n d this 
e v i d e n c e immedia te ly convinc ing . T h e y had ag reed with D e H o l m e s 
that Donner ' s w h o l e b o o k mus t be a fabrication and that D o n n e r h a d 
p robab ly n e v e r l ived with the Y a n o m a m o . 

I was surpr i sed both by how quickly peop le rushed to this e x ­
t r e m e conclus ion and by how schematic the terms in wh ich the issue 
was d iscussed w e r e . Donner ' s book was e i ther t rue o r false, m e a n i n g , 
apparen t ly , that she h a d ei ther l ived with the Y a n o m a m o or h a d not , 
a n d no th ing m o r e was at issue. I was also suspicious, especial ly at the 
eagerness to settle the mat ter quickly a n d at Donner ' s e x p e n s e , despi te 
the fact that m a n y anthropologis ts had apparent ly read and apprec i ­
a ted Donner ' s book , and f o u n d it bel ievable. Shabono, it l ooked to me , 
was b e i n g "ki l led by science," in Malinowski 's words , and wi thou t 
m u c h in the way o f a trial. T h e case obviously th rea tened some del i ­
cate discipl inary boundar ie s . Most pointedly, it b r o u g h t to the sur face 
the a n g u i s h e d and messy tangle o f contradict ions and uncer ta int ies 
s u r r o u n d i n g the interrelat ions o f personal expe r i ence , persona l nar­
rat ive, scientism, and professional ism in e thnograph ic wri t ing. By way 
o f exp lana t ion , let m e push the example a little fur ther . 

T o an outs ider , o n e o f the most interest ing puzz les in the sin­
gu la r ly impove r i shed debate on Shabono was that the book's factual ac­
cu racy d id not seem to be at issue. DeHolmes ' s met iculous scrut iny 
h a d p r o d u c e d only a single e thnograph ic e r ro r in 300 pages (a refer ­
e n c e to r u n n i n g be tween rows o f manioc) . Implicit ly it was accep ted 
that g iven a cer ta in quanti ty o f secondary material , o n e in fact cou ld 
cons t ruc t a conv inc ing , vivid, e thnographica l ly accurate accoun t o f 
life in ano the r cul ture without personal experience in the. field. W h y , I 
w o n d e r e d , w o u l d e thnographe r s be so will ing to c o n c e d e such a 
th ing? I f it w e r e so, exactly what sort o f public threat wou ld Donner ' s 
(a l leged) decep t i on be? 

W h a t was at issue was not e thnograph ic accuracy, but a set o f 
p rob lemat i c l inks be tween e thnograph ic authority, personal expe r i ­
ence , scientism, and originali ty o f express ion . I f D o n n e r really d id live 
wi th the Y a n o m a m o , why w o u l d her text so resemble Valero's? B u t by 
the s t andards o f e thnography , the opposi te quest ion also arises: H o w 
c o u l d he r accoun t not resemble Valero's? T h e a l legedly p lag iar ized 
passages D e H o l m e s cites are indeed very similar to Valero's text , 
t h o u g h n e v e r exac t repet i t ions. T h e first five cases listed inc lude : 
(a) N a b r u s h i c lub fight be tween men , (b) women's fishing techniques , 
(c) girl's coming -o f - age conf inement and subsequent presentat ion to 
g r o u p as a w o m a n , (d) p repara t ion o f cura re and testing on a monkey , 
(e) invitation to a feast ( D e H o l m e s 1 9 8 3 : 6 6 5 ) . O f these, one descr ibes 
a gene ra l i zed practice or cus tom (fishing techniques) , the o ther fou r 

ship b e t w e e n persona l narrat ive and impersonal descr ip t ion in e thno­
g raph ic wr i t ing and to look at some o f the history o f this discursive 
conf igura t ion , notably its history in travel wri t ing. 

A recen t con t roversy in the American Anthropologist under scores 
the difficulties e t h n o g r a p h y has had in establishing its relations to ad­
j a c e n t discourses . T h e controversy su r rounded Flor inda Donner ' s 
Shabono: A True Adventure in the Remote and Magical Heart of the South 
American fungle (1982) . T h e b o o k is a personal account o f the expe r i ­
e n c e o f a g radua te s tudent in an th ropo logy w h o , while d o i n g field-
w o r k in V e n e z u e l a , is chosen by member s o f a remote g r o u p o f Y a n o -
m a m o to l ive with t h e m and learn their l ifeways. T h e b o o k has b e e n a 
g rea t success. O n the cover o f the paperback Car los Cas t aneda hails it 
as "at o n c e art, mag ic and s u p e r b social science"; a Q u e e n s C o l l e g e 
an th ropo log i s t calls it "a rare and beautiful book . . . [that] i l luminates 
the w o r l d o f the Y a n o m a m o Indians [and] conveys a sense o f the mys­
tery a n d p o w e r still to be found in ritual"; Newsweek praises it fo r 
g o i n g "way b e y o n d an thropolog ica l questions and categor ies into the 
far reaches o f a fascinat ing alien culture." 

C o n t r o v e r s y about Shabono b roke out w h e n the S e p t e m b e r 1983 
issue o f the American Anthropologist publ ished a c o m m e n t accus ing 
D o n n e r o f plagiar ism and fraud. "Frankly," says Rebecca B . D e H o l m e s , 
" I find it ha rd to bel ieve that D o n n e r spent any length o f t ime with the 
Y a n o m a m o " ( D e H o l m e s 1 9 8 3 : 6 6 5 ) . Donner ' s e thnograph ic data, she 
sugges ts , w e r e " ra ther exper t ly b o r r o w e d f rom o ther sources a n d as­
sembled in a k ind o f me lange o f fact and fantasy for which C a s t a n e d a 
is so f a m o u s " (ibid.). DeHolmes ' s most serious accusat ion is that m u c h 
o f Donner ' s b o r r o w i n g was out r ight plagiarism from ano ther ex t raor ­
d inary book , a con t empora ry captivity narrat ive called Yanoama: The 
Narrative of a. White Girl Kidnapped by Amazonian Indians, which ap­
p e a r e d in Italian in 1965 and in Engl ish translation in 1969. T h i s 
b o o k , w h o s e authentici ty no one has ques t ioned, presents the life 
story o f a Brazi l ian, H e l e n a Vale ro , who l ived f rom ch i l dhood to 
a d u l t h o o d with a g r o u p o f Y a n o m a m o w h o kept he r fo l lowing an at­
tack o n he r family. 1 

DeHolmes ' s accusat ion o f plagiarism is suppor ted by a series o f 
sample passages f r o m the two books and a sizeable list o f wha t she calls 
"paral le l accounts o f the same events , plus similar or identical t ime 

1. This book, incidentally, should have generated a scandal of its own, for its 
editor-transcriber, Ettore Biocca, claims it as his own and inexcusably fails to credit 
Valero adequately for her own story. Her name appears nowhere on the cover, and one 
hopes that, in addition to getting editorial credit, Biocca is not also collecting the royal­
ties. A t story's end, Valero is on her own in a Brazilian city, struggling to get her children 
through school. 
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a re r i tua ls—events anthropologis ts have always special ized in t rea t ing 
as cod ihab le , repea tab le forms, ra ther than un ique events . I f Donner ' s 
a ccoun t o f these rituals had not co inc ided in detail with Valero 's , f r aud 
by an th ropo logy ' s o w n lights wou ld have been certain. B u t wha t was 
b e i n g a r g u e d was the exact opposi te . 

In the end , for D e H o l m e s , the authority o f the e thnograph ic text 
is direct ly const i tuted by the writer's personal expe r i ence , in tu rn at­
tested by original i ty o f express ion: " I f Donner ' s Shabono is to be ca l led 
' supe rb social science, ' as Cas taneda claims, it must be shown that the 
e t h n o g r a p h i c data on which she bases her story were actually ga th ­
e r e d personal ly by he r whi le l iving a m o n g the Y a n o m a m a and not re­
wr i t ten f rom previously publ ished works . " 

B y contrast , for D e b r a Picchi, w h o rev iewed the b o o k in the same 
j o u r n a l , Shabono's fai lure to be science arises ra ther f rom its "narcis­
sistic focus" o n Donner ' s "personal g r o w t h in the held." " T o confine 
a n t h r o p o l o g y to the personal exper iences o f specific an thropologis t s 
is to deny its status as a social science" and " renders the discipline triv­
ial and inconsequent ia l " (Picchi 1 9 8 3 : 6 7 4 ) . D o n n e r fails to display 
w h a t fo r Picchi is the dis t inguishing characteristic o f an th ropo logy ' s 
project , name ly a "commi tmen t to the documenta t ion o f re la t ionships 
b e t w e e n behaviora l variables on a cross-cultural basis." For Picchi , the 
idea o f b o r r o w i n g and rewri t ing is not a p rob lem. Since D o n n e r re­
j e c t e d fo rmal field methods , des t roying her no tebooks ear ly in the 
g a m e , "one assumes," Picchi says, "that the s tandard an th ropo log ica l 
in fo rmat ion inc luded in the book is the result of the recons t ruc t ion 
f r o m m e m o r y or research o f the now extensive l i terature o n the 
Y a n o m a m o Indians" (ibid.). Picchi takes the b o o k to be a bona fide 
" e t h n o g r a p h y o f the Y a n o m a m o Indians . . . based on 12 mon ths 
o f fieldwork" and r e c o m m e n d s it to teachers o f in t roduc to ry 
an th ropo logy . 

W h y are Donner ' s fairly explicit claims N O T to be wri t ing a w o r k o f 
a n t h r o p o l o g y or social science i r relevant to this discussion? T h o u g h it 
is not wr i t ten in the s tandard id iom o f e thnograph ic descr ip t ion , wha t 
places he r personal narrat ive within an thropology ' s purv iew? O n c e 
there , w h y is there such confus ion about how it shou ld be eva lua ted? 

For some reason, it all m a d e me think o f a t eenager h a n g i n g 
a r o u n d outs ide a strip jo in t w h o gets d r a g g e d inside in o r d e r to be 
t u r n e d over to the pol ice and kicked ou t again—that ' l l teach h im. So 
"disc ip l in ing" is of ten done , i f not at strip joints , then certainly in aca­
demies . W h a t D o n n e r clearly did was write an infuriat ingly a m b i g u ­
ous b o o k , wh ich may or may not be "true," is and is not e t hnog raphy , 
is and is not au tobiography , does and does not claim professional and 
academic authori ty, is and is not based on fieldwork, and so on . A n 

ungra t e fu l appren t i ce can do no worse than this. For i f F lo r inda 
D o n n e r d id fabricate m u c h o f her story (as she may have) , she has dis­
g r a c e d the profession by lying, and ly ing so well no one cou ld tell. I f 
she d id not fabricate he r story, she scored one o f the an th ropo log ica l 
scoops o f the century. For he r exper ience , as she recounts it, is in 
m a n y respects an e thnographer ' s d ream. She is invited by the g r o u p 
to s tudy their l i feways; instead o f sessions in which she in terv iews 
them, it is they w h o sit d o w n to teach her . She is spared the angu i sh 
and gui l t o f pay ing her way by distr ibut ing Western goods ; the g r o u p 
has chosen to stay so r emote that it is a near first encounte r . T o real ize 
this e thnographer ' s d r eam, and then to refuse to conver t it in to the 
cu r r ency o f the discipline that m a d e it all possible, this is i n d e e d a 
m o n u m e n t a l betrayal . 

I have dwel t on the case o f Shabono because it illustrates s o m e 
o f the confus ion and ambigui ty that personal narrat ive, not h a v i n g 
been ki l led by science, raises in the "discursive space" o f e t hnog ra ­
phy. Personal narrat ives like Donner 's are not u n k n o w n within aca­
demic an th ropo logy . Indeed , personal accounts o f he ld expe r i ences 
are a r ecogn izab le an thropologica l subgenre , but they always c o m e ac­
c o m p a n i e d — u s u a l l y p r e c e d e d — b y a formal e thnography , the b o o k 
D o n n e r has not (yet?) writ ten. O n e thinks o f such pa i red books as 
David Maybury-Lewis ' s Savage and the Innocent and Akwe-Shavante Soci­
ety; Jean-Paul Dumont ' s Under the Rainbow and The Headman and I; 
N a p o l e o n Chagnon ' s Yanomamo: The Fierce People a n d Studying the 
Yanomamo; Paul Rabinow's Symbolic Domination and Reflections on Field-
work in Morocco. Ear l ier examples include the writ ings o f C l y d e 
K l u c k h o h n a n d Roy-Frank l in B a r t o n ; this personal s u b g e n r e is also 
the convent iona l textual space into which Malinowski 's diaries w e r e 
pub l i shed . 

O f these pairs o f books , the formal e t h n o g r a p h y is the o n e that 
counts as profess ional capital and as an authoritat ive representa t ion ; 
the persona l narrat ives are often d e e m e d self- indulgent , trivial, o r he­
ret ical in o the r ways . B u t despi te such "discipl ining," they have k e p t 
a p p e a r i n g , kep t b e i n g read, and above all kept be ing taught within 
the bo rde r s o f the discipline, for what one must assume are power fu l 
reasons . 

E v e n in the absence o f a separate autobiographica l v o l u m e , per­
sonal narra t ive is a convent ional c o m p o n e n t o f e thnograph ies . It 
t u rns u p a lmos t invariably in in t roduct ions o r first chapters , w h e r e 
o p e n i n g narrat ives c o m m o n l y recount the writer's arrival at the he ld 
site, for instance, the initial recept ion by the inhabitants, the slow, a g o ­
n iz ing process o f l e a rn ing the l anguage and o v e r c o m i n g rejection, the 
angu i sh and loss at leaving. T h o u g h they exist only on the marg ins o f 
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face with the other) to the fo rmer . M u c h must be left beh ind in the 
process . Johannes Fabian character izes the t empora l aspect o f this 
cont rad ic t ion w h e n he speaks o f "an aporet ic split b e tween r ecogn i ­
tion o f coevalness in some e thnograph ic research and denia l o f co-
evalness in most an thropologica l theor iz ing and wr i t ing" (Fabian 
1983 :36) . In o the r words , the famous "e thnograph ic presen t" locates 
the o the r in a t ime o r d e r different f rom that o f the speak ing subject ; 
field research o n the o ther hand locates both self and o ther in the 
same t empora l o rde r . T h e r e are s t rong reasons w h y field e t h n o g ­
r aphe r s so of ten lament that their e thnograph ic wri t ings leave ou t o r 
hopeless ly impove r i sh some o f the most impor tan t k n o w l e d g e they 
have ach ieved , inc lud ing the se l f -knowledge . For the lay person, such 
as myself , the main ev idence o f a p rob lem is the s imple fact that eth­
n o g r a p h i c wri t ing tends to be surprisingly bor ing . H o w , one asks c o n ­
stantly, cou ld such interest ing people d o i n g such interest ing th ings 
p r o d u c e such dul l books? W h a t did they have to do to themselves? 

Personal narra t ive mediates this contradict ion be tween the en­
g a g e m e n t cal led for in fieldwork and the self-effacement cal led for in 
fo rma l e t h n o g r a p h i c descr ipt ion, or at least mitigates some o f its an­
gu ish , by inser t ing into the e thnograph ic text the authori ty o f the per­
sonal e x p e r i e n c e ou t o f which the e thnog raphy is m a d e . It thus re­
cupe ra te s at least a few shreds o f what was exorc ised in the convers ion 
f rom the face-to-face field encoun te r to objectified science. T h a t is 
w h y such narrat ives have not been killed by science, and why they a re 
w o r t h l o o k i n g at, especially to people interested in coun te r ing the ten­
d e n c y toward al ienat ion and dehumaniza t ion i n ' m u c h conven t iona l 
e t h n o g r a p h i c descr ipt ion. 

T h e pract ice o f combin ing personal narrat ive and objectified de ­
scr ipt ion is ha rd ly the invent ion o f m o d e r n e thnography , h o w e v e r . It 
has a l o n g history in those kinds o f wri t ing f rom which e t h n o g r a p h y 
has t radi t ional ly d is t inguished itself. By the early s ixteenth cen tury in 
E u r o p e , it was convent iona l for travel accounts to consist o f a c o m ­
binat ion o f first-person narrat ion, r ecoun t ing one's trip, and descr ip­
tion o f the flora and fauna o f regions passed t h rough and the man­
ners and cus toms o f the inhabitants. T h e s e two discourses were qui te 
c lear ly d i s t inguished in travel books , narrat ive p r e d o m i n a t i n g o v e r 
descr ip t ion . T h è descr ipt ive port ions were somet imes seen as d u m p ­
i n g g r o u n d s fo r the "surplus data" that cou ld not be fitted into the 
narra t ive . 

T o g ive a representa t ive example , a b o o k called The Captivity of 
Hans Stade of Hesse in A.D. 1547—1$$$ among the Wild Tribes of Eastern 
lixtzil ach ieved a wide readersh ip in the s ixteenth and seven teen th 

the fo rma l e t h n o g r a p h i c descr ipt ion, these convent ional o p e n i n g nar­
rat ives are not trivial. T h e y play the crucial role o f a n c h o r i n g that de ­
scr ip t ion in the intense and author i ty-giving personal expe r i ence o f 
f ie ldwork . Symbol ica l ly and ideological ly rich, they of ten turn ou t to 
be the most m e m o r a b l e segments o f an e thnograph ic w o r k — n o b o d y 
forge ts the f rus t ra t ion-r idden introduct ion to Evans-Pri tchards 's The 
Nuer. A l w a y s they are responsible for setting u p the initial posit ion-
ings o f the subjects o f the e thnograph ic text: the e t h n o g r a p h e r , the 
nat ive, and the reader . 

I find it qui te significant that this kind o f personal narra t ive , in 
the f o r m bo th o f books and o p e n i n g anecdotes , has in fact not been 
"ki l led by science," that it persists as a convent ional fo rm in e thno­
g r a p h i c wri t ing. T h i s fact is particularly notewor thy g iven the mul ­
tiple pressures on e t h n o g r a p h y that militate against narrat ive ("mere 
anecdote" ) and deva lue it as a vehicle o f usable k n o w l e d g e . A g a i n s t 
these pressures opera tes an urgent sense that e thnograph ic descr ip­
tion is s o m e h o w not e n o u g h on its o w n . T h e fact that personal nar­
rat ive has this convent iona l place in e thnograph ic discourse sugges ts 
w h y Shabono, regard less o f its author's o w n wishes, does fall wi thin an­
th ropo logy ' s pu rv i ew and must be r eckoned with. T h e fact that per­
sonal narra t ive is marg ina l and stigmatized explains w h y a book like 
Shabono has to be r ecogn ized only to be rejected. 

I think it is fairly clear that personal narrat ive persists a longs ide 
object i fy ing descr ipt ion in e thnograph ic wr i t ing because it media tes a 
cont rad ic t ion within the discipline be tween personal and scientific au­
thority, a contradic t ion that has become especially acute since the ad­
ven t o f fieldwork as a methodolog ica l no rm. James Cl i f ford speaks o f 
it as "the discipline's impossible a t tempt to fuse objective and subjec­
tive pract ices" (see p . 109 below) . F ie ldwork p roduces a k ind o f au­
thor i ty that is a n c h o r e d to a large extent in subjective, sensuous e x p e ­
r i ence . O n e expe r i ences the ind igenous env i ronmen t and l ifeways for 
oneself , sees with one's o w n eyes, even plays some roles, albeit con ­
tr ived ones , in the daily life o f the communi ty . B u t the profess ional 
text to resul t f r o m such an encoun te r is supposed to c o n f o r m to the 
n o r m s o f a scientific discourse whose authori ty resides in the absolute 
e f facement of the s p e a k i n g and expe r i enc ing subject. 

In terms o f its o w n metaphors , the scientific posit ion o f speech is 
that o f an obse rver fixed on the e d g e o f a space, l ook ing in a n d / o r 
d o w n u p o n wha t is o ther . Subjective exper ience , on the o the r h a n d , is 
s p o k e n f rom a m o v i n g posit ion already within or d o w n in the m i d d l e 
o f th ings , l ook ing and be ing looked at, ta lking and be ing ta lked at. T o 
c o n v e r t f ie ldwork, via field notes, into fo rmal e t h n o g r a p h y requ i res a 
t r emendous ly difficult shift f rom the latter discursive position ( lace to 
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cen tur ies . Stade's accoun t was d iv ided into two such parts , the first 
s o m e t o o pages long , r ecoun t ing his captivity a m o n g the T u pi N a m -
bas, and the second some 50 pages long , g iv ing a "veri table and shor t 
a ccoun t o f all the by m e expe r i enced manners and cus toms o f the 
T u p p i n - I m b a s , whose pr isoner I was" (Stade 1 8 7 4 : 1 1 7 ) . In this latter 
sect ion, Stade's descr ipt ive a g e n d a has m u c h in c o m m o n wi th that o f 
m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y , inc lud ing chapters on "what their dwel l ings are 
l ike ," " h o w they m a k e fire," "the places whe re in they s leep," "how 
skilful they are in shoot ing wild animals and fish with a r rows ," " h o w 
they c o o k their food , " "what kind o f r eg imen and o rde r they have in 
g o v e r n m e n t and laws," "what they bel ieve in," "how many wives each 
o f t h e m has , and h o w he manages them," "how they are be t ro thed , " 
" h o w they m a k e their beverages wherewi th they dr ink themselves 
d r u n k , and how they o r d e r their d r ink ing ," and so forth. M o r e o v e r 
Stade's descr ipt ions resemble those o f m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y in their 
specificity, their search for neutrali ty and evenhandedness , their link­
a g e o f social and mater ia l o rders , as in this descr ipt ion o f a house , 
w h e r e spatial organiza t ion is seen as de te rmined by social relat ions: 

They prefer erecting their dwellings in spots where they are not far from 
wood and water, nor from game and fish. After they have destroyed all in one 
district, they migrate to other places; and when they want to build their huts, 
a chief among them assembles a party of men and women (some forty couples), 
or as many as he can get, and these live together as friends and relations. 

They build a kind of hut, which is about fourteen feet wide, and perhaps 
a hundred and fifty feet long, according to their number. The tenements are 
about two fathoms high, and round at the top like a vaulted cellar; they thatch 
them thickly with palm leaves, so that it may not rain therein, and the hut is all 
open inside. No one has his specially-prepared chamber; each couple, man 
and woman, has a space of twelve feet on one side; whilst on the other, in the 
same manner, lives another pair. Thus their huts are full, and each couple has 
its own fire. The chief of the huts has also his lodging within the dwelling. 
They all have commonly three entrances, one on each side, and one in the 
middle; these are low, so that they must stoop when they go in and out. Few of 
their villages have more than seven huts. (ibid. : 125) 

I use the e x a m p l e o f Hans Stade del iberately to unde r sco re the poin t 
that this discursive conf igurat ion I a m talking about is the p r o d u c t 
ne i the r o f an e rud i te tradition no r o f the rise o f m o d e r n science, de ­
spite its similarities with con tempora ry e thnography . Hans Stade was 
a ship's g u n n e r with little formal educat ion; his book was a ve ry p o p u ­
lar o n e , a n d it predates the rise of "natural history" in the e igh teen th 
century . 

In some cases, in travel wri t ing, the descript ive discourse is f o u n d 

e n m e s h e d in the narrat ive, as i l lustrated by this exce rp t f rom M u n g o 
Park's Travels in the Interior Districts of Africa ( 1799) : 

We stopped a little at a village called Dangali; and in the evening arrived at 
Dalli. We saw upon the road two large herds of camels feeding. When the 
Moors turn their camels to feed, they tie up one of their fore legs, to prevent 
their straying. . . . T h e people were dancing before the Dooty's house. But 
when they were informed that a white man was come into the town, they left 
off dancing and came to the place where I lodged, walking in regular order, 
two and two, with the music before them. They play upon a sort of flute; but 
instead o f blowing into a hole in the side, they blow obliquely over the end. 
(Park 1 8 6 0 : 4 6 ) 

T h o u g h in t e rwoven , par t icular ized narrat ive a n d gene ra l i zed d e ­
script ion r ema in dis t inguishable here , and shifts f rom one to the 
o the r are clear , the most conspicuous signs be ing, o f course , the shift 
f rom past tense to present tense and f rom specific persons to tribal 
labels. (As I shall be il lustrating below, this is the conf igura t ion that 
turns u p in the w o r k of Mal inowski and R a y m o n d Firth.) 

In its var ious guises the narrat ion-descr ipt ion duali ty has re­
m a i n e d r emarkab ly stable in travel wri t ing r ight d o w n to the present , 
as has the convent iona l ordering—-narrat ion first, descr ip t ion second; 
o r nar ra t ion superord ina te , descr ipt ion subordinate . B y the late n ine­
teenth century , h o w e v e r , the two modes of ten had about equa l w e i g h t 
in travel books , and it was c o m m o n for a trip to result in two separa te 
v o l u m e s , such as M a r y Kingsley's masterpiece Travels in West Africa 
(1897) and West African Studies (1899). Richard Burton 's The Lake Re­
gions of Central Africa (1868) alternates chapters o f nar ra t ion with 
chap te r s descr ib ing the " g e o g r a p h y and e thno logy" o f each r e g i o n 
passed t h r o u g h . 

M o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y obviously lies in direct continuity with this 
t radi t ion, despi te the disciplinary b o u n d a r y by which it separates itself 
o f f f rom travel wri t ing. E thnograph ic wri t ing as a rule subordina tes 
narra t ive to descr ipt ion, but personal narrat ive is still convent iona l ly 
f o u n d , e i ther in the separate personal vo lumes o r in vestigial fo rm at 
the b e g i n n i n g o f the book , setting the stage for what fol lows. 

It is n o surprise , then, to find that the o p e n i n g narrat ives in eth­
n o g r a p h i e s display clear continuit ies with travel wri t ing. For instance, 
F i r th in We, the Tikopia (1936) in t roduces h imsel f via the classic Poly­
nesian arr ival scene. T h i s scene became a c o m m o n p l a c e in the litera­
ture o f the Sou th Sea explora t ions o f C o o k , Bougainv i l l e and others 
in the 1760s and 70s. It is a memorab le passage, to which Cl i f fo rd 
G e e r t z has also recent ly tu rned his attention (Geer tz 1983c). 
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In the cool of the early morning, just before sunrise, the bow of the 
Southern Cross headed towards the eastern horizon, on which a tiny dark 
blue outline was faintly visible. Slowly it grew into a rugged mountain mass, 
standing u p sheer from the ocean. . . . In an hour or so we were close inshore, 
and could see canoes coming round from the south, outside the reef, on 
which the tide was low. T h e outrigger-fitted craft drew near, the men in them 
bare to the waist, girdled with bark-cloth, large fans stuck in the backs of their 
belts, tortoise-shell rings or rolls of leaf in the ear-lobes and nose, bearded, 
and with long hair flowing loosely over their shoulders. Some plied the rough 
heavy paddles, some had finely plaited pandanus-leaf mats resting on the 
thwarts beside them, some had large clubs or spears in their hands. T h e ship 
anchored on a short cable in the open bay off the coral reef. Almost before 
the chain was down the natives began to scramble aboard, coming over the 
side by any means that offered, shouting fiercely to each other and to us in a 
tongue o f which not a word was understood by the Mota-speaking folk o f the 
mission vessel. I wondered how such turbulent human material could ever be 
induced to submit to scientific study. . . . 

We slipped overboard on to the coral rock and began to wade ashore 
hand in hand with our hosts, like children at a party, exchanging smiles in lieu 
o f anything more intelligible or tangible at the moment. We were surrounded 
by crowds of naked chattering youngsters. . . . At last the long wade ended , 
we climbed u p the steeply shelving beach, crossed the soft, dry sand strewn 
with the brown needles of the Casuarina trees—a home-like touch; it was like 
a pine avenue—and were led to an old chief clad with great dignity in a white 
coat and a loin-cloth, who awaited us on his stool under a large shady tree. 
(Firth 1 9 3 6 : 1 - 2 ) 

F i r th r e p r o d u c e s in a remarkab ly s t ra ight forward way a Utopian scene 
o f first contact that acqui red mythic status in the e igh teen th century , 
a n d cont inues with us today in the popu la r my tho logy o f the S o u t h 
Sea paradise (alias C l u b Médi terranée/Fantasy Island). Far f r o m b e i n g 
t aken fo r a suspicious al ien, the E u r o p e a n visitor is w e l c o m e d l ike 
a messiah by a t rust ing populace ready to do his o r he r b idd ing . For 
compar i son , cons ider Louis de Bougainvi l le 's arrival in Tahi t i in 1 7 6 7 : 

We run with all sails set towards the land, standing to windward of this bay, 
when we perceived a pariagua coming from the offing, and standing for the 
land, and making use of her sail and paddles. She passed athwart us, and 
jo ined a number of others, which sailed ahead of us, from all parts of the is­
land. One of them went before all the rest; it was manned by twelve naked 
men , who presented us with branches of bananas; and their demonstrations 
signified that this was their olive branch. We answered them with all the signs 
of friendship we could imagine; and they then came along side o f our ship; 
and one o f them, remarkable for his prodigious growth of hair, which stood 
like bristles divergent on his head, offered us, together with his branch o f 
peace, a little pig, and a cluster of bananas. . . . 
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T h e two ships were soon surrounded with more than an hundred per-
iaguas of different sizes, all which had outriggers. They were laden with 
cocoa-nuts, bananas, and other fruits of the country. T h e exchange of these 
fruits, which were delicious to us, was made very honestly for all sorts of tri­
fles. (Bougainville 1967:213) 

Bouga inv i l l e has a lot m o r e t rouble than Firth in get t ing his ship an­
c h o r e d , but once he does , the same d rama resumes : 

W h e n we were moored, I went on shore with several officers, to survey the 
watering-place. An immense crowd of men and women received us there, and 
could not be tired with looking at us; the boldest came to touch us; they even 
pushed aside our clothes with their hands, in order to see whether we were 
made exactly like them: none of them wore any arms, not so much as a stick. 
T h e y sufficiently expressed their joy at our arrival. T h e chief of this district 
conducted and introduced us into his house, in which we found five or six 
women, and a venerable old man. (ibid. : 220) 

T h e similarities be tween the two scenes are obvious . T h e r e are some 
in teres t ing dif ferences too. Bougainvi l le 's vers ion o f the scene uses 
one t rope Firth does not r ep roduce , the sent imental c o m m o n p l a c e 
w h e r e b y the natives try to undress the fore igners to de t e rmine their 
human i ty and , symbolically, level the difference be tween them. Fir th 
stays dressed , like the k ing he is to meet . Bouga inv i l l e also careful ly 
ment ions the mater ia l relat ionship that is immedia te ly establ ished 
be tween E u r o p e a n s and natives, an e x c h a n g e whose spon taneous 
equali ty he stresses. In Fir th this o p e n i n g e x c h a n g e is present , but de -
mater ia l ized , an e x c h a n g e o f "smiles, in lieu o f any th ing m o r e intel­
ligible o r tangible at the m o m e n t " and leaving unclear wha t his mate­
rial re la t ion to these p e o p l e is g o i n g to be . A t the same t ime, Fir th 
demyst i f ies the egal i tar ianism o f the convent ional vision with his note 
o f i rony abou t how all this h u m a n material "could be m a d e to submit 
to scientific study." Indeed , his i rony here lightly marks the roya l -
arr ival t r ope as a t rope , and as par t of a l anguage o f conquest . T h e 
fact that his o w n project is also an assertion o f p o w e r is tacitly ac­
k n o w l e d g e d . Firth's o p e n i n g presentat ion o f self suggests the story o f 
T ikop ia ' s b e c o m i n g "his little island," as Mal inowski was later to call it 
(Firth 1 9 3 7 : 1) . 

Mal inowski in Argonauts in t roduces a qui te different se l f - image, 
also f rom the annals o f travel wri t ing. His "br ief outl ine o f an Eth­
nographer ' s t r ibulat ions" opens with the now famous l ine: " I m a g i n e 
your se l f sudden ly set d o w n su r rounded by you r gear , a lone o n a 
t ropical beach close to a native vil lage whi le the launch o r d i n g h y 
which has b r o u g h t y o u sails away out o f sight" (Malinowski 1961 '.4). 
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T h i s is unmis takably the image o f an old-fashioned castaway. T h a t it 
turns u p h e r e is especially apt, since it cor responds to Malinowski 's 
o w n si tuation at the t ime. A n Aust r ian citizen l iving in Austra l ia , he 
had b e e n sent to sit ou t the war in the T rob r i and Islands ra ther than 
risk reprisals o r depor ta t ion . 

T h e r e are o the r reasons why the image o f the castaway is an evoca­
tive and Utopian se l f - image for the e thnographe r . For as the figures 
o f H e l e n a Va le ro , F lor inda Donne r , and Hans Stade suggest , cast­
aways and capt ives in m a n y ways realize the ideal o f the part icipant-
obse rver . T h e authori ty o f the e thnog raphe r ove r the "mere t raveler" 
rests chiefly on the idea that the traveler jus t passes t h r o u g h , whe rea s 
the e t h n o g r a p h e r lives with the g r o u p u n d e r study. B u t o f course this 
is wha t capt ives and castaways often do too, l iving in ano the r cu l ture 
in every capacity f rom pr ince to slave, learn ing ind igenous l a n g u a g e s 
a n d l ifeways with a p rohc iency any e t h n o g r a p h e r w o u l d envy, a n d 
of ten p r o d u c i n g accounts that are indeed full, r ich, and accura te by 
e thnography ' s o w n standards. A t the same time, the e x p e r i e n c e o f 
captivi ty resonates a lot with aspects o f the expe r i ence o f fieldwork— 
the sense o f d e p e n d e n c y , lack o f control , the vulnerabil i ty to b e i n g ei­
ther isolated comple te ly o r never left a lone. 

T h e n aga in , the image o f the castaway mystifies the e thnographer ' s 
si tuation in ways men t ioned earlier. Castaway and e t h n o g r a p h e r dif­
fer fundamenta l ly in their material relation to the ind igenous g r o u p . 
Cas taways take u p a place within the ind igenous social and e c o n o m i c 
o rgan iza t ion ; that is how they survive—if, indeed , they d o survive , 
fo r captivity is a ra ther higher-r isk business than fieldwork. A n t h r o ­
pologis ts cus tomari ly establish a relat ionship o f e x c h a n g e with the 
g r o u p based on Western commodi t ies . T h a t is how they surv ive and 
try to m a k e their relations with informants nonexplo i t ive . B u t o f 
course this strategy is enormous ly contradictory, for it makes an thro­
pologis ts constant contr ibutors to wha t they themselves see as the de­
struct ion o f their object o f study. T h e status o f the captive o r castaway, 
by contrast , is innocent , and one can see why it wou ld be a c o m p e l l i n g 
i m a g e to the cont radic t ion-r idden e t h n o g r a p h e r ( though actually 
g o i n g native, as captives of ten did, is taboo for anthropologis ts) . 

Fir th a n d Mal inowski , then, both invoke well-established images 
f r o m travel l i terature in their o p e n i n g view o f the e t h n o g r a p h e r . T h e 
bod ies o f their e thnograph ies are also similar, at least in their dep loy­
m e n t o f narra t ive and descript ive discourse. B o t h writers m o v e freely 
a n d fluidly be tween the two, in t roduc ing anecdote constantly to illus­
trate o r e laborate on the e thnograph ic general izat ions, in a way some­
w h a t remin iscen t o f the text f rom M u n g o Park cited above (p. 35) . 
Fi r th is full o f c o m p l e x passages like this one, whe re his e thnograph ic 
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genera l iza t ions , his eyewitness anecdotes , and his persona l i rony 
in te rweave : 

Relatives by marriage do occasionally get in sly digs at each other without ab­
solutely transgressing the bounds of good manners. Pa Ranifuri told me with 
great glee of how the Ariki Taumako spoke to him of his classificatory son-in-
law Pa-Panisi as "Matua i te sosipani"—sosipani being the native pronunciation 
of saucepan, of which sooty vessel this man was as far as I recollect the only 
possessor in the island. As a dark-skinned foreigner he was slightly sneered at 
(behind his back) by the Tikopia. Scolding, I was told, though not permitted 
by convention directly, may take place at a distance. (Firth 1936 : 274) 

W h a t Firth and Mal inowski (his teacher) seem to be after is a k ind o f 
summa, a h igh ly tex tured , totalizing picture a n c h o r e d in themselves , 
w h e r e "sel f" is unde r s tood not as a monoli thic scientist-observer, bu t 
as a mul t i face ted entity w h o participates, observes, and wri tes f r o m 
mul t ip le , constantly shift ing positions. Such are the reflective capaci ­
ties o f this versati le, larger-than-life subject that it can absorb a n d 
t ransmit the r ichness o f a whole cul ture . 2 In this subject is also an­
c h o r e d the heady opt imism both Firth and Malinowski convey abou t 
the e t h n o g r a p h i c enterpr ise . T h e r e is a significant i rony in the fact 
that the speak ing subject in the work o f these founders o f "scientific 
e t h n o g r a p h y , " as Mal inowski cal led it, is any th ing but the self-effaced, 
passive subject o f scientific discourse. 

T h e richly percept ive , but terribly unsystematic, textual b e i n g 
that is the e t h n o g r a p h e r in Mal inowski and Firth contrasts sharply 
wi th the frustrated and depressed figure that appears in some subse­
q u e n t classic e thnograph ies , such as those o f Evans-Pr i tchard a n d 
M a y b u r y - L e w i s . I f Firth shows u p as a benevo len t e igh teen th-cen tury 
scientist-king, Evans-Pr i tchard comes on stage in the later guise o f the 
g r u f f V ic to r i an exp lo re r - adven tu re r w h o exposes h imsel f to all sorts 
o f d a n g e r s and discomforts in the name of a h ighe r (national) mis­
sion. In his f amed o p e n i n g descr ipt ion of field condi t ions in The Nuer 
(1940) , Evans-Pr i tchard jo ins a cen tury- long line of Af r i can travelers 
w h o lose their suppl ies and cannot control their bearers . His initial 
se l f - representa t ion reads thus: 

I arrived in Nuerland early in 1930. Stormy weather prevented my luggage 
from joining me at Marseilles, and owing to errors, for which I was not re­
sponsible, my food stores were not forwarded from Malakal and my Zande 
servants were not instructed to meet me. I proceeded to Nuerland (Leek 
country) with my tent, some equipment, and a few stores bought at Malakal, 

ü. James Clifford has made similar observations about Malinowski, and I am in-
dcbled lo his work here (see Clifford 1985a). 
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and two servants, an Atwot and a Bellanda, picked up hastily at the same 
place. 

W h e n I landed at Yoahuang on the Bahr el Ghazal the catholic mission­
aries there showed me much kindness. I waited for nine days on the river 
bank for the carriers I had been promised. By the tenth day only four of them 
had arrived. . . . On the following morning I set out for the neighbouring vil­
lage of Pakur, where my carriers dropped tent and stores in the centre of a 
treeless plain, near some homesteads, and refused to bear them to the shade 
about half a mile further. Next day was devoted to erecting my tent and trying 
to persuade the Nuer . . . to remove my abode to the vicinity of shade and 
water, which they refused to do. (Evans-Pritchard 1940:5) 

S u c h e p i s o d e s are a c o m m o n p l a c e o f t h e A f r i c a n travel a n d e x p l o r a ­
t i o n wr i t ers o f t h e last century . H e r e for ins tance is t h e e t erna l ly 
c r a n k y Sir R i c h a r d B u r t o n , w h o s e e x p e d i t i o n r e c o u n t e d in The Lake 
Regions of Central Africa (1868) is g i v e n m u c h t h e s a m e i n a u s p i c i o u s 
b e g i n n i n g : 

We were delayed ten days off Wale Point by various preliminaries to depar­
ture. Said bin Salini, a half-caste Arab of Zanzibar, who, sorely against his will, 
was ordered by the prince to act as Ras Kafilah, or caravan-guide, had, after 
ceaseless and fruitless prayers for delay, preceded us about a fortnight, for the 
purpose of collecting porters. . . . He had crossed over, on the ist of June , to 
the mainland, and had hired a gang of porters, who, however, hearing that 
their employer was a Muzungu, "white man", at once dispersed, forgetting to 
return their hire. About one hundred and seventy men were required; only 
thirty-six were procurable. . . . It was necessary to leave behind, till a full gang 
of porters could be engaged, the greater part of the ammunition, the iron 
boat which had proved so useful on the coasting voyage to Mombasah, and 
the reserve supply of cloth, wire and beads, valued at 359 dollars. T h e Hindus 
promised faithfully to forward these articles. . . . Nearly eleven months, how­
ever, elapsed before they appeared. (Burton 1961:12) 

A n d s o it g o e s , o v e r a n d o v e r , till Burton's narrat ive , l ike E v a n s -
Pri tchard's i n t r o d u c t i o n , reads l ike o n e l o n g , f rus tra t ing m a s t e r -
s e r v a n t f e u d . Evans-Pr i tchard's c h o i c e o f this part i cu lar self-
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n is n o t h a p h a z a r d . Cl i f ford Geertz's r e c e n t analys i s o f 
a n o l d mi l i tary m e m o i r o f Evans-Pri tchard's (Geertz 1983a) c o n n e c t s 
E v a n s - P r i t c h a r d d irect ly wi th the tradi t ion o f A f r i c a n co lon ia l e x p l o ­
r a t i o n a n d wr i t ing . 

W i t h respect to d i scurs ive c o n v e n t i o n s , E v a n s - P r i t c h a r d m u s t a l so 
b e t h o u g h t o f as p r o d u c i n g a h u g e l y d e g r a d e d v e r s i o n o f t h e Utopian 
arrival s c e n e e x e m p l i f i e d in B o u g a i n v i l l e a n d Firth. T h i s is first c o n ­
tact i n a fa l l en w o r l d w h e r e E u r o p e a n c o l o n i a l i s m is a g i v e n a n d na t ive 
a n d w h i t e m a n a p p r o a c h e a c h o t h e r w i t h j o y l e s s s u s p i c i o n . M a y b u r y -
L e w i s g i v e s a s imi lar ly d e g r a d e d v e r s i o n o f t h e s c e n e in Akwe-Shavante 
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Society. H e d o e s find h e l p wi th his l u g g a g e , but t h e c h i e f w h o awaits 
h i m is n o t r e c o g n i z a b l y regal , t h e o p e n i n g e x c h a n g e o f g o o d s n o t 
r e c i p r o c a l : 

A number of Shavante from the village had come to the airstrip when our 
plane landed and helped to carry our baggage to the post. They set it down at 
the feet o f an elderly man, who we discovered was the chief of the village. He 
clearly expected us to open the trunks then and there and distribute their 
contents. (Maybury-Lewis i967:xxii i) 

T h e p r o b l e m h e r e , it turns o u t , is c o n t a m i n a t i o n f r o m o u t s i d e . T h e 
S h a v a n t e h a v e b e e n s p o i l e d by Braz i l ian a r m y officers w h o fly in to s e e 
t h e m as a cur ios i ty a n d b r i n g "e laborate gifts." L ike E v a n s - P r i t c h a r d 
(his t e a c h e r ) , M a y b u r y - L e w i s c o m p l a i n s at l e n g t h a b o u t h i s i n f o r ­
m a n t s ' host i l i ty a n d u n c o o p e r a t i v e n e s s , the ir re fusa l to talk t o h i m in 
pr iva te , t h e i r re fusa l t o l eave h i m a l o n e , his p r o b l e m s w i t h t h e l a n ­
g u a g e , a n d so o n . 

I n b o t h t h e s e a n t i - u t o p i a n ins tances , t h e o p e n i n g narra t ive is 
g i v e n by way o f e x p l a i n i n g t h e l imitat ions o n t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r ' s abil­
ity to carry o u t his scientif ic m i s s i o n . Paradoxica l ly e n o u g h , t h e c o n d i ­
t i ons o f fieldwork are e x p r e s s e d as an i m p e d i m e n t to t h e task o f d o i n g 
fieldwork, r a t h e r t h a n as part o f w h a t is to b e a c c o u n t e d f o r in field-
w o r k . T h e c o n t r a s t w i t h the t o n e o f Firth a n d Mal inowsk i is o b v i o u s . 
E v a n s - P r i t c h a r d a n d M a y b u r y - L e w i s are t h e he i r s o f t h e scient i f ic , 
p r o f e s s i o n a l e t h n o g r a p h y Mal inowsk i i n v e n t e d . T h e scienti f ic idea l 
s e e m s to p r e s s o n t h e m acutely , ca l l ing for cod i f i ed field m e t h o d o l o g y , 
p r o f e s s i o n a l d e t a c h m e n t , a sys temat ic w r i t e - u p . W h a t e v e r a b o u t t h e 
o t h e r c u l t u r e i m p e d e s t h e s e tasks is an e t h n o g r a p h i c obs tac le , as we l l 
as a n e t h n o g r a p h i c fact. B o t h writers c o m p l a i n , for ins tance , a b o u t 
t h e imposs ib i l i t y o f h a v i n g pr ivate c o n v e r s a t i o n s wi th i n f o r m a n t s , as if 
pr iva te c o n v e r s a t i o n , o n c e b a p t i z e d as a field m e t h o d , o u g h t to b e cul ­
tural ly p o s s i b l e e v e r y w h e r e . A s m e t h o d o l o g y ge t s i n c r e a s i n g l y c o d i ­
fied, t h e c lash b e t w e e n "objective a n d subject ive pract ices" b e c o m e s 
i n c r e a s i n g l y a c u t e . 

I n Evans -Pr i t chard ' s case , t h e diff icult ies translate in to a r ig id s e p a ­
ra t ion b e t w e e n p e r s o n a l narrat ive (his l o n g a n d vivid i n t r o d u c t i o n ) 
a n d i m p e r s o n a l d e s c r i p t i o n (the. rest o f his a c c o u n t ) . G o n e is t h e c o n ­
s tant ly s h i f t i n g p o s i t i o n o f s p e e c h o f Firth o r Mal inowsk i , a n d g o n e is 
t h e s e n s e o f author i ty , the possibi l i ty o f re l iable tota l iz ing . E v a n s -
Pr i t chard s tr ives f o r a to ta l i z ing p i c t u r e o f the N u e r , c e n t e r e d o n catt le , 
but f e e l s h e m u s t b e e m p h a t i c , b o t h at t h e b e g i n n i n g a n d t h e e n d o f 
his b o o k , a b o u t t h e l imi ta t ions o n his capaci t ies a n d his a c h i e v e m e n t . 
Maybury-Lewis ' s r e s p o n s e , o n the o t h e r h a n d , is to try to reaf f irm t h e 
a u t h o r i t y a n d l eg i t imacy o f p e r s o n a l narrat ive , a n d to m a k e it exp l i c i t 
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Walking into a traditional !Kung village, a visitor would be struck by how frag­
ile it seemed beneath the expanse of sky and how unobtrusively it stood amid 
the tall grass and sparse tree growth of the surrounding bush. . . . A visitor 
who arrived in the middle of the cold season—June and July—and just at 
sunrise would see mounds of blankets and animal skins in front of the huts, 
covering people still asleep beside their fires. Those who had already awak­
ened would be stoking the coals, rebuilding the fire, and warming themselves 
in the chilly morning air. . . . A visitor on another morning, in the hot, dry 
months o f October and November, would find people moving about, even at 
dawn, u p early to do a few hours o f gathering or hunting before the midday 
heat would force them to rest in the thickest shade. (Shostak 1 9 8 1 : 7—8) 

A s in Fir th, this hypothet ica l arrival is at d a w n — n e w day, new place . 
A n d , in a slightly different way, it presents an e thnograph ic u topia : 
he re is a t radi t ional society d o i n g its traditional thing, obl ivious to the 
al ien obse rv ing presence . Un l ike the o ther arrival scenes cons ide red 
above , this o n e is hypothet ica l and normal ized . It represents wha t 
"a visitor (not an anthropologis t ) wou ld exper i ence if. . . ." T h e status 
o f this fantasy is m a d e appa ren t several pages later w h e n Shos tak 
recounts at g rea t l eng th her o w n arrival exper ience , the. n ight she 
meets Nisa: 

By the time we arrived at Gausha, from Goshi, where we had our main camp, 
it had long since been dark. We drove the Land Rover past one !Kung village 
and stopped at a deserted village site farther down the road. T h e full moon, 
high in the sky, appeared small and gave off a cold light. . . . Kxoma and 
Tuma, two !Kung men traveling with us, suggested we make our camp at this 
site where Richard Lee and Nancy Howell, other anthropologists, had set their 
camp four years earlier. Living where someone had lived before was right, 
they said: it connected you to the past. T h e slender stick shell of Richard and 
Nancy's hut was still there. It stood out in the moonlight, a bizarre skeleton set 
apart from the surrounding bush . . . a traditional !Kung frame. T h e grass 
had long since been taken and used in Nisa's village. As it stood, the hut 
offered no protection from the weather, nor any privacy. (Shostak 1981 : 23) 

To beg in with , this is a nocturnal arrival, relatively rare in both travel 
wr i t ing a n d e thnog raphy . For the anthropologis ts , this is the land o f 
the d e a d — t h e m o o n is small and cold, and inexpl icably they take 
themselves past the vi l lage o f the living, to a deser ted one , and set 
themselves u p in the skeleton o f a hut . Shostak's own symbol ism con­
trasts sharply with the !Kung's unde r s t and ing o f what they are do ing . 
For t hem, the l ink wi th the past is a haven , a comfor t . Shostak a n d 
her c o m p a n i o n are haun ted by the ghosts o f their an th ropo log ica l 
predecessors . 

T h e r e is no spon taneous native we lcome in Shostak's account , bu t 

as a subgen re . H e publishes his personal account first (The Savage and 
the Innocent 1965) , fills his e thnograph ic book with personal narra t ive , 
a n d sugges ts that "it is t ime w e abandoned the myst ique wh ich sur­
r o u n d s field-work and m a d e it convent ional to descr ibe in some detai l 
the c i rcumstances o f data-collect ing" (Maybury-Lewis 1967 : x x ) . 

Each o f these o p e n i n g narrat ive self-portraits (Malinowski , Fir th, 
Evans-Pr i tchard , Maybury-Lewis ) comes straight out o f the t r opo logy 
o f travel wri t ing. In t r iguingly , they often c o m e ou t o f the specific tra­
di t ion o f wr i t ing o n the r eg ion in which the e t h n o g r a p h e r is w o r k i n g 
(Cent ra l Af r i ca , the South Pacific). A t the same time, each expresses 
in an on ly sl ightly med ia t ed fashion some specifics o f the par t icular 
si tuation in w h i c h each e t h n o g r a p h e r finds himself. T h e y are em­
blemat ic self-portraits, wh ich opera te as a p re lude to, and c o m m e n ­
tary on , w h a t fol lows. In this respect they a re not trivial, fo r o n e 
o f their tasks is to posit ion the reader with respect to the formal de­
scr ipt ion. A s often as not in m o d e r n e thnographies such passages 
u n d e r t a k e to problemat ize the reader 's posit ion, as they d o in Evans-
Pr i tchard a n d Maybury -Lewis . T h e e thnographer ' s trials in w o r k i n g 
to k n o w ano the r peop le now become the reader 's trials in m a k i n g 
sense o f the text. 

In all the cases I have discussed, m u c h is mystified in the e thnog ­
rapher ' s self-portrait . M u c h is i ronized, indirectly ques t ioned, bu t 
n e v e r n a m e d — n o t a b l y the sheer inexplicabil i ty and unjustifiability o f 
the e thnographer ' s presence f rom the s tandpoint o f the other . Evans-
Pri tchard 's d o g g e d mis read ing o f a conversat ion with an in fo rmant in 
his p re face cou ld p rov ide no clearer e x a m p l e . Equally myst ihed is the 
l a rge r a g e n d a o f E u r o p e a n expans ion in which the e t h n o g r a p h e r , re­
gardless o f his or he r o w n attitudes to it, is caught u p , and that de te r ­
mines the e thnographer ' s own material relat ionship to the g r o u p 
u n d e r study. T h i s relat ionship is one o f the great silences in the mids t 
o f e t h n o g r a p h i c descr ipt ion itself. It is the silence that shapes the tra­
di t ional e thnograph ic project o f t rying to describe the cul ture as it was 
be fo re Wes te rn in tervent ion. 

I have been m a k i n g a loose genera t ional a r g u m e n t in this essay, 
a n d p ropose to end u p with one final example f rom a yet m o r e recen t 
gene ra t ion o f e thnographe r s . Marjorie Shostak's Nisa: The Life and 
Words of a !Kung Woman ( 1981 ) is widely r e g a r d e d as one o f the m o r e 
successful recent expe r imen t s in r ehuman iz ing e thnograph ic wr i t ing . 
T h e arrival t rope is only one o f many convent ions o f e t h n o g r a p h i c 
wr i t i ng that ge t r e m o l d e d in he r text. T h e in t roduct ion to Nisa con­
tains two vers ions o f the convent ional arrival scene. H e r e is the first: 
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unl ike bo th Firth a n d Evans-Pri tchard, these anthropologis ts d o not 
wan t o r n e e d one : "It was too late for visiting. T h e y knew us by then; 
w e w o u l d still be there in the morn ing . " T h e y unpack by themselves 
("I t h o u g h t o f the t ime Nancy had found a puf f adde r in he r s leep ing 
bag") . W h a t is bi t ing the dust here , o f course , is even the pre tense o r 
fantasy o f a first encoun te r . Far f rom be ing the first E u r o p e a n o n the 
scene, Shos tak is even a long way f rom be ing the first an thropologis t . 
A n d this point gets woeful ly dramat ized w h e n the ind igenous wel-
comers , themselves unwe lcome , belatedly appea r after the l u g g a g e 
w o r k is d o n e and the par ty is ready for bed : "Nisa wore an o ld b lanket 
loosely d r a p e d over the remnants o f a faded, f lower-print dress , sizes 
too b ig . B o was w e a r i n g a pair o f shorts, even the patches o f which 
w e r e w o r n t h r o u g h in places." T h e r e they are, in E u r o p e a n clothes 
they have obviously been wea r ing for a l o n g time. A n d instead o f 
a s o n g o f w e l c o m e to Shostak and her par tner , what Nisa sings is a 
praise s o n g for their predecessors . "Richard and Nancy! I really l iked 
them! T h e y l iked us t oo—they gave us beautiful presents and took us 
e v e r y w h e r e with them. B o and I w o r k e d hard for them. . . . O h how I 
wish they w e r e here!" 

It is an awful scene, a real re turn o f the repressed. T h e s e o thers 
are fal len, co r rup t ed not only as non-Europeans , but specifically as 
e t h n o g r a p h i c informants . B o and Nisa arrive prais ing the guil ty rela­
t ionship o f e x c h a n g e based on Western commodi t ies , the poin t at 
w h i c h the an thropolog is t preserver-of- the-cul ture is the in tervent ion­
ist cor rupter -of - the-cul ture . It is the naive informant t u rned hust ler . 
In short , this arrival scene contemplates , reluctantly and in the da rk 
o f n ight , the af te rmath o f the e thnograph ic ep isode: the i n d i g e n o u s 
p e o p l e w h o , specifically t h r o u g h the e thnograph ic contact , have ac­
qu i r ed a vested interest in westernizat ion and a concre te day-to-day 
link wi th the la rger s tructures o f exploi ta t ion. It is like a bad d r e a m , 
and Shostak's react ion, as she describes it, is to try to p r e t end it is not 
h a p p e n i n g and wait for a more s tandard arrival scene in the m o r n i n g , 
comple t e with the ritual e x c h a n g e o f goods : " T h a t was w h e n w e 
w o u l d g ive [tobacco] to the rest o f the ! K u n g with w h o m w e p l a n n e d 
to w o r k " (Shostak 1 9 8 1 : 25). 

A f t e r l o n g resistance, Shostak ultimately capitulates to this de ­
g r a d e d an thropolog ica l wor ld , consents to be hus t led /seduced by 
Nisa , a n d then and only then finds a fieldwork re la t ionship that is in 
fact eno rmous ly p roduc t ive for e thnograph ic purposes . For Nisa is 
adver t i s ing a g e n u i n e talent for story tell ing and for ref lect ing o n he r 
o w n cu l ture and expe r i ence . 

O u t o f that encounte r , Shostak p roduces a text that, in a way ve ry 
dif ferent f rom Mal inowski and Firth, again seeks to r ecogn ize the au-
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thor i ty o f persona l narrat ive within the e thnograph ic descr ip t ion . 
Shostak's o w n story is concent ra ted at the beg inn ing and e n d o f the 
b o o k . In be tween , Nisa's narrat ive p redomina tes , ed i ted into a life 
story by Shostak, w h o in t roduces each section with a few pages o f eth­
n o g r a p h i c genera l i z ing and commenta ry . So this book tries to med ia t e 
the cont rad ic t ion be tween objectifying e thnograph ic representa t ion , 
in w h i c h all natives are equivalent and equal , and the subjective e x p e ­
r ience o f fieldwork, in wh ich all informants are not equivalent or 
equa l . W h a t is sough t he re as an alternative is not, h o w e v e r , a total­
ity o r a synthesis anchored in the mult i faceted subjectivity o f the 
fieldworker/traveler/scientist, but someth ing less unif ied and m o r e 
p o l y p h o n o u s . 3 

A Utopian e l emen t persists, however , for the p o l y p h o n y Shos tak 
crea tes is s tr ikingly ha rmon ious . O n e finds little ev idence o f s t ruggle 
a m o n g the var ious voices, despi te Shostak's awareness o f the intoler­
able contradic tor iness o f he r position. C u r r e n t Western concep t ions 
o f female solidarity and intimacy seem to be part o f what p r o d u c e s 
this cross-cul tural h a r m o n y : she and Nisa are b o u n d toge the r in ways 
that pe rhaps t ranscend cul ture . It is to Shostak's credi t that the last 
l ines o f the b o o k cha l lenge that ha rmony . Nisa's final words in the text 
a re : " M y niece . . . my niece . . . y o u are someone w h o truly thinks 
abou t me . " Shostak's are: "I will always think o f her and I h o p e she will 
th ink o f me , as a distant sister." Each assigns the o ther a different hon­
o ra ry k inship . 

In the da rkness that shrouds Shostak's arrival scene, Wes te rn 
r eade r s will r ecogn ize the symbolism o f guilt . In par t there is gui l t 
l inked to the part iculari t ies o f Shostak's situation as the last in a series 
o f an thropologis t s w o r k i n g a m o n g the !Kung . A n d in part it is gui l t 
that comes d o w n to her f rom m u c h far ther in the past. For as wi th the 
o the r e x a m p l e s I have discussed, Shostak's text, and those o f h e r fel­
low par t ic ipants in the H a r v a r d Kalahar i Project, displays direct conti­
nuit ies wi th a l o n g tradit ion o f wri t ing about the ! K u n g — t h r e e cen­
turies o f it in fact. It is a nonprofess ional "lay" tradit ion f rom w h i c h 
the H a r v a r d anthropologis ts energet ical ly dissociate themselves (most 
expl ici t ly by r ep lac ing the earlier E u r o p e a n name for the g r o u p , the 
B u s h m e n ) . W h a t that tradit ion documen t s is a l o n g and violent his­
tory o f persecut ion , ens lavement , and ex te rmina t ion . T h e c o n t e m p o ­
rary ! K u n g are the survivors o f that history; the c o n t e m p o r a r y an­
thropologis t s the heirs to its guilt . A few details will clarify this point . 

3. See also James Clifford's review of Nisa in The Times Literary Supplement (Lon­
don), September 17, 1982,994—95. 
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It is at the e n d o f the e ighteenth century that the B u s h m e n start 
t u r n i n g u p in E u r o p e a n accounts as objects o f (a) e thnograph ic inter­
est and (b) pa thos and guilt . Not surprisingly, this was also the point at 
w h i c h the B u s h m e n dehni t ively lost their s t ruggle against E u r o p e a n 
e n c r o a c h m e n t on their land and lifeways. For the prev ious century , 
they had exis ted in E u r o p e a n writ ings as hordes o f wild, b loodthirs ty 
m a r a u d e r s fiercely resisting the advanc ing colonists, r a id ing their 
fa rms at n ight , t u rn ing loose or stealing cattle, and somet imes m u r ­
d e r i n g colonists o r laborers . Given a free hand by colonial authori t ies , 
the settlers e m b a r k e d on a war o f exterminat ion . C o m m a n d o s de ­
scended o n B u s h m a n kraals, often at night, kill ing men and e i ther 
ki l l ing o r ens laving w o m e n and chi ldren. Gradua l ly the settlers w o n 
this war , so that by the 1790s "the B u s h m e n were still n u m e r o u s a long 
the in ter ior moun ta in range , but in o ther parts o f the co lony there 
w e r e hard lv any left" (Thea l 1 8 9 7 : 1 , 1 9 8 - 2 0 1 ) . ' 1 

It is at this point that the discourse on the B u s h m e n changes . La te 
e igh teen th-cen tury travelers, like the Swede A n d e r s S p a r r m a n (Voy­
age to the Cape of Good Hope 1785) and Engl i shman John B a r r o w 
(Travels in the Interior of Southern Africa 1801) , vociferously d e p l o r e the 
brutal i ty o f the colonists and the injustice o f the ex te rmina t ion cam­
pa ign . T h e same writers construct a new e thnograph ic portrai t o f the 
B u s h m e n . N o longe r seen as militant warr iors or bloodthirs ty ma­
rauders , they acqui re the characteristics that the power fu l c o m m o n l y 
h n d in those they have subjugated: meekness , innocence , passivity, in­
do l ence coup led with physical s t rength and stamina, cheerfu lness , ab­
sence o f g r e e d o r indeed desires o f any kind, internal egal i tar ianism, 
a p e n c h a n t for l iv ing in the present , inability to take initiatives o n 
their o w n behalf . T h u s S p a r r m a n describes the B u s h m e n as "free 
f rom m a n y wants and desires, that to rment the rest o f mank ind , " "de­
test ing all m a n n e r o f labour," yet easily induced into slavery by a little 
mea t and tobacco (Spar rman 1 9 7 5 : 1 9 8 — 201). B a r r o w finds they are 
"mi ld and manageab l e in the highest d e g r e e , and by gent le usage may 
be m o u l d e d into any shape." "In his disposition," says Ba r row , "[the 
B u s h m a n ] is lively and cheerful ; in his person active. His talents are 
far above mediocr i ty ." T h e i r constitutions are " m u c h s t ronger and 
their lives o f l onge r dura t ion , than those o f the Hottentots"; "un iver ­
sal equal i ty prevails in his ho rde . . . they take no t hough t for the m o r ­
row. T h e y have n o sort o f m a n a g e m e n t or e c o n o m y with r e g a r d to 
provis ions" (Bar row 1 8 0 1 : 287). 

Presen ted as objectified e thnograph ic descr ipt ion o f the (eternal) 

4'. My remarks here on the history of Bushman-European contact are based 
mainly on Theal's History of South Africa (1892—1919). 
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B u s h m a n and his (natural) disposit ion, this is a portrai t o f a con­
q u e r e d peop le , s imultaneously a c k n o w l e d g i n g the innocence and pa­
thos o f their condi t ion , evaluat ing their potential as a labor pool , a n d 
leg i t imat ing their domina t ion on the g r o u n d s that they d o not k n o w 
h o w to m a n a g e themselves . 

C a u g h t be tween ce lebra t ing and dep lo r ing , his toricizing a n d natu­
ra l iz ing the Bushmen ' s condi t ion, B a r r o w expresses the guil t a n d an­
gu i sh o f his posi t ion in a nocturnal arrival scene that has n u m e r o u s 
points in c o m m o n with Shostak's, despite be ing writ ten 180 years ear­
lier. In Bar row ' s account , too, the al l- important personal contact with 
the o the r is ach ieved only t h rough a kind o f descent into hell . T h o u g h 
his mot ives are entirely benevolent , the only way B a r r o w can m a k e 
contac t with the te r r ihed B u s h m e n is by h i r ing a g r o u p o f B o e r fa rm­
ers to he lp h im a m b u s h a g r o u p at night . A s with Shostak, the result is 
a n igh tmare o f contradic t ion, one o f the few episodes o f persona l nar­
rat ive in Bar row ' s book . B a r r o w describes the ra id ing party descend­
ing f rom the hillsides d o w n onto the s leeping c a m p : " O u r ears w e r e 
s tunned with a hor r id scream like the wa r -hoop o f savages; the shriek­
ing o f w o m e n and the cries o f ch i ldren p r o c e e d e d f rom eve ry s ide" 
(Ba r row 1 8 0 1 : 2 7 2 ) . Despi te Barrow's instructions, his B o e r gu ides 
beg in shoo t ing d o w n the f leeing people ; Barrow's protests are ig­
n o r e d . ' " G o o d G o d ! ' [the B o e r farmer] exc la imed , 'Have y o u not 
seen a shower o f a r rows fall ing a m o n g us?' I certainly had seen nei­
ther a r rows or peop le , but had hea rd e n o u g h to pierce the hardes t 
hear t" (272). La t e r B a r r o w remarks in shame that "no th ing cou ld be 
m o r e unwar ran tab le . . . than the attack m a d e by o u r party u p o n the 
kraa l" (291) . 

T h i s scene that disrupts Barrow's h ighly impersona l account is an 
expl ic i t reversa l not only o f the Utopian arrival scene a la Bouga inv i l l e , 
but also o f the tradit ional image o f the B u s h m a n h o r d e d e s c e n d i n g 
on E u r o p e a n ranches . Its symbolism and posit ion in Barrow's text are 
similar to those in Shostak's, and the two share the same discursive his­
tory. (Interest ingly, Shostak's p redecessor and co l league Richard L e e 
also uses a noc tu rna l arrival scene to in t roduce his third visit to the 
!Kung [Lee i g 7 9 : x v i i ] . ) 

B u t it is not on ly arrival scenes that con t empora ry anthropologis t s 
share with ear l ier writers on the B u s h m e n . T h e i r e thnograph ic de ­
script ions l ikewise r e p r o d u c e the discursive legacy, even as they 
o p e n l y r epud ia t e it. O n e is struck by the ex ten t to which twent ie th-
cen tury an th ropo log ica l and journal is t ic writers have con t inued to 
ce lebra te and natural ize in the B u s h m e n many o f the same character­
istics s ingled ou t by Bar row, Spa r rman , and the rest. Cheer fu lness , 
h u m o r , egal i tar ianism, nonvio lence , disinterest in material g o o d s , 
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longevi ty , and s tamina are all unde r sco red with admira t ion and affec­
t ion in bo th journal is t ic wri t ings like those o f Laurens van d e r Post 
(The Lost World of the Kalahari 1958) and e thnograph ic w o r k f r o m 
El izabeth Marshal l Thomas ' s The Harmless People (1959) to the wri ters 
o f the H a r v a r d Kalahar i Project (1963 — 70). W h a t turns u p t h r o u g h ­
ou t this l i terature is the same blazing contradict ion be tween a ten­
d e n c y on the o n e h a n d to historicize the !Kung as survivor-vict ims o f 
E u r o p e a n imper ia l i sm, and a tendency on the o ther to natural ize and 
objectify t hem as pr imal be ings virtually un touched by history. (In 
bo th cases, they s tand d o o m e d to extinction.) Detai led discussion o f 
the ex tens ive con tempora ry l i terature on the !Kung/Bushmen is im­
possible he re , but Shostak's o w n text can exempl i fy the ambiva lence I 
a m ta lk ing about . 

B y i n t roduc ing Nisa to us clad in a dress and selling her talents on 
the an th ropo log ica l free market , Shostak repudia tes the image o f the 
p u r e pr imi t ive so often associated with the ! K u n g . Yet it is ul t imately 
that i m a g e o f the primit ive that motivates Shostak's inquiry. For her , as 
for the H a r v a r d Kalahar i g r o u p as a whole , the !Kung are o f interest 
as ev idence c o n c e r n i n g our h u m a n and p r e h u m a n ancestors. Shostak 
h o p e s !Kung w o m e n will be able to "clarify some o f the issues raised 
by the A m e r i c a n women ' s movemen t , " especially because, she says, 

their culture, unlike ours, was not being continuously disrupted by social and 
political factions telling them first that women were one way, then another. 
Al though the !Kung were experiencing cultural change, it was still quite re­
cent and subtle and had thus far left their traditional value system mostly in­
tact. A study revealing what !Kung women's lives were like today might reflect 
what their lives had been like for generations, possibly even for thousands of 
years. (Shostak 1981 :6) 

" R e c e n t " and "subtle" are not the adjectives that c o m e to mind w h e n 
one p o n d e r s the g r im history o f the B u s h m a n conquest . T h i s is a his­
tory o f wh ich Shostak and her col leagues seem at t imes deep ly aware , 
at t imes totally obl ivious. Repeatedly , Richard L e e and others w a r n 
that the !Kung are not to be treated as " l iving fossils" or "miss ing 
l inks" (Lee i 9 7 g : x v i i ) , that their colonial past and c h a n g i n g p resen t 
mus t be g iven full recogni t ion to avoid dehumaniza t ion and dis­
tor t ion. Ye t the inquiry the g r o u p proposes is explicitly an evolu t ion­
ary o n e (initiated by primatologists) in which the ! K u n g are i m p o r ­
tant as "ev idence which will he lp in under s t and ing h u m a n his tory" 
(S. W a s h b u r n in L e e and D e v o r e 1976 : xv) as examples o f an eco logi ­
cal adapta t ion "that was until ten thousand years ago , a h u m a n uni­
versa l" (Lee 1 9 7 9 : i ) . Focusing heavily on physical and biological is­
sues like diet , physio logy, use o f t ime, set t lement pat terns, spac ing o f 
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bir ths, use o f f o o d resources , disease, ag ing , and so on , this l i tera ture 
natural izes cu r ren t !Kung lifeways with a vengeance . T h e resea rchers ' 
s incere des i re to be sensitive to the !Kung's situation in present histori­
cal c i rcumstances is simply incompat ible with their project o f v i e w i n g 
the !Kung as a c o m p l e x adapta t ion to the eco logy o f the Ka laha r i des­
ert , and an e x a m p l e o f how o u r ancestors l ived. T h e use o f p r imar i ly 
quant i ta t ive m e t h o d s (p roduc ing tables l ike " A v e r a g e n u m b e r o f chi ld-
c a r i n g acts by a subject pe r child per hou r o f observat ion" [P. D r a p e r in 
L e e and D e v o r e 1 9 7 6 : 214]) intensifies the reification. 

A n outs ider , on r ead ing the history o f E u r o p e a n contact wi th the 
!Kung/Bushmen, inevitably questions this image o f them as r ep resen ­
tatives o f hun t ing -ga the r ing life as it was lived 10,000 years a g o . Is it 
not wor th e v e n asking the quest ion whe the r 300 years o f war fa re and 
persecu t ion at the hands o f white settlers (to say no th ing o f the c o m ­
peti t ion with ind igenous pastoralists) have had an impac t on the life-
ways , the consciousness , the social organizat ion, even the phys io logy 
o f the g r o u p u n d e r g o i n g these traumas? Did the long- te rm pract ice 
o f massacr ing m e n and enslaving w o m e n have no impac t o n "what 
women ' s lives w e r e l ike" o r how w o m e n saw themselves? W h a t p ic ture 
o f the !Kung w o u l d one draw if instead o f def in ing them as surv ivors 
o f the s tone a g e and a delicate and c o m p l e x adapta t ion to the K a ­
lahar i desert , o n e looked at them as survivors o f capitalist expans ion , 
a n d a del icate and c o m p l e x adaptat ion to three centur ies o f v io lence 
a n d in t imidat ion? T h e r e are times w h e n such a perspect ive d o e s s e e m 
to be impl ied , ever-so-indirect ly, as in Shostak's character izat ion o f a 
!Kung vi l lage as l ook ing "fragi le" and "unobtrus ive" (see quotat ion on 
p. 43 above) . 

T o m a k e sense o f the conflicting concerns o f the H a r v a r d g r o u p , 
one must locate them o n the one hand in the context o f the A m e r i c a n 
c o u n t e r c u l t u r e o f the 1960s, many o f w h o s e social ideals seem to real­
ize themselves in the !Kung, and on the o ther hand , in the con tex t o f 
the expans ion o f the biological , "hard science" sector o f a n t h r o p o l o g y 
that has m a d e H a r v a r d the center for sociobiology in the 1980s. A t 
the same t ime, one must also recognize their continuit ies with the dis­
curs ive history c o m i n g d o w n f rom Spa r rman , Bar row, and the rest, a 
d iscurs ive history they somet imes wish to "kill by science." 

A s I have b e e n a r g u i n g t h r o u g h o u t this paper , an thropologis t s 
stand to ga in f rom look ing at themselves as wri t ing inside as well as 
ou ts ide the discursive traditions that p recede them; inside as well as 
ou ts ide the histories o f contact on which they follow. Such a perspec­
tive is par t icular ly valuable for people w h o would like to c h a n g e o r 
enr ich the discurs ive reper to i re o f e thnograph ic wr i t ing—espec ia l ly 
that " impossible a t tempt to fuse objective and subjective pract ices." 
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Sure ly a first s tep toward such change is to recognize that one's t ropes 
are ne i ther natural nor , in many cases, native to the discipline. T h e n it 
b e c o m e s possible, if one wishes, to l iberate onese l f f rom them, not by 
d o i n g away with t ropes (which is not possible) but by app rop r i a t i ng 
a n d inven t ing new ones (which is). 

V I N C E N T C R A P A N Z A N O 

Hermes' Dilemma: 
The Masking of Subversion 
in Ethnographic Description 

" A l l translation," Walter Benjamin ( 1 9 6 9 : 75) wrote , "is only a 
s o m e w h a t provis ional way o f c o m i n g to terms with the fore ignness o f 
l anguages . " L ike translation, e t hnog raphy is also a somewha t p rovi ­
sional way o f c o m i n g to terms with the fore ignness o f l a n g u a g e s — o f 
cul tures and societies. T h e e t h n o g r a p h e r does not, howeve r , translate 
texts the way the translator does . H e must first p r o d u c e them. T e x t 
me taphors for cul ture and society notwiths tanding, the e t h n o g r a p h e r 
has n o p r imary and i n d e p e n d e n t text that can be read and translated 
by o thers . N o text survives h im other than his o w n . Despi te its fre­
quen t ahistorical—its synchron ic—pre tense , e t h n o g r a p h y is histori­
cally d e t e r m i n e d by the m o m e n t o f the e thnographer ' s e n c o u n t e r 
with w h o m e v e r he is s tudying . 

T h e e t h n o g r a p h e r is a little like H e r m e s : a messenger w h o , g iven 
me thodo log ie s for u n c o v e r i n g the masked , the latent, the u n c o n ­
scious, may e v e n obtain his message t h r o u g h stealth. H e presents lan­
g u a g e s , cul tures , and societies in all their opacity, their fore ignness , 
their meaninglessness ; then like the magic ian, the he rmeneu t , H e r m e s 
himself, he clarifies the opaque , renders the fore ign familiar, and 
gives m e a n i n g to the meaningless . H e decodes the message . H e 
interprets . 

T h e e t h n o g r a p h e r convent ional ly acknowledges the provis ional 
na ture o f his interpretat ions. Yet he assumes a final in te rpre ta t ion—a 
definit ive r ead ing . "I have finally c racked the Kar ie ra section system," 
we hea r h i m say. "I finally go t to the root o f all their fuss about the 
mudyi t ree." H e resents the literary critic's assertion that there is n e v e r 
a final r e ad ing . H e simply has not go t to it yet . 

The e t h n o g r a p h e r does not recognize the provisional na ture o f 
his presenta t ions . T h e y are definitive. H e does not accept as a para­
d o x that his "provis ional interpretat ions" suppor t his "definit ive 
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not share H e r m e s ' conf idence . W h e n H e r m e s took the post o f mes ­
s e n g e r o f the g o d s , he p romised Zeus not to lie. H e did not p romise to 
tell the w h o l e t ruth. Zeus unders tood . T h e e t h n o g r a p h e r has not . 

In this p a p e r I shall present a r ead ing o f three e t h n o g r a p h i c 
texts , on ly one o f wh ich was wri t ten by an anthropologis t , to look at 
s o m e o f the ways the e t h n o g r a p h e r tries to m a k e his message convinc­
ing . T h e y are G e o r g e Catlin's (1841 ; 1867) account o f the M a n d a n In­
d ians ' O - K e e - P a ce remony , Johann W o l f g a n g von Goethe ' s ( 1 9 7 6 a ; 
1982) descr ip t ion o f the R o m a n carnival in his Italienische Reise o f 
1 7 8 9 , a n d Cl i f fo rd Geertz 's (1973) s tudy o f the Bal inese cockf ight . 
T h e events descr ibed in the three texts are explos ive , teasing i f not the 
p e r f o r m e r s ' then the authors ' assumptions o f m e a n i n g a n d o r d e r . 
T h e au thors are cha l l enged , and all make use o f many dif ferent rhe­
torical s trategies for conv inc ing the reader , and p re sumab ly them­
selves, o f the accuracy o f their descript ions (see Marcus 1980). 

Foremos t a m o n g these strategies is the consti tution o f the eth­
nographe r ' s authori ty: his p resence at the events descr ibed , his per ­
cep tua l ability, his "disinterested" perspect ive, his objectivity, and his 
sincerity (see Cl i f ford 1983a). In all three cases, the e thnographe r ' s 
p lace in his text is pure ly rhetorical . It is deictically, or bet ter p e r h a p s , 
pseudo-deic t ical ly , const ructed. It is impossible to fix his van tage point . 
His is a r o v i n g perspect ive , necessitated by his "totalistic" presen ta t ion 
o f the events he is descr ibing. His p resence does not alter the way 
things h a p p e n or , for that matter, the way they are obse rved o r inter­
pre ted . H e assumes an invisibility that, unl ike He rmes , a g o d , he can­
not, o f course , have . His "disinterest," his objectivity, his neutral i ty a re 
in fact u n d e r c u t by his self-interest—his need to consti tute his au thor­
ity, to establish a b o n d with his readers , or , m o r e accurately, his inter­
locutors , a n d to create an appropr ia te distance be tween h imse l f a n d 
the " fo r e ign" events he witnesses. 

A s i d e f rom the devices the e t h n o g r a p h e r uses to consti tute his au­
thority, he uses o thers to establish the validity o f his e thnograph ic pre­
sentat ions directly. I single out three o f these, which are used to vari­
ous extents and with variable success by Cat l in , Goe the , and Gee r t z . 
In Cat l in it is a hypotypos i s that p redomina tes . In G o e t h e it is an e x ­
ternal (nonmetaphor ica l ) theatrical narrativity. Geer t z d e p e n d s pri­
marily on in terpre t ive virtuosity. In all three cases, as we shall see, the 
very figures the au thors use to convince their r eade r s—and them­
s e l v e s — o f their descr ipt ions in fact r ende r t hem suspect, and in all 
t li i c e cases this fai lure to convince is cove red by an institutionally le­
g i t imated c o n c e r n for "meaning ." Catl in and G o e t h e give the cere­
monies I hey descr ibe an al legorical (moral) significance. Gee r t z claims 

presenta t ions ." (It is pe rhaps for this reason that he insists on a final 
read ing . ) E m b e d d e d in interpretat ion, his presentat ions limit re-
in terpre ta t ion . E t h n o g r a p h y closes in on itself. It is even possible that 
the m o r e gene ra l theories the e thnologis t genera tes f rom e thnogra ­
p h y are on ly refract ions, dis tor ted repeti t ions in ano the r register , o f 
the provis ional interpretat ions that suppor t the presentat ion o f data. 
T h e possibility mus t be enter ta ined. H e r m e s was the tutelary g o d o f 
s p e e c h a n d wri t ing, and speech and wri t ing, we know, are themselves 
in terpre ta t ions . 

H e r m e s , e tymologica l ly "he o f the stone heap ," was associated 
wi th b o u n d a r y stones (Nilsson 1949; B r o w n 1969). T h e h e r m , a h e a d 
and a phal lus on a pillar, later rep laced the stone heap . T h e eth­
n o g r a p h e r , i f I may cont inue my conceit , also marks a b o u n d a r y : his 
e t h n o g r a p h y declares the limits o f his and his readers ' cu l ture . It also 
attests to h i s — a n d his cul ture 's—interpret ive power . H e r m e s was a 
phall ic g o d and a g o d o f fertility. In terpreta t ion has been u n d e r s t o o d 
as a phall ic, a phal l ic-aggressive, a cruel and violent, a destruct ive act, 
a n d as a ferti le, a fert i l izing, a fruitful, and a creat ive one . W e say a 
text , a cu l tu re even , is p r egnan t with mean ing . D o the e thnographer ' s 
presenta t ions b e c o m e p regnan t with m e a n i n g because o f his inter­
pre t ive , his phall ic fertilizations? (I have insisted here on us ing the 
mascu l ine p r o n o u n to refer to the e thnographe r , despi te his o r he r 
sexua l identity, for I am wri t ing o f a stance and not o f the person.) 

T h e e t h n o g r a p h e r is caught in a second pa radox . H e has to m a k e 
sense o f the fo re ign . L ike Benjamin's translator, he aims at a solut ion 
to the p r o b l e m o f fore ignness , and like the translator (a point missed 
by Benjamin) he must also communica t e the very fore ignness that his 
in terpre ta t ions (the translator's translations) deny, at least in the i r 
c la im to universali ty. H e mus t r e n d e r the fore ign familiar and pre­
serve its ve ry fore ignness at one and the same t ime. T h e t ranslator 
accompl i shes this t h rough style, the e t h n o g r a p h e r t h r o u g h the c o u p ­
l ing o f a presenta t ion that asserts the fore ign and an in terpre ta t ion 
that makes it all familiar. 

H e r m e s was a trickster: a god o f c u n n i n g and tricks. T h e eth­
n o g r a p h e r is n o trickster. H e , so he says, has no c u n n i n g a n d no 
tr icks. B u t he shares a p rob lem with H e r m e s . He must make his message 
convincing. It treats o f the fore ign , the s trange, the unfamil iar , the e x ­
otic, the u n k n o w n — t h a t , in short , wh ich chal lenges belief. T h e eth­
n o g r a p h e r must m a k e use o f all the persuasive devices at his disposal 
to conv ince his readers o f the t ruth o f his message, but, as t h o u g h these 
rhe tor ica l s trategies w e r e c u n n i n g tricks, he gives t h e m scant r ecog ­
ni t ion. His texts assume a t ruth that speaks for i tself—a whole t ruth 
that needs n o rhetorical suppor t . His words are t ransparent . H e does 
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a phenomeno log i ca l -he rmeneu t i ca l perspect ive on m e a n i n g that is, at 
least rhetorical ly, insufficient. His essay becomes exempla ry , a n d the 
cockf igh t i tself takes on not on ly metaphor ica l but me thodo log ica l s ig­
nif icance. T h e O - K e e - P a , the carnival , and the cockfight all b e c o m e 
figures o f d i s o r d e r — o f arbitrary violence, unrul iness , and m e a n i n g -
lessness—in a t ranscending story in which precisely this d i sorder , this 
v io lence , unrul iness , and meaninglessness are o v e r c o m e . T h e cere­
mon ies a re s h o w n to have , i f not o r d e r and mean ing , then at least sig­
nif icance. Bu t , ironically, as figures that mask an initial rhetor ica l sub­
v e r s i o n — a fai lure to conv ince—the descript ions are again subver ted . 
T h e O - K e e - P a , the R o m a n carnival , and the Bal inese cockf ight 
b e c o m e the " O - K e e - P a , " the " R o m a n carnival ," and the "Bal inese 
cockf ight . " 

" W i t h this ve ry honourab le d e g r e e which had jus t been con fe r r ed 
u p o n m e , I was s tanding in front o f the medic ine- lodge early in the 
m o r n i n g , wi th my compan ions by my side, e n d e a v o u r i n g to get a 
p e e p , i f possible, into its sacred interior; when the master of ceremonies, 
g u a r d i n g and c o n d u c t i n g its secrets, as I before descr ibed, c ame ou t 
o f the d o o r a n d tak ing m e with a firm professional affection by the a r m , 
led m e into this sanctum sanctorum, which was strictly g u a r d e d f rom, 
e v e n a p e e p or a gaze f rom the vu lgar , by a vestibule o f e ight o r ten 
feet in l eng th , g u a r d e d with a doub le screen o r d o o r , and two o r th ree 
d a r k and f rown ing centinels with spears o r war clubs in their hands . I 
g a v e the w ink to my compan ions as I was pass ing in, a n d the po t ency 
o f my medicine was such as to gain them quiet admission, and all o f us 
w e r e comfor tab ly p laced on elevated seats, which o u r conduc to r soon 
p r e p a r e d for us." 

Wi th these words , G e o r g e Cat l in ( 1 8 4 1 : 1 6 1 — 6 2 ) , the romant ic -
realist pa in te r o f the A m e r i c a n Indians , descr ibes his en t r ance in to a 
med ic ine l o d g e in wh ich he was to witness what is surely one o f the 
most sangu ina ry rites in the annals o f e thnography , the M a n d a n O -
K e e - P a — " a n ordea l o f pr ivat ion and tor ture" in which y o u n g M a n -
d a n m e n , "emacia ted with fasting, and thirsting, and w a k i n g , for 
near ly fou r days a n d nights ," were h u n g by rawhide passed t h r o u g h 
the s k e w e r e d flesh o f their shoulders and breasts f rom the lodge 's r o o f 
unti l they w e r e "lifeless." T h e O-Kee -Pa was celebrated annual ly , ac­
c o r d i n g to Cat l in , to c o m m e m o r a t e the subsiding o f a great f lood that 
the M a n d a n bel ieved once covered the wor ld , to ensure the c o m i n g o f 
the buffa lo , and to initiate the y o u n g m e n o f the tribe into m a n h o o d 
t h r o u g h an o rdea l "which , while it is supposed to ha rden their musc les 
a n d p r e p a r e them for e x t r e m e endurance , enables the chiefs w h o 
are spectators to the scene to dec ide u p o n their compara t ive bodi ly 

s t r eng th a n d ability to e n d u r e the e x t r e m e privations and suffer ings 
that of ten fall to the lots o f Indian warr iors" ( 1 8 4 1 : 1 5 7 ) . 

It was the s u m m e r o f 1832—six years before the M a n d a n w e r e 
dec ima ted by an ep idemic o f smal lpox. Catl in had spent severa l weeks 
with t hem. H e f o u n d that "they are a peop le o f dec ided ly a d i f fe rent 
o r ig in f rom that o f any o ther tribe in these regions ," and later he ar­
g u e d that they w e r e descendents o f Welsh sailors w h o u n d e r the direc­
tion o f Pr ince M a d o c had set sail in the four teenth cen tury (actually in 
the twelf th century) and were t hough t to have settled s o m e w h e r e in 
N o r t h A m e r i c a (Catlin 1867; Ewers 1967) . T h e day before his admis­
sion to the med ic ine lodge , Cat l in painted the master o f ce remon ies , 
and so p leased was this great magic ian with his por t ra i t—"he cou ld 
see its eyes m o v e " — t h a t he and the o ther "doctors" unan imous ly ele­
va ted Cat l in to a "respectable rank in the craft" o f magic and myste­
ries and gave h im the name "Whi te Medic ine Painter." It was this 
h o n o r that a l lowed h im to enter the lodge , and it was his r e p u t e d 
med ic ine that enab led his companions—J. K i p p , an agen t o f the 
A m e r i c a n F u r T r a d e w h o had long been familiar with the M a n d a n 
and spoke their l anguage ; L. C r a w f o r d , Kipp 's clerk; and A b r a h a m 
B o g a r d , whose identi ty I have not been able to d e t e r m i n e — t o accom­
pany h im. T h e y w e r e apparent ly the first white m e n to witness the O -
Kee-Pa , and Cat l in was the first to describe it: on January 10, 1833 
( though wri t ten on A u g u s t 12 , 1832), in the New-York Commercial Ad­
vertiser; then in 1841 in his Manners, Customs, and Conditions of the North 
American Indians; and, finally, in 1867 in a little book (with a Folium 
Reservatum for scholars) entirely devo ted to the ce remony . 

Ca t l in asserts melodramat ica l ly that he shudde r s a n d e v e n shr inks 
from the task o f reci t ing what he has seen. "I en tered the medicine-
house o f these scenes," he writes 

as I would have entered a church, and expected to see something extraordi­
nary and strange, but yet in the form of worship or devotion; but, alas! little 
did I expect to see the interior of their holy temple turned into a slaughter­
house, and its floor strewed with the blood of its fanatic devotees. Little did I 
lliink that I was entering a house of God, where His blinded worshippers 
were to pollute its sacred interior with their blood, and propitiatory suffering 
and tortures—surpassing, if possible, the cruelty of the rack or the inquisi­
tion; but such the scene has been, and as such I will endeavour to describe it. 
( 1 8 4 1 : 1 5 6 ) 

I )espite all o f Catlin's s h u d d e r i n g and shr inking, he and his c o m p a n ­
ions m a n a g e d to watch the spectacle f rom the seats they w e r e as­
s igned. " W e w e r e then in full view o f eve ry th ing that t ranspi red in the 
lodge , h a v i n g before us the scene exactly, which is r ep resen ted in the 
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(1846) ca l led t h e m terr ifying, m y s t e r i o u s — o f his Ind ian paint ings . ' 
T h e y r i ng t rue nei ther to his p r e s u m e d expe r i ence o f the even t no r to 
that o f the M a n d a n part icipants. T h e two exper i ences are stylistically 
b lu r red—sacr i f i ced ult imately to the e x p e r i e n c e Catl in wishes to en ­
g e n d e r in his readers . T h i s pathopoet ic sacrifice o f the part icipant 's 
subjectivity to that o f his readers occurs even w h e n Cat l in claims to 
take the participant 's point o f view. H e describes, for e x a m p l e , one o f 
the h a n g i n g victims o f torture, a condensa t ion apparen t ly o f severa l . 

Surrounded by imps and demons as they appear, a dozen or more, who seem 
to be concerting and devising means for his exquisite agony, gather around 
him, when one of the number advances toward him in a sneering manner, 
and commences turning him around with a pole which he brings in his hand 
for the purpose. This is done in a gentle manner at first; but gradually in­
creased, when the brave fellow, whose proud spirit can control its anger no 
longer, burst out in the most lamentable and heart rendering cries that the 
human voice is capable of producing, crying forth a prayer to the Great Spirit 
to support and protect him in this dreadful trial; and continually repeat­
ing his confidence in his protection. In this condition he is continued to be 
turned, faster and faster—and there is no hope of escape from it, nor chance 
for the slightest relief, until by fainting, his voice falters, and his struggling 
ceases, and he hangs, apparently, a still and lifeless corpse! (1841: 171) 

H e r e Cat l in moves f rom his (objectifying) metaphor ica l perspec t ive to 
that o f the to r tu red ; despi te this move , his intention is not p h e n o m e -
nologica l , bu t rhetor ical : H e does not describe ei ther the Indian's o r 
his o w n e x p e r i e n c e o f the tor ture . T h e " imps and d e m o n s as they ap­
pea r" (to w h o m ? to Cat l in? to the Mandan?) is stylistically equ iva len t 
to " there is n o h o p e o f escape f rom it." T h e y are di rected to the r eade r , 
and it is the reader 's react ion that will gua ran tee Catlin's pe rcep t ions . 

I n these passages a n d t h r o u g h o u t his Manners, Customs, and Condi-
lions of the North American Indians, Catlin's pr incipal stylistic figure is hy-
potyposis . His a im is to impress his expe r i ence o f wha t he has seen so 
s t rongly, so vividly, on his readers that they cannot doub t its veracity. 
It is the visual that gives authority. T h e realistic tradit ion, A l e x a n d e r 
Ge l l ey ( 1 9 7 9 : 4 2 0 ) observes , " sought to reenforce the descr ip t ion o f 
things a n d places by m a k i n g the object o f the descr ipt ion co inc ide 

1. In his commentaries on the Salon of 1846, Baudelaire (1846:634), who ad­
mired Catlin's work, wrote: "Le rouge, la couleur de la vie, abondait tellement dans ce 
.sombre musée, que c'était une ivresse; quant aux paysages,—montagnes boisées, savanes 
immenses, rivières désertes,—ils étaient monotonement, éternellement verts; le rouge, 
celle couleur si obscure, si épaisse, plus difficile à pénétrer que les yeux d'un serpent— 
Ir vert, celle couleur calme et gaie et souriante de la nature, je les retrouve chantant 
leur antithèse mélodique." There is of course something of this melodic antithesis in 
( '.al tin's prose. 

first o f the four pic tures [that Catl in painted o f the c e r e m o n y and that 
i l lustrated his second and third accounts] . T o this seat we r e tu rned 
eve ry m o r n i n g until sun -down for four days, the who le t ime w h i c h 
these s t range scenes occup ied" ( 1 8 4 1 : 162). T h e y were not even per­
mi t ted to m o v e f rom their assigned places. O n c e w h e n Cat l in go t u p 
to take a closer look at wha t he calls the central mystery o f the r i te— 
"the sanctissimus sanctorum, f rom which seemed to emana te all the 
sanctity o f their p r o c e e d i n g s " — h e was sent back to his seat. 

I started several times from my seat to approach it, but all eyes were instantly 
upon me, and every mouth in the assembly sent forth a hush—sh—! which 
brought me back to my seat again; and I at length quieted my stifled curiosity 
as well as I could, upon learning the fact, that so sacred was that object, and 
so important its secrets or mysteries, that not / alone, but even the young 
men, who were passing the ordeal, and all the village, save the conductor of 
the mysteries, were stopped from approaching it, or knowing what it was. 
(1841: 162) 

L i k e an artist s tanding before his easel, Catlin's van tage point is fixed. 
So at least he asserts. And yet, he is in fact no objectivist, no R o b b e -
Gri l le t , desc r ib ing the c e r e m o n y laboriously, m e t o n y m o u s s tep by 
m e t o n y m o u s step, f rom the fixed posit ion o f his consciousness . His 
vision is l a rger , const ructed, exagge ra t ed , u n e v e n — m e t a p h o r i c a l . His 
e y e constant ly betrays itself. H e describes the arrival o f the evil one , 
O - k e e - h e e - d e . 

But alas! in the last of these dances, on the fourth day, in the midst of all their 
mirth and joy, and about noon, and in the height of all these exultations, an 
instant scream burst forth from the tops of the lodges!—men, women, dogs 
and all, seemed actually to howl and shudder with alarm, as they fixed their 
glaring eyeballs upon the prairie bluff, about a mile in the west, down the side 
of which a man was seen descending at full speed toward the village. This 
strange character darted about in a zig-zag course in all directions on the prai­
rie, like a boy in pursuit of a butterfly, until he approached the piquets of the 
village, when it was discovered that his body was entirely naked, and painted 
as black as a negro, with pounded charcoal and bear's grease. . . . (1841:166) 

Cat l in rambles , repeats , general izes , simplifies, exaggera t e s , and e m ­
bell ishes. H e refers indiscriminately to what he has seen be fo re o r 
l ea rned af te rward . A m i d s t a pu rpor t ed ly realistic descr ipt ion, m a s k e d 
h e r e as e l sewhere in Manners, Customs, and Conditions by m e a s u r e m e n t 
("about a mi le in the west," "a vestibule o f e ight o r ten feet"), are meta­
phor ica l turns o f phrase , similes in the above e x a m p l e ("like a b o y in 
pursu i t o f a butterfly," "painted as black as a negro") that s eem as 
inappropr i a t e to the even t he describes as the c o l o r s — B a u d e l a i r e 
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3. There is a revealing parallel between Catlin's disjunctive style and his jumpy 
spéculations about the meaning of the ceremony. 

wi th the object o f a specu la r act, image , o r process." Catlin's assert ion 
o f a f ixed van tage point , o f an assigned seat—there are similar asser­
t ions e l sewhere in Manners, Customs, and Conditions—must be unde r ­
s tood rhetorical ly. It attests deictically to his presence . It gives h im the 
au thor i ty o f the pa in ter before his easel. It enables h im to lead his 
r eade r s into the visual ized scene and to convince them (and h imse l f ) 
o f its t ru th . 2 

Catlin's vision is not, however , secure. Unl ike today's social scien­
tists w h o s e theor ies (regardless o f their merit) serve thei r e thno­
g raph ic credibili ty, Catlin's credibility has ult imately to rest o n the 
p o w e r o f his descr ipt ions. Just as his paint ing is not part icular ly be­
l ievable, n o r is his prose . It unde rmines itself. His intention is realistic, 
bu t his style is romant ic . T h r o u g h me taphor , of ten ex t ravagan t meta­
pho r , ecphones i s , the p romiscuous use o f the vocative, hype rbo le , pa-
thopoe ia , apoplanes is , in ter rupt ion, suspense, subject iv ism—to n a m e 
only a few o f his stylistic s t ra tegies—Catl in tries to give to his descr ip­
tions a c o m p e l l i n g veracity, but it is precisely these strategies that sub­
ver t his intent ion. Real ism d e m a n d s stylistic sobriety. For Cat l in such 
sobriety p rec ludes the hypotyposis u p o n which his credibili ty rests. 

In Manners, Customs, and Conditions he begins the letter in w h i c h 
h e descr ibes the O - K e e - P a c e r e m o n y with these words : 

Oh! "horrible visu—et mirabile dictul" Thank God, it is over, that I have seen it, 
and am able to tell it to the world. ( 1 8 4 1 : 1 5 5 ) 

B u t w h y see it? W h y tell it to the wor ld? Catl in has no f r a m e w o r k for 
his e x p e r i e n c e — n o justif ication for his r epor tage . His in tent ion is 
documen ta ry , bu t does this intention justify witnessing and desc r ib ing 
a " shock ing and disgust ing cus tom" that "sickens the hear t and e v e n 
the s tomach o f a traveller in the count ry" (182 — 83) and yet that fills 
such a t raveler with pity? 

Cat l in rat ionalizes his descr ipt ion in a confused m a n n e r . (He was 
n e v e r a systematic thinker.) H e writes that the ce remony "will be n e w 
to the civil ized wor ld , and therefore wor th k n o w i n g " ( 1 5 7 ) . H e sug­
gests that parts o f the c e r e m o n y are gro tesque and a m u s i n g a n d 
o thers , h a v i n g to d o with the de luge , are "harmless and full o f inter­
est" ( 1 7 7 ) . H e has n o theoretical justification. Native exeges is is not 
satisfactory. T h e c e r e m o n y cannot be historically situated. H e a rgues 
that e v e n i f he had time to elaborate a disquisition on the c e r e m o n y , 

2. Gelley (1979:420) argues that ways of seeing in the realist novel can be under­
stood "as a type o f deictic at a phenomenological level, a sign important not so much on 
account of its content but because it is capable of identifying the instance of observation 
and tracing its modifications." 

h e w o u l d probably fail because s imple people like the M a n d a n "have 
n o his tory to save facts and systems f rom fall ing into the most absurd 
a n d dis jointed fable and ignorant fiction" ( 1 7 7 ) . 

Ca t l in shares he re the distinctly n ineteenth-century convic t ion 
that exp lana t ion is e m b e d d e d in or igin. In Manners, Customs, and Con­
ditions he relates M a n d a n beliefs and tales to biblical stories o f the 
f lood, Eve's t ransgression, and the birth and dea th o f Chr is t . (Such an 
equa t ion puts a stop fundamentalist icai ly to the quest for bo th or ig ins 
and mean ing . ) No t ing the Mandans ' distinctive ("white") a p p e a r a n c e , 
no t ing too that their cul ture h e r o is white , Cat l in assumes Chr is t ian 
contact , and , as w e have seen, twenty-six years later, he a r g u e d that 
the M a n d a n w e r e descended f rom the Welsh. Bu t to a c k n o w l e d g e 
Chr i s t i an inf luence or, for that matter , Welsh descent ha rd ly expla ins 
the O - K e e - P a tor tures . Cat l in shifts abrupt ly—his informal letter style 
pe rmi t s t h i s 3 —and he discusses the Mandans ' potential for salvat ion. 
"I d e e m it not folly no r idle to say that these peop le can be saved," he 
conc ludes his letter, 

nor officious to suggest to some of the very many excellent and pious men, 
who are almost throwing away the best energies of their lives along the 
debased frontier, that if they would introduce the ploughshare and their 
prayers amongst these people, who are so far separated from the taints and 
contaminating vices of the frontier, they would soon see their most ardent de­
sires accomplished and be able to solve to the world the perplexing enigma, 
by presenting a nation of savages, civilized and Christianized (and conse­
quently saved), in the heart of the American wilderness. ( 1 8 4 1 : 1 8 4 ) 

Catlin's u l t imate just i f icat ion—ajust if icat ion that runs t h r o u g h A m e r i ­
can a n t h r o p o l o g y — i s pragmat ic ; appl ied , as we say; evangel ica l in the 
case in point . T h e pragmat ic , the appl ied, and the evangel ica l mus t 
also be u n d e r s t o o d rhetorically. 

Desp i te his figurative l anguage , his speculat ions about m e a n i n g , 
and his c o n c e r n for the Indians ' salvation, Cat l in was in fact h a u n t e d 
by this p r o b l e m o f credibili ty. "I took my sketch-book wi th me , " 
he wri tes t oward the beg inn ing o f his descr ipt ion o f the O - K e e - P a 
c e r e m o n y , 

and have made many and faithful drawings of what we saw, and full notes of 
everything as translated to me by the interpreter; and since the close of that 
horrid and frightful scene, which was a week ago or more, I have been closely 
ensconced in an earthcovered wigwam, with a fine sky-light over my head, 
with my pallette and brushes, endeavouring faithfully to put the whole o f 



6o VINCENT CRAPANZANO 

what we saw u p o n canvas, which my companions all agree to be critically cor­
rect, and o f the fidelity o f which they have attached their certificates to the 
backs of the paintings. (1841: 155) 

A s i f prophet ica l ly , Cat l in also had K i p p , C r a w f o r d , and B o g a r d at­
tach a certificate o f authentici ty to his account o f the c e r e m o n y in 
Manners, Customs, and Conditions; for his r epor t was to be ques t ioned 
by no less a figure in A m e r i c a n e thno logy than H e n r y R o w e School ­
craft . In the th i rd v o l u m e o f his Historical and Statistical Information Re­
specting the Histmy, Condition and Prospects of the Indian Tribes of the 
United, States, Schoolcraf t (1851—57) inc luded a two-page article on the 
M a n d a n by David D. Mitchel l , then super in tendent o f Ind ian affairs 
in St. Lou i s , w h o had been in the Indian trade in M a n d a n terr i tory in 
u p p e r Missour i in the 1830s. Mitchell 's article conc luded : " In fo rma­
t ion abou t their [the Mandans ' ] pecul iar customs can be f o u n d in the 
Jou rna l o f L e w i s and C la rk . T h e scenes descr ibed by Cat l in , exis ted 
a lmost ent i re ly in the fertile imaginat ion o f that gen t l eman" (254). 
W h e n he was in South A m e r i c a , Cat l in learned o f Schoolcraft 's a n d 
Mitchell 's r epud ia t ion o f his work in a letter f rom A l e x a n d e r v o n 
H u m b o l d t , w h o u r g e d h im to write to Prince Maximi l ian o f N e u w i e d , 
w h o had also spent a winter a m o n g the M a n d a n . B e f o r e Cat l in was 
able to obta in a letter of vindicat ion f rom the p r i n c e — h e eventua l ly 
d id in 1 8 6 6 — b o t h Schoolcraf t and Mitchell d ied . A l t h o u g h Catlin's 
descr ip t ion is now m o r e o r less accepted as an accurate por t rayal 
o f the O - K e e - P a c e r e m o n y (Bowers 1950; see also Mat thews 1873) , 
Ca t l in h imse l f was p l a g u e d by the doubt cast on the accuracy o f his 
accounts for the rest o f his life. 

O n Feb rua ry 20, 1 7 8 7 , A s h Wednesday , G o e t h e wro te : 

At last the foolishness is over. T h e innumerable lights last night were another 
mad spectacle. One has only to see the Roman carnival to lose all desire ever 
to see it again. It is not worth writing about. If need be, it might make an 
amusing conversation piece. 

(Nun ist der Narrheit ein Ende. Die unzähligen Lichter gestern abend waren 
noch ein toller Spektakel. Das Karneval in Rom muss man gesehen haben, u m 
d e n Wunsch völlig loszuwerden, es je wieder zu sehen. Zu schreiben ist davon 
gar nichts, bei einer mündlichen Darstellung möchte es allenfalls unter­
haltend sein.)"1 

Ironical ly, a year later G o e t h e saw the carnival again , and in 1789 , 
u p o n his r e tu rn to Weimar , he publ ished an account o f it with co lo red 

4. 19763:228. All translations are my own. The Auden and Mayer translation 
(Goethe 1982) is often very inaccurate. 
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e n g r a v i n g s . H e later incorpora ted this little book , Das Römische Kar­
neval, in to his Italienische Reise, wh ich is essentially an a r r a n g e m e n t o f 
letters a n d diary ent r ies the poe t ed i ted twenty-five years after his Ital­
ian t r ip . 5 

G o e t h e on ly loosely follows the chronologica l o r d e r o f the R o m a n 
carnival , w h i c h begins , gradual ly , with the o p e n i n g of the theaters 
in R o m e after the N e w Yea r and culminates on A s h Wednesday . H e 
stresses the fact that the carnival fits in naturally with the R o m a n life­
style. It is real ly not that d i fferent f rom Sunday and hol iday mer r i ­
m e n t in R o m e . 6 E v e n the cos tumes and masks are famil iar sights, 
G o e t h e a rgues , ci t ing the h o o d e d m o n k s w h o a c c o m p a n y funera ls 
t h r o u g h o u t the year . H e carefully locates the carnival , at least the 
parts he thinks wor thy o f descr ib ing, o n the Cor so . (Like Cat l in , he is 
careful to g ive precise measurement s o f the location o f the ce remony . ) 

T h e C o r s o becomes the carnival's theater. T h e stage is the street 
itself. T h e aud ience stand or are seated a long its sides, on the side­
walk , on balconies , o r in front o f windows . G o e t h e descr ibes the cos­
tumes , masks, carr iages , horses (for the race with which the carnival 
e n d s e a c h even ing ) , as t h o u g h he w e r e descr ib ing cos tumes a n d p r o p s 
for a theatr ical p roduc t ion . T h e charac te r s—guards , Pulcinel le , quac­
cheri ( "Quakers") in o ld-fashioned, richly e m b r o i d e r e d clothes, sbirri, 
Neapo l i t an boa tmen , peasants, w o m e n f rom Frascati, G e r m a n b a k e r 
appren t ices , w h o have a reputa t ion for d r u n k e n n e s s — a r e like charac­
ters f r o m the commedia dell'arte. ( T h e quacchero, G o e t h e h imse l f re­
marks , is l ike the buffo caricato o f the comic ope ra ; h e plays e i ther a 
v u l g a r fop o r the silly, infatuated, and be t rayed old fool.) T h e charac­
ters have n o dep th . T h e y are emblemat ic , as are their skits. T h e ove r ­
all m o v e m e n t — t h e a c t i o n — o f the carnival leads each day to a m a d , 
r iderless horse race, and the carnival itself ends dramatical ly o n the 
e v e n i n g b e f o r e A s h Wednesday . Eve ryone carries a l ighted cand le . 
E v e r y o n e tries to blow out o ther people 's candles , shout ing, Sia am­
mazzato chi non porta moccola ("Death to anyone w h o is not ca r ry ing a 
candle" ) . E v e r y o n e tries to protect his o r he r o w n candle . 

N o o n e can move much from the spot where he is standing or sitting; the heat 
o f so many h u m a n beings and so many lights, the smoke from so many can­
dles, blown out again and again, the noise of so many people, w h o only yell all 
I IH* louder, the less they can move a limb, make the sanest head swim. It seems 

5. See Michel (1976) for publication details. 
(i. It. "tits in naturally with the Roman life style." (Das Karneval ist, wie wir bald 

I iriiiei ken können, eigentlich nur eine Fortsetzung oder vielmehr der Gipfel jener 
H< wöhnlii hen sonn- und festtägigen Freuden; es ist nichts Neues, nichts Fremdes, 
im Ins Kinxigcs, sondern es schliefst sich nur an die römische Lebensweise ganz natürlich 
,n\ I 1976a : 6.1 y I). 
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impossible that no accident will occur, that the carriage horses will not go 
wild, that many will not be bruised, crushed, or otherwise injured. 

(Niemand vermag sich mehr von dem Platze, wo er steht oder sitzt, zu rühren; 
die Wärme so vieler Menschen, so vieler Lichter, der Dampf so vieler immer 
wieder ausgeblasenen Kerzen, das Geschrei so vieler Menschen, die nur 
u m desto heftiger brüllen, j e weniger sie ein Glied rühren können, machen 
zuletzt selbst den gesundesten Sinn schwindeln; es scheint unmöglich, 
dass nicht manches Unglück geschehen, dass die Kutschpferde nicht wild, 
nicht manche gequetscht, gedrückt oder sonst beschädigt werden sollten.) 
(19763:675) 

T h e c r o w d finally disperses, the c o m m o n peop le to relish their 
last mea t dish be fo re Len t , the fashionable to the last p e r f o r m a n c e o f 
the theater . T h e "madness" ends on A s h Wednesday . " H o w h a p p y I 
shall be w h e n the fools are si lenced next Tuesday ," G o e t h e writes in a 
let ter on February 1, 1 7 7 8 . "It is terribly annoy ing to watch o thers g o 
m a d w h e n one has not caught the infection onese l f" ("Wie f roh will 
ich sein, w e n n die Na r r en künf t igen Dienstag abend zur R u h e ge­
brach t w e r d e n . Es ist e ine entsetzliche Sekkatur , ande re toll zu sehen , 
w e n n m a n nicht selbst angesteckt ist" [ 1976a : 681]) . A s we shall see, 
A s h Wednesday gave G o e t h e occasion to contempla te the m e a n i n g o f 
this folly, this Saturnal ian merr iment , with its role reversals, its v u l g a r 
ges tures , its transvestitism, its l ibertinism, and what o f f ended h im 
most , its d i sorder . 

In contrast to Catlin's account o f the O-Kee -Pa ce remony , with 
its subject ivism, its me taphors and hyperbo les , and indeed in con­
trast to Goethe ' s o w n Sturm und Drang writ ings, with their e x u b e r a n t 
subjectivism and insistent conce rn with Innerlichkeit, innerness , the 
Italian Journey, i nc lud ing The Roman Carnival, treats the ex terna l , das 
Äussere, wi th an emot iona l calm that must surely have been disap­
po in t ing to the readers o f Werther. ( T h e r e are in fact few "extrava­
gan t" me taphor s in Goethe ' s text , and the few there are do not subver t 
his " rea l i sm" as Catlin's do.) O n N o v e m b e r 10, 1786, G o e t h e w r o t e 
f rom R o m e : 

I live here now with a clarity and calm that 1 have not felt for a long time. My 
habit o f looking at and reading all things as they are, my conscientious [effort] 
to keep my eyes open, my complete renunciation of all pretension again stand 
me in good stead and make me privately very happy. Each day a new remark­
able object; daily, vast singular new pictures—a whole that, however long one 
thinks and dreams, is never accessible through the imagination. 

(Ich lebe nun hier mit Klarheit und Ruhe, von der ich lange kein Gefühl 
hatte. Meine Übung, alle Dinge, wie sie sind, zu sehen und abzulesen, meine 
Treue, das Auge licht sein zu lassen, meine völlige Entaüsserung von aller Prä­
tention kommen mir einmal wieder recht zustatten und machen mich im stil-
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len höchst glücklich. Alle Tage ein neuer merkwürdiger Gegenstand, täglich 
frische, grosse, seltsame Bilder und ein Ganzes, das man sich lange denkt und 
träumt, nie mit der Einbildungskraft erreicht.) (1976a: 178—79) 

T h e r e is some th ing salubrious in Goethe 's "new" a p p r o a c h to real­
ity. It shou ld be r e m e m b e r e d that his Italian trip had a therapeut ic 
in tent ion, to rean imate h im, and that he often spoke o f it as a rebi r th 
(Fairley 1947) . "In this place," he writes on the same day, " w h o e v e r 
looks seriously about him and has eyes to see must b e c o m e s t rong; he 
is b o u n d to acqui re an idea o f s t rength that was never so alive for h i m " 
("Wer sich mit Ernst hier umsieht u n d A u g e n hat zu sehen , muss solid 
w e r d e n , er muss e inen Begr i f f von Solidität fassen, d e r ihm nie so le­
b e n d i g w a r d " [ 1 9 7 6 a : 17g]) . H e insists on see ing again and aga in to 
avoid the m i x t u r e o f truth and lies that makes u p first impress ions 
(Goe the 1 9 7 6 b : 86; Staiger 1956 : 14). U n d e r the tutelage o f A n g e l i k a 
K a u f f m a n n he draws to d e e p e n his percept ion o f the objects a r o u n d 
h im. A s Emi l S ta iger ( 1 9 5 6 : 15—16) shows, it is the idea ("Begrif fe ," 
" a n s c h a u e n d e r Begri f f ," " lebendiges Beg r i f f " in Goethe ' s wri t ing) 
that uni tes the c h a n g i n g and the unchang ing , the mul t ip le p e r c e p ­
tions o f an object . Goethe 's objectivity remains always the objectivity o f 
a subject. His "object ive" is not the opposi te o f the "subjective." A c ­
c o r d i n g to S ta iger ( 1 9 5 6 : 1 8 ) , the contrast is be tween inner c o m p r e ­
hens ion o f the th ing ("ein ' innerl iches ' Erfassen de r Dinge" ) and its 
object ive (sachlich) comprehens ion . Distance, unders tood both literally 
and f igurat ively, is necessary for this "objectivity," but as Staiger (1956 : 
18) notes , G o e t h e is less conce rned with a specific perspect ive than 
with s h o w i n g an eternal t ruth. 7 

A l t h o u g h G o e t h e , like Cat l in , occasionally situates h imse l f as i f 
be fo re an easel in his descript ions in the Italian Journey (e.g. , 1982 : 
30), h e does not assume a fixed perspect ive in The Roman Carnival. 
I n d e e d , in the very first pa r ag raph o f his work he writes conven t ion­
ally o f the impossibili ty o f descr ib ing the carnival and thereby turns 
the carnival itself into a figure o f madness and disorder . 

In undertaking to write a description of the Roman Carnival, we must fear 
the objection that such a festivity cannot really be described. A huge, lively 

7. Auch wer nur die Dinge will und sonst nichts, erfasst sie in einer bestimmten 
Hinsicht, von einem bestimmten Gesichtspunkt aus. Dessen wird Goethe sich nicht 
licwusst. Er ist überzeugt, die ewig gültige Wahrheit entdeckt und begriffen zu haben, 
und traut sich zu, siejedem, der Augen hat and sehen will, zeigen zu können. Da es sich 
um objektive Erkenntnisse handelt, gelingt das auch. Was Goethe darlegt, ist tatsächlich 
den wechselvollen Launen, der Stimmung, der Willkür der einzelnen Menschen ent­
rückt und insofern zeitlos und überall gültig. Es fragt sich aber, ob jedermann sich für 
diese Wahrheit interessiert, ob nicht mancher es vorzieht, die Dinge von einem andern 
( iesichlspunkt aus, in anderer Hinsicht wahrzunehmen. Darüber haben wir nicht zu 
iei Inen und ist ein Streit überhaupl nicht möglich (Staiger 1956: 1 7 - 1 8 ) . 
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mass of sensuous beings moves immediately before one's eyes and will be seen 
and grasped by everyone in his own way. T h e objection is still more serious 
when we admit that the Roman carnival gives neither a whole nor pleasing 
impression neither particularly delights the eyes nor gratifies the mind o f the 
foreign spectator who sees it for the first time and wants only to watch, indeed 
can only watch. T h e r e is no overview of the long and narrow street in which 
innumerable people move about; one hardly distinguishes in the midst of the 
tumult anything the eye can grasp. T h e movement is monotonous, the noise 
is deafening, the end of each day unsatisfactory. These doubts alone are soon 
raised when we examine the matter more closely; and above all the question 
will be whether or not any description is warranted. 

( Indem wir eine Beschreibung des Römischen Karnevals unternehmen, müs­
sen wir den Einwurf befürchten, dass eine solche Feierlichkeit eigentlich nicht 
beschrieben werden könne. Eine so grosse lebendige Masse sinnlicher Gegen­
stände sollte sich unmittelbar vor dem Auge bewegen und von einem j e d e n 
nach seiner Art angeschaut und gefasst werden. Noch bedenklicher wird 
diese Einwendung, wenn wir selbst gestehen müssen, dass das Römische Kar­
neval e inem fremden Zuschauer, der es zum erstenmal sieht und nur sehen 
will und kann, weder einen ganzen noch ein erfreulichen Eindruck gebe, 
weder das Auge sonderlich ergötze, noch das Gemüt befriedige. Die lange 
und schmale Strasse, in welcher sich unzählige Menschen hin und wider wäl­
zen, ist nicht zu übersehen; kaum unterscheidet man etwas in dem Bezirk des 
Getümmels , den das Auge fassen kann. Die Bewegung ist einförmig, der 
Lärm betäubend, das Ende der Tage unbefriedigend. Allein diese Bedenk­
lichkeiten sind bald gehoben, wenn wir uns näher erklären; und vorzüglich 
wird die Frage sein, ob uns die Beschreibung selbst rechtfertigt.) (1976a : 639) 

T h e absence o f a single perspect ive over the carnival is associated wi th 
tumul t (Getümmel), d ea f en ing sound (der Lärm betäubend), masses o f 
sensuous be ings , undifferent ia ted movemen t , ul t imately with an un ­
pleasant and unsatisfactory e x p e r i e n c e — a t least for the fore ign ob­
server . ( T h r o u g h o u t the Italian Journey, Go e the refers to the for­
e igne r , the fo re ign observer , as t h o u g h there we re a single " fo re ign" 
van t age poin t on Italy and its carn iva l . ) 8 It will be Goethe ' s task to 
b r i n g o r d e r to this d i sorder t h r o u g h his descr ip t ion—a descr ip t ion , 
he says, that will convey the en joyment and tumul t (Freude und Taumel) 
o f the occasion to the reader 's imaginat ion. 

G o e t h e h imse l f does not take a specific spatial van tage po in t—al ­
ways a possibility even w h e n there is no overview, no Übersicht, n o ca­
thedra l tower , which played such an impor tan t role in his s tudent days 

8. If there is no difference between actors and spectators in the carnival—a point 
made by Bakhtin ( 1970)—then any vantage point on the carnival would have to be "for­
eign"—outside the carnival itself. I doubt, however, that there is no differentiation be­
tween actors and spectators—Goethe's "theatrical" description suggests there is—and I 
would argue that the absence of differentiation is, in fact, ideological—an expression of 
a defining alterity. 
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in S t r a sbourg (Lewes 1 9 4 9 1 6 7 ) . H e moves indifferently u p and d o w n 
the C o r s o . H e moves as indifferently t h r o u g h t ime. Wi th the e x c e p ­
t ion o f the l igh t ing o f candles on the even ing before A s h Wednesday , 
the only nonrepe t i t ive event in Goethe 's carnival , h e does not specify 
the t ime o f the events he descr ibes . H e writes in the "present" t ense— 
a tenseless tense, i f y o u will, which serves at once to give a fee l ing o f 
t imeless flow a n d to permi t general izat ions. L ike Cat l in , G o e t h e con­
flates-—and genera l izes—charac te rs and events, and only rarely, to 
a d d life and authentici ty to his descript ions, does he specify his rela­
t ionship to par t icular events and characters . 

We remember among others one young man who played perfectly the part of 
a passionate, quarrelsome, and in no way to be calmed woman. H e argued the 
length of the Corso, grabbing everyone while his companions appeared to be 
taking great pains to calm him down. 

(Wir erinnern uns unter andern eines j u n g e n Menschen, der die Rolle einer 
leidenschaftlichen, zanksüchtigen und auf keine Weise zu beruhigenden Frau 
vortrefflich spielte und so den ganzen Corso hinab zankte, j e d e m etwas 
anhängte, indes seine Begleiter sich alle Mühe zu geben schienen, ihn zu be­
sänftigen.) (19763:647) 

O r , desc r ib ing a battle o f confett i , he writes: 

We ourselves saw one such battle at close quarters. When the combatants ran 
out o f ammunit ion, they threw the little gilded baskets at one another's heads. 

(Wir haben selbst e inen solchen Streit in der Nähe gesehn, wo zuletzt die 
Streitenden aus Mangel an Munition, sich die vergoldeten Körbchen an die 
Köpfe warfen.) (1976a: 660) 

M o r e of ten, howeve r , G o e t h e does not indicate his re la t ionship to 
the even t t h r o u g h the first pe r son p r o n o u n ("stands ou t in my m e m ­
ory" ; "we ourse lves saw") but by means o f var ious spatial and t e m p o r a l 
deictic locut ions that g ive the event and characters an i l lusory speci­
ficity. In a sect ion in w h i c h he describes the masks and fancy dresses o f 
the carn iva l general ly , h e writes, for e x a m p l e : 

Here a Pulcinella comes running along with a large horn dangling from col­
ored strings around his waist. . . . And here comes another of his kind, . . . 
more modest and more satisfied. 

(Hier kommt e in Pulcinell gelaufen, d e m ein grosses Horn an bunten Schnü­
ren u m die Hüften gaukelt. . . . Hier kommt ein anderer seinesgleichen . . . 
bescheidner und zufriedner.) (1976a: 647; emphasis added) 

Despi te the "here 's ," we have no coordinates o ther than o u r gene ra l 
k n o w l e d g e that w e are "with G o e t h e " s o m e w h e r e a long the C o r s o 
d u r i n g the carnival . G o e t h e in fact begins this par t o f his descr ip t ion 
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with the r i ng ing o f the noonday bells on the Capi to l , which a n n o u n c e s 
the pe r iod of license, but we d o not know which day o f the carnival it 
is. In o the r sections he uses tempora l deixis . H e begins a descr ip t ion 
o f even ing , be fo re the races: "Now as even ing app roaches" ("Nun 
g e h t es nach d e m A b e n d z u " [1976a: 664]). A g a i n we have no idea 
w h i c h e v e n i n g . A n d at still o ther times, in the midst o f a genera l i zed , 
spatially and temporal ly decontextua l ized descr ipt ion o f an event , he 
will sudden ly m a k e use o f a "meanwhi le , " an inzwischen, that has n o 
coord ina tes . A s I have said, the function o f these deictics is pure ly 
rhetor ica l , to a d d life to his descript ions and m a k e them m o r e con­
v inc ing . T h e y attest to Goethe 's presence, and they appea l to the 
r e a d e r to "join" h im. T h e r e is an appel lat ive d imens ion to Goethe ' s 
deictics, pe rhaps to all deictics. H e draws his readers into a seemingly 
real m o m e n t o f observat ion that is in fact only an artifice o f his text . 
H e offers them the security o f his presence as they witness the tan­
tal izing d i sorder o f the events that take place in the Cor so . 

G o e t h e becomes the reader 's med ia to r—a sort o f tour g u i d e to 
the carnival . H e stands outside it, t hough , particularly outs ide the tu­
m u l t u o u s c r o w d — t h e c o m m o n peop le—mi l l i ng u p and d o w n the 
C o r s o . H e is aloof, a fore igner , at times condescend ing . H e sees little 
j o y in the carnival and, like Hawtho rne and H e n r y James after h im, 
he does not share in any o f its merr iment . H e preserves his dis tance, 
an o rde r -bes towing theatrical distance, and only occasionally does he 
identify with the specta tors—not with the h u g e lively mass o f sen­
suous be ings , but with an elite w h o watch the c rowd f rom their benches 
and chairs . H e describes the homey feel ing p r o d u c e d by the rugs 
h a n g i n g f rom balconies and windows , by the e m b r o i d e r e d tapestries 
d r a p e d ove r the stands, and by the chairs b r o u g h t out f rom inside the 
houses and palaces a long the Cor so . W h e n you leave the house , y o u 
d o not bel ieve y o u are outside, a m o n g strangers, but in a r o o m full o f 
acquaintances (" Indem man aus d e m Hause tritt, glaubt man nicht im 
Fre ien u n d unter F r e m d e n , sondern in e inem Saale unter B e k a n n t e n 
zu sein" [19763 :646] ) . H e does not abandon his class. H e does not 
phenomeno log i ca l l y or rhetorically assume the subjectivity o f the par­
ticipants. I ndeed , in his first ment ion o f the carnival the year be fo re , 
he was m o r e sensitive to the part icipants ' expe r i ence . 

What one finds unpleasant about it is the absence of inner gaiety in the 
people, who lack the money to gratify the few desires they may still have. . . . 
On the last days the noise was incredible, but there was no heartfelt joy. 

(Was man dabei unangenehm empfindet, dass die innere Fröhlichkeit den 
Menschen fehlt und es ihnen an Gelde mangelt, das bisschen Lust, was sie 
noch haben mögen , auszulassen. . . . An den letzten Tagen war ein unglaub­
licher Lärm, aber keine Herzensfreude.) ( 19763 :228—29) 
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In the Roman Carnival, G o e t h e is interested in display, the ex te rna l , 
das Äussere, in what he can see—and not in the Innerlichkeit o f the 
par t ic ipants . 

And yet it is precisely with the " inner m e a n i n g " o f the carnival that 
G o e t h e conc ludes his essay. It passes like a d r e a m o r a fairytale, he 
says, leaving pe rhaps fewer traces on the soul o f the part icipant (Teil­
nehmer) than on Goethe ' s readers . H e has b rough t to their imaginat ion 
and u n d e r s t a n d i n g a cohe ren t who le ("vor de ren Einbi ldungskraf t 
u n d Vers tand wir das G a n z e in seinem Z u s a m m e n h a n g e gebrach t 
haben") . Is G o e t h e sugges t ing that for an expe r i ence to be m o r e than 
e p h e m e r a l it mus t be desc r ibed—given coherence and o rde r? H e 
goes on to observe that "the course o f these follies" draws o u r atten­
tion to the most impor tan t stages o f h u m a n life 

when a vulgar Pulcinella indecently reminds us of the pleasures of love to 
which we owe our existence, when a Baubo profanes the mysteries of birth in 
public places, when so many lighted candles at night remind us of the ulti­
mate ceremony. 

(wenn uns . . . der rohe Pulcinell ungebührlich an die Freuden der Liebe erin­
nert, denen wir unser Dasein zu danken haben, wenn eine Baubo auf öffent­
lichem Platze die Ceheimnisse der Gebärerin entweiht, wenn so viele nächtlich 
angezündete Kerzen uns an die letzte Feierlichkeit erinnern.) ( 1 9 7 6 3 : 6 7 6 ) 

H e sees the C o r s o itself as the road o f earthly life whe re one is both 
specta tor and actor and where one has little room to m o v e freely be­
cause o f ex te rna l forces. T h e horses racing past are like f leeting de ­
lights "that leave only a trace on our soul." Ca r r i ed away by the force 
o f his imagery , G o e t h e remarks 

that freedom and equality can only be enjoyed in the intoxication of madness 
and that the greatest desire rises to its highest pitch when it approaches close 
to danger and relishes in voluptuous, sweet-anxious sensations. 

(dass Freiheit und Gleichheit nur in dem Taumel des Wahnsinns genossen 
werden können, und dass die grösste Lust nur dann am höchsten reizt, wenn 
sie sich ganz nahe an die Gefahr drängt und lüstern ängstlich-süsse Empfin­
d u n g e n in ihrer Nähe geniesset.) ( 1 9 7 6 3 : 6 7 7 ) 

Reminiscen t o f his unres t ra ined Sturm und Drang per iod , these last 
observat ions seem r e m o v e d f rom any specific referent in the carnival . 
T h e carnival is an excuse for Goethe 's medi ta t ion. His concern is with 
ils m e a n i n g not for the participants, but for himself and his readers . 
I g n o r i n g the historical and the collective, the link, as Bakht in (1965) 
stresses, be tween p o p u l a r destiny, penetra ted by the comic pr inciple , 
and the ear th , G o e t h e reduces the carnival to a convent ional a l legory 
o f indiv idual destiny. Its m e a n i n g lies in a t ranscendent s to ry—the 
kind Catl in sough t for the O-Kee -Pa c e r e m o n y but could never really 
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find. T h r o u g h Goethe ' s a l legory, the individual is, so to speak, resur­
r ec t ed f rom the mil l ing, see th ing, t umul tuous—the u n i n d i v i d u a t e d — 
c r o w d . 9 G o e t h e , a k ind o f trickster, a magic ian o f w o r d s , a H e r m e s 
r e p o r t i n g the carnival to those u p nor th , across the b o r d e r , restores 
o r d e r at this reflective level to an event that, despi te the expos i tory , 
the theatr ical ized o r d e r he has a l ready g iven it in his descr ipt ion, mus t 
rhetor ical ly r emain a symbol o f madness and disorder . L i k e Cat l in , 
G o e t h e seeks mora l significance (albeit trivial) in c e r e m o n y — i n the 
carn iva l . 

And so without even thinking about it, we have also concluded with an Ash 
Wednesday meditation, which we trust has not saddened our readers. Rather, 
since life as a whole remains like the Roman Carnival, without an overview, 
unsavory, and precarious, we wish that through this carefree crowd of mask­
ers everyone will be reminded with us of the importance of every one of the 
momentary and often seemingly trivial pleasures of life. 

(Und so hätten wir, ohne selbst daran zu denken, auch unser Karneval mit 
einer Aschermittwochsbetrachtung geschlossen, wodurch wir keinen unsrer 
Leser traurig zu machen fürchten. Vielmehr wünschen wir, dass jeder mit 
uns, da das Leben im ganzen wie das Römische Karneval unübersehlich, 
ungeniessbar, ja bedenklich bleibt, durch diese unbekümmerte Mask­
engesellschaft an die Wichtigkeit jedes augenblicklichen, oft gering schei­
nenden Lebensgenusses erinnert werden möge.) ( 1 9 7 6 3 : 6 7 7 ) 

A conven t iona l A s h Wednesday meditat ion, perhaps , Goethe ' s conc lu­
sion marks a r e tu rn to contempla t ion , introspect ion, and c o n c e r n fo r 
the m e a n i n g o f wha t w e d o . 1 0 His "re turn" parallels a r e tu rn in the 
c e r e m o n y he descr ibes . D u r i n g the carnival there is no reflect ion, j u s t 
play, masque rad ing , and, as w e say nowadays , ac t ing out . W i t h A s h 
W e d n e s d a y beg ins a per iod o f peni tence , and , we mus t p r e s u m e , a re­
tu rn to int rospect ion, o rde r , a n d individuality. 

T h e title o f Cl i f ford Geertz 's essay " D e e p Play: Notes o n a Ba l inese 
Cock f igh t , " wri t ten about the time the film Deep Throat was all the 

9. It is interesting to note that Henry James (1873: 139 et seq.) also includes an 
Ash Wednesday meditation, "a Lenten peroration," in his description of the carnival in 
1873. It is inspired by the view of a young priest praying by himself in a little church on 
the Palatine hill and continues as James, alone, keeps carnival "by strolling perversely 
along the silent circumference of Rome." 

10. By his addressing the reader, the reader's function becomes, as Michael André 
Bernstein (1983) remarks, "akin to the function of the next day in a 'real' Saturnalia, 
the instant when everyone resumes his conventional roles, with the important distinc­
tion, however, that the reader's position represents a continuously present source of au­
thority which even the most anarchic moments of the festival day do not succeed in 
suspending." T h o u g h I acknowledge the authoritative role of the reader in Goethe's 
Römische Karneval, Goethe's own authoritative position, far stronger than Catlin's, seems 
to be quite independent o f his reader's. 
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rage , a n n o u n c e s a series o f erotic p u n s — p u n s , Gee r t z maintains, the 
Bal inese themselves w o u l d unde r s t and—used t h r o u g h o u t his essay. 
Puns are f r equen t in e thnography . T h e y posit ion the e t h n o g r a p h e r 
b e t w e e n his wor ld o f p r imary orientat ion, his reader 's wor ld , a n d the 
w o r l d o f those o thers , the peop le he has studied, w h o m at s o m e level , 
I be l ieve , he is also address ing (Crapanzano 1977a ) . T h r o u g h the p u n 
he appeals collusively to the member s o f one o r the o the r wor ld , usu­
ally the wor ld o f his readersh ip , thereby creat ing a hierarchical rela­
t ionship b e t w e e n them. H e himself, the punster , mediates be tween 
these wor lds . 

Geer tz ' s essay is d iv ided into seven sections, and the titles o f these 
s e c t i o n s — " T h e Raid ," " O f Cocks and M e n , " " T h e Fight ," " O d d s and 
E v e n M o n e y , " "Play ing with Fire," "Feathers, B l o o d , C r o w d s , and 
Money , " a n d "Say ing S o m e t h i n g o f S o m e t h i n g " — a r e all sugges t ive 
o f a distinctly u r b a n env i ronmen t , o f a sex-and-violence whodun i t , 
some th ing ou t o f Mickey Spil lane, perhaps , which , unl ike Geer tz ' s 
erot ic puns , the vil lagers could not possibly have unde r s tood , at least 
in 1 9 5 8 . T h e titles d o little to character ize the ethos o f a Ba l inese vil­
l age o r cockf ight , but , like puns , they create a collusive re la t ionship 
b e t w e e n the e t h n o g r a p h e r and, in this case, his readers . T h e y also at­
test to the e thnographer ' s stylistic virtuosity. H e and his readers c o m e 
ou t on top o f the h ierarchy o f unders tand ing . 

Geer tz ' s essay begins with a h u m o r o u s tale o f en t ry—by now, in its 
o w n r ight , a g e n r e o r subgenre o f e thnography . T h e he ro , the an thro­
pologis t , is cast stereotypically as a naif, an awkward s impleton, not at 
all sure o f his identity, of ten suffer ing f rom some sort o f exot ic mal­
ady, w h o is c augh t in a betwixt and be tween wor ld . W e could see h im 
at Goe the ' s R o m a n Carn iva l . H e is no longer in his o w n wor ld , a n d 
he has no t ye t mas te red his new w o r l d — t h e wor ld he will const i tute 
t h r o u g h his e t h n o g r a p h y . 

Early in April o f 1958, my wife and I arrived, malarial and diffident, in a Bali­
nese village we intended, as anthropologists, to study. A small place, about five 
hundred people , and relatively remote, it was its own world. We were intrud­
ers, professional ones, and the villagers dealt with us as Balinese seem always 
to deal with people not part of their life who yet press themselves upon them: 
as though we were not there. For them, and to a degree for ourselves, we were 
nonpersons, specters, invisible men. (1973:412) 

H e r e in the first p a r a g r a p h o f " D e e p Play," Gee r t z establishes an o p ­
posi t ion b e t w e e n h imse l f and his wife and the Bal inese w h o live in 
their o w n r e m o t e little wor ld . Gee r t z and his wife are "an th ropo lo ­
gists," "profess ionals ," and "intruders ." T h e tale o f entry is, as I have 
no ted , cal led " T h e Raid ," r e fe r r ing manifestly to a police raid o f a vil-
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cocks" (417 ) ; " the Bal inese neve r d o anyth ing in a s imple way w h e n 
they can contr ive to do it in a compl ica ted way" (425); "the Bal inese 
a re shy to the po in t o f obsessiveness o f o p e n conflict" (446). T h e "Bal i ­
nese"—sure ly not the Ba l inese—becomes a foil for Geertz 's descr ib­
ing , in te rpre t ing , and theo r i z ing—for his self-present ing. 

G e e r t z l ikens his n o n p e r s o n h o o d to be ing "a c loud or a gus t o f 
w i n d " : " M y wife and I were still very m u c h in the gust o f wind stage, a 
most frustrat ing, and even, as y o u beg in to doub t w h e t h e r y o u are 
real ly real after all, u n n e r v i n g one w h e n . . ." (413) . A n d he goes on 
to descr ibe the police raid t h r o u g h which he ach ieved his "person-
h o o d . " T h i s passage is significant not so m u c h because o f wha t G e e r t z 
has to say abou t h imse l f and his wife as because o f a p r o n o u n switch 
f rom " I /we ," or m o r e accurately f rom "I + noun" ("my wife and I") 
to " y o u . " T h i s switch anticipates his d i sappearance in the sections 
to c o m e . T h e " y o u " serves as more , I suggest , than an appea l to the 
r e a d e r to empa th ize with h im. It decenters the narra tor in the space 
o f intersubject ive unders tand ing . H e engages in d ia logue wi th his 
r e a d e r in a way, at least in his presentat ion, that he does not e n g a g e 
wi th the Bal inese . They r emain ca rdboard figures. 

Desp i te p o p u l a r grammat ica l unders t and ing that a p r o n o u n is 
s imply a n o u n substitute, there is, as Emile Benvenis te (1966) and 
o the r s have obse rved , a fundamenta l difference be tween first and sec­
o n d pe r son persona l p ronouns ("I" and " y o u " and their plurals) and 
th i rd pe r son p r o n o u n s ("he," "she," "it," "they"). T h e first and second 
are p r o p e r l y indexica l : they "relate" to the context o f u t terance . T h e 
th i rd pe r son p r o n o u n s refer back anaphorical ly to an an tecedent , a 
n o u n , of ten e n o u g h a p r o p e r noun , in the text. T h e y are l iberated, so 
to speak, f rom the con tex t o f ut terance, but they are e m b e d d e d in the 
tex tua l con tex t . T h e y are intratextual and der ive their m e a n i n g f r o m 
their textual ly descr ibed antecedents . T h u s , in Geertz 's essay, and in 
most e t hnog raphy , the " I /you" o f the e thnog raphe r and the " I / y o u " o f 
the e thnographe r ' s inter locutors in the field are conver t ed asymmetr i ­
cally into an anaphor ica l ly free " I " and an a n a p h o r i c — a cumula t ive 
"they." I n d e e d , in most e thnograph ic texts, inc lud ing Geertz 's , the 
" I " i tself d i sappears excep t in convent ional tales o f entry o r in text-
eva lua t ion shifters and becomes simply a stylistically borne "invisible" 
v o i c e . 1 1 Symptomat ica l ly , " w e " se ldom occurs in e thnography . 

" T h e R a i d " represents a delicate, unstable momen t . Gee r t z , the 

1 1 . I am simplifying here. T h e ethnographer's "I" must be carefully examined in 
ils specific occurrences, for it can serve multiple functions, even simultaneously. It may, 
lor example, be descriptive, referring to a grammatically distorted interlocution ("I 
said'V'hi ' said" or "I observed") or it may in fact refer to the context of writing. The re is 
also, as I have argued elsewhere (1981b), an anaphoric potential to first and second per­
son indexicals, particularly in "authored" texts. 

l age cockf ight . It may also reflect Geertz 's att i tude toward his and his 
wife's p resence , their mission, in the vil lage. H e claims dramat ical ly 
that he a n d his wife w e r e "nonpersons , specters, invisible m e n " for the 
v i l lagers a n d "to a d e g r e e for ourse lves"—that is, until like the o the r 
vi l lagers a t t end ing the cockfight , they fled the police. T h e n they w e r e 
r e c o g n i z e d . Gee r t z offers no ev idence for this content ion, and in the 
ve ry nex t p a r a g r a p h he contradicts himself. 

But except for our landlord and the village chief, whose cousin and brother-
in-law he was, everyone ignored us only as the Balinese can do. As we wan­
dered around, uncertain, wistful, eager to please, people seemed to look right 
through us with a gaze focused several yards behind us on some more actual 
stone or tree. Almost nobody greeted us; but nobody scowled or said anything 
unpleasant to us either which would have been almost as satisfactory. . . . T h e 
indifference, of course, was studied; the villagers were watching every move 
we made , and they had an enormous amount of quite accurate information 
about who we were and what we were going to be doing. But they acted as if 
we simply did not exist, which, in fact, as this behavior was designed to inform 
us, we did not, or anyway not yet. (412 —13) 

T h e r e is o f course a di f ference be tween be ing a nonpe r son , a specter , 
an invisible m a n — a collection o f nonequiva len t statuses in any c a s e — 
and b e i n g t reated with "studied indifference." T h e Geer tzes may have 
b e e n t rea ted as t h o u g h they were not there, but they w e r e surely 
there . H o w else cou ld they be in fo rmed o f their "nonexis tence"? 

I call a t tent ion he re to wha t migh t simply be dismissed as a not 
a l toge the r successful s torytel l ing ruse, were it not indicative o f a m o r e 
ser ious p r o b l e m that flaws Geertz 's essay. He re , at a descr ipt ive level , 
he b lurs his o w n subjectivi ty—his expe r i ence o f h imse l f in those ear ly 
Bal inese days—wi th the subjectivity and the intentionality o f the vil­
l agers . (His wife's expe r i ence presents still ano ther p rob lem as wel l as 
s o m e t h i n g o f a concep tua l embarrassment : she is dismissed f rom this 
tale o f m e n a n d c o c k s — a dismissal a l ready he ra lded in the first para­
g r a p h by the use o f "men" in the phrase "invisible men.") Later , at the 
level o f interpreta t ion, we discover the same confusion (see C r a p a n -
z a n o 1 9 8 1 a ; L iebe r son 1984). W e must ask whe the r this in terpre t ive 
confus ion is facilitated by Geertz 's par t icular descript ive tack. 

T h r o u g h puns , titles, subtitles, and simple declarat ions, the "an­
th ropolog is t " and his "Bal inese" are separated f rom one ano ther . In 
the o p e n i n g section o f " D e e p Play" Geer t z and his wife are cast, how­
ever convent ional ly , as individuals . T h e Bal inese are not. T h e y are 
gene ra l i z ed . T u r n s o f phrase l ike "as Bal inese always d o , " remin iscen t 
if not o f superficial travel accounts , then o f national charac ter s tudies, 
run t h r o u g h " D e e p Play": "in a way only a Bal inese can d o " (412) ; 
"the d e e p psychologica l identification o f Bal inese m e n with their 
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author /nar ra tor , is an " I . " T h e Balinese are referential ly descr ibed: a 
" they." Jus t as the Bal inese recognize Gee r t z after his fl ight f rom the 
pol ice , he , at least as an I, flees from the text in a section reveal ingly 
ent i t led " O f C o c k s and M e n . " Does the l inger ing " I " o f " T h e R a i d " 
c o m p e n s a t e for Geertz 's n o n p e r s o n h o o d in those first days o f field-
w o r k h e is descr ib ing? 

T h r o u g h o u t the r e m a i n d e r o f " D e e p Play" there is a cont inual 
b l u r r i n g o f Geertz 's unde r s t and ing and the unde r s t and ing o f the Bal i ­
nese as he descr ibes them. Wi thou t any ev idence he at tr ibutes to the 
Bal inese all sorts o f exper iences , meanings , intentions, mot ivat ions , 
disposi t ions, and unders tand ings . H e writes, for e x a m p l e : 

In the cockfight man and beast, good and evil, ego and id, the creative power 
of aroused masculinity and the destructive power of loosened animality fuse 
in a bloody drama of hatred, cruelty, violence, and death. It is little wonder 
that when, as is the invariable rule, the owner of the winning cock takes the 
carcass of the loser—often torn limb from limb by its enraged owner—home 
to eat, he does so with a mixture of social embarrassment, moral satisfaction, 
aesthetic disgust, and cannibal joy. (430—21) 

W e mus t not be car r ied away by Geertz 's G r a n d G u i g n o l sensibility. W e 
mus t ask: o n wha t g r o u n d s does he attribute "social embarrassment , " 
"mora l satisfaction," "aesthetic disgust" (whatever that means) , and 
"canniba l j o y " to the Bal inese? to all Bal inese men? to any Bal inese 
m a n in par t icular? Clear ly Geertz 's aim, like Catlin's, is to r e n d e r the 
m o m e n t vivid, bu t un l ike Cat l in , w h o makes n o pre tense o f u n c o v e r ­
ing the subjective m e a n i n g — t h e e x p e r i e n c e — o f the O - K e e - P a ce re ­
m o n y for the M a n d a n , Gee r t z does make such a claim o f the Bal inese . 

T o w a r d the end o f his essay, as t h o u g h pul l ing a rabbit ou t o f a 
hat , G e e r t z suddenly declares the cockfight to be an art fo rm, w h i c h 
h e unde r s t ands in a very Western way: " A s any art f o r m — f o r that, 
finally, is wha t we are dea l ing wi th—the cockf ight renders ord inary , 
e v e r y d a y expe r i ence comprehens ib le by present ing it in te rms o f acts 
a n d objects wh ich have had their practical consequences r e m o v e d a n d 
b e e n r e d u c e d (or, i f y o u prefer , raised) to the level o f sheer appea r ­
ance , w h e r e their m e a n i n g can be more powerfu l ly ar t iculated a n d 
m o r e exac t ly pe rce ived" (443). We must ask: for w h o m does the cock­
fight art iculate eve ryday e x p e r i e n c e — t h e expe r i ence o f status hierar­
c h y — a n d r e n d e r it more percept ible? Af t e r l iken ing the cockf ight to 
King Lear and Crime and Punishment, Gee r t z goes on to assert that it 

catches up these themes—death, masculinity, rage, pride, loss, beneficence, 
change—and ordering them into an encompassing structure, presents them 
in such a way as to throw into relief a particular view of their essential nature. 
It puts a construction on them, makes them, to those historically positioned to 
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appreciate the construction, meaningful—visible, tangible, graspable—"real" 
in an ideational sense. An image, fiction, a model, a metaphor, the cockfight is 
a means of expression; its function is neither to assuage social passions nor 
to heighten them (though, in its playing-with-fire way it does a bit of both), 
but, in a medium of feathers, blood, crowds, and money, to display them. 
( 4 4 3 - 4 4 ) 

W e must ask: w h o is historically posi t ioned to apprec ia te the const ruc­
t ion? G e e r t z comple te ly ignores the fact that King Lear and Crime and 
Punishment a re cul tural ly and linguistically m a r k e d as a t r agedy and a 
nove l ; as representa t ions o f a part icular o rder ; as fictions to be read in 
a special w a y — i n d e e d , to be read. H e offers n o p r o o f a n y w h e r e that 
the cockf ight is so m a r k e d for his Bal inese . Pil ing image on i m a g e — 
" i m a g e , " "fict ion," a n d " m e t a p h o r " — m a y assuage Geertz 's o w n theo­
retical anxiety , but it hard ly gets r id of the p rob lem. ( Image , fiction, 
m o d e l , and m e t a p h o r are o f course no more equivalent than non-
person , specter , and invisible man.) Cockf ights are surely cockf ights 
for the B a l i n e s e — a n d not images , fictions, models , and me taphors . 
T h e y are no t m a r k e d as such, t h o u g h they may be read as such by a 
fo re igne r fo r w h o m " images , fictions, models , and me tapho r s " have 
in terpre t ive v a l u e . 1 2 It is perhaps no accident that in a fo l lowing para­
g r a p h G e e r t z descr ibes the cockfight as "disquietful": " T h e reason it is 
d isquietful is that, j o i n i n g pr ide to selfhood, se l fhood to cocks, and 
cocks to des t ruct ion , it br ings to imaginat ive realization a d imens ion 
o f Ba l inese e x p e r i e n c e normal ly wel l -obscured f rom v iew" (444)- W e 
mus t ask ye t aga in : for w h o m is the cockfight disquietful? 

In the final pages o f " D e e p Play" Geer t z likens the cockf ight to a 
text . H e also refers to it as "a Bal inese r ead ing o f Bal inese expe r i ­
ence , " "a story they tell the natives about themselves ," a "me tacom-
mentary ." "It is a means o f saying someth ing about someth ing ." It re­
qui res the an th ropo log i s t to "penet ra te" it, jus t as a critic "penet ra tes" 
a text . For G e e r t z the in terpre ted text, the cockfight , is a d r a m a o f sta­
tus h ie rarchy , and in blatantly intentional l anguage he suggests that is 
w h y Ba l inese g o to cockfights : "Bal inese g o to cockfights to find ou t 
wha t a m a n , usual ly composed , aloof, almost obsessively self-absorbed, 
a k ind o f m o r a l au tocosm, feels like w h e n at tacked, to rmen ted , chal­
l enged , insul ted, and dr iven in result to the ex t remes o f fury, he has 
totally t r i u m p h e d or been b r o u g h t low" (450). 

E l sewhere , he asserts Bal inese subjectivity at cockfights . 

Enacted and re-enacted, so far without end the cockfight enables the Bali­
nese, as, read and reread, Macbeth enables us, to see a dimension of his own 

ii>. (Ine would ultimately have to consider the ontological status of Balinese 
c(|iiivalcnis (il' there are any) of these Western categories. 
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In tradit ional e t h n o g r a p h y the e thnographer ' s encoun te r wi th the 
p e o p l e he has s tudied is rarely descr ibed. Of ten , as in the case o f 
Geer tz ' s " D e e p Play," hardly a traditional e thnography , e v e n the ac­
tivity that is descr ibed and in te rp re ted—a cockfight , a carnival , a test 
o f p rowess , or , for that matter , the weav ing o f a basket o r the p repa ra ­
t ion o f a mea l—is not presented in its particularity as a s ingle, and in 
s o m e ways un ique , pe r fo rmance . We are usually g iven a gene ra l pic­
ture . P resumably m a n y observat ions, taken f rom m a n y van tage points , 
a re conf la ted into a single, cons t ructed pe r fo rmance , wh ich b e c o m e s 
a sort o f ideal , a Platonic pe r fo rmance . Cat l in and G o e t h e descr ibe a 
s ingle p e r f o r m a n c e , but , despi te deictic and o the r par t icu la r iz ing 
locut ions , they d o it in a genera l i z ing way. Geer tz , w h o apparen t ly at­
t e n d e d m a n y cockfights , never describes a specific cockfight . H e con­
structs the Bal inese cockfight and interprets his cons t ruct ion: " the 
Bal inese cockf ight . " His convent iona l tale o f ent ry serves a deict ic 
funct ion not that different f rom Catlin's assigned place o r Goe the ' s 
"here 's" and "now's ." It gives the illusion o f specificity w h e n there is n o 
specific t empora l o r spatial vantage point. It attests to the e t h n o g ­
rapher ' s h a v i n g been there and gives h im wha teve r authori ty arises 
f rom that p resence . 

In " D e e p Play" the p rob lem o f the e thnographer ' s authori tat ive 
cons t ruc t ions is fu r ther compl ica ted by the author's p h e n o m e n o l o g i -
cal a n d he rmeneu t i ca l pretent ions . Nei ther Catl in nor G o e t h e m a k e 
any sus ta ined effort to descr ibe the expe r i ence for the par t ic ipants o f 
the ce r emon ie s they observed . Cat l in assumes the perspect ive o f the 
M a n d a n only rhetorically. For h im, the O-Kee -Pa was a " shocker" 
("This par t o f the c e r e m o n y [the tor ture] , as I have jus t wi tnessed it, is 
t ruly s h o c k i n g to beho ld , and will s tagger the be l ie f o f the wor ld w h e n 
they r ead o f it" [ 1 8 5 7 : 1 5 7 ] ) ; and he s t ruggled unsuccessfully to g ive it 
m e a n i n g . H e cou ld find no familiar story in which to fit it in m o r e 
than a f r a g m e n t e d way. T h e R o m a n carnival became for G o e t h e an 
a l l egory o f indiv idual destiny. It was o f course not that unfamil iar . H e 
was able to o rgan ize it a long familiar theatrical—commedia dell'arte— 
lines a n d to synchronize his descript ive rhy thm with the carnival 's 
rhy thm. W e may find Goethe 's a l legory arch, m o r i b u n d even , bu t it is 
subsuming . For Gee r t z , the cockfight itself becomes a g r and m e t a p h o r 
lor Ba l inese social organiza t ion , and, as such, closes in on itself. D e ­
spite Geer tz ' s ostensible concern for the under s t and ing o f the native's 
point o f view, his essay is less a disquisition on Bal inese cockf ight ing , 
subjectively o r objectively unders tood , than on in te rp re t ing—read­
i n g — c u l t u r a l data. His analysis is exemplary , and this e x e m p l a r y 
quality, Geer tz ' s in terpret ive virtuosity, helps r e n d e r it e t hnograph i -

subjectivity. As he watches fight after fight, with the active watching of an 
owner and a bettor (for cockfighting has no more interest as a pure spectator 
sport than does croquet or dog-racing), he grows familiar with it and what it 
has to say to him much as the attentive listener to a string quartet or the ab­
sorbed viewer of still life grows slowly more familiar with them in a way which 
opens his objectivity to himself. (450—51) 

W h o told Geer tz? H o w can a whole peop le share a single subjectivity? 
A r e the re not d i f ferences be tween texts, commentar ies , me tacom-
menta r ies , d ramas , sports , s tr ing quartets , and still lifes? Has Pro­
fessor G e e r t z a b a n d o n e d all o f the analytic distinctions that have char­
ac te r ized the success (and the failure) o f his civilization? L i k e Catlin's 
co lor fu l , concre te metaphors , Geertz 's colorless, abstract m e t a p h o r s 
subver t bo th his descr ip t ion a n d his interpretat ion. I ndeed , they sub­
ve r t his authori ty. His message is simply not convinc ing . 

Desp i te his phenomenolog ica l -he rmeneu t i ca l pre tensions , there 
is in fact in " D e e p Play" no unders t and ing o f the native f rom the na­
tive's po in t o f view. T h e r e is only the const ructed u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the 
cons t ruc ted native's const ructed point o f view. Geer t z offers no speci­
fiable ev idence for his attributions o f intention, his assertions o f sub­
ject ivi ty , his declarat ions o f exper ience . His construct ions o f construc­
tions o f construct ions appea r to be little more than project ions, o r at 
least b lur r ings , o f his point o f view, his subjectivity, with that o f the 
nat ive , or , m o r e accurately, o f the const ructed native. 

Finally, as if to give his, or any anthropologist 's , const ruct ions a 
cer ta in , i f y o u will, substantialized authority, Geer t z refers in " D e e p 
Play" to cu l ture "as an ensemble o f texts, themselves ensembles , 
w h i c h the an thropolog is t strains to read over the shoulder o f those 
to w h o m they p r o p e r l y be long" (452—53)- 1 3 T h e image is s t r iking: 
sha r ing and not shar ing a text. It represents a sort o f asymmetr ica l 
we-re la t ionship with the anthropologis t beh ind and above the native, 
h i d d e n bu t at the top o f the h ierarchy o f unders tand ing . It reflects, 
I be l ieve , the indexica l d r a m a o f " T h e Raid" in which the part ies to 
the e t h n o g r a p h i c encoun te r are b rough t toge ther in the nar ra t ion as 
they a re separa ted t h r o u g h style. T h e r e is never an I-you relat ion­
ship , a d i a logue , two peop le next to each o ther r ead ing the same text 
a n d discuss ing it face-to-face, but on ly an I-they relat ionship. A n d , 
as we have seen, even the I d i sappears—rep laced by an invisible 
voice o f authori ty w h o declares wha t the you- t ransformed- to-a- they 
e x p e r i e n c e . 

13. See my discussion (Crapanzano ig8ic) of text and text metaphors. I argue 
that despite a certain literary critical penchant to view texts abstractly, their rhetorical 
force rests on the concreteness, the tangible existence, of the text. 
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cally conv inc ing . Its ul t imate significance is not mora l bu t m e t h o d o ­
logical . Ca t l in makes a plea for the salvation o f the M a n d a n ; G o e t h e 
for the full apprec ia t ion o f f leeting momen t s o f j o y ; G e e r t z for her -
meneu t i c s . In all th ree instances the events descr ibed are subver ted by 
the t r anscend ing stories in wh ich they are cast. T h e y are sacrificed to 
their rhetor ica l funct ion in a literary discourse that is far r e m o v e d 
f r o m the i n d i g e n o u s discourse o f their occur rence . T h e sacrihce, the 
subvers ion o f the even t descr ibed , is in the final analysis masked nei­
ther by rhetor ic , hypotypos i s , theatricality, and interpret ive virtuosity 
n o r by thei r metaphor iza t ion—salva t ion , life, soc ie ty—but by the au­
thori ty o f the author , w h o , at least in m u c h e thnography , stands above 
a n d b e h i n d those whose expe r i ence he purpor t s to descr ibe . A l l 
too of ten , the e t h n o g r a p h e r forgets that the native, l ike E d u a r d in 
Goe the ' s Elective Affinities, cannot abide someone r e a d i n g - o v e r his 
shou lde r . I f he does not close his book, he will cast his shadow o v e r it. 
O f course , the e t h n o g r a p h e r will also cast his shadow ove r it. It is per ­
haps fo r this reason , i f I may conc lude with the concei t o f m y o w n tale 
o f en t ry into this paper , that Zeus under s tood w h e n H e r m e s p r o m ­
ised to tell n o lies bu t d id not p romise to tell the whole truth. 

R E N A T O R O S A L D O 

From the Door of His Tent: 
The Fieldworker 
and the Inquisitor 

T h i s p a p e r at tempts to d e v e l o p an ana tomy o f e t h n o g r a p h i c 
rhe tor ic by e x p l o r i n g modes o f authori ty and representa t ion in two 
dese rved ly classic books : E. E. Evans-Pri tchard 's The Nuer and E m ­
m a n u e l L e Roy Ladurie ' s Montaillou. T h e fo rmer , publ i shed in 1940 , 
has l o n g b e e n r ecogn ized , a long with two o ther books and var ious ar­
ticles o n the same peop le , as an exempla ry e thnograph ic work . T h e 
latter, pub l i shed in 1 9 7 5 by a no ted French social historian, has re­
ce ived wide acclaim for its innovat ive use o f an inquisit ion regis ter to 
cons t ruc t an "e thnograph ic" analysis o f a four teen th-cen tury F rench 
vi l lage. L e R o y Ladur ie ' s in tervent ion, a m o n g o ther expe r imen ta l 
works o f history a n d an thropo logy , has been hai led as o p e n i n g the 
possibility o f a m o r e e thnograph ic history and a m o r e historical 
e t h n o g r a p h y . 1 

Yet in cer tain respects L e R o y Ladurie 's e x p e r i m e n t r edep loys an 
artifact a l ready old-fashioned in its h o m e l a n d — a s so of ten h a p p e n s 
with b o r r o w i n g s both intercul tural and interdisciplinary. A n an thro­
pologica l w o r k that a imed at such a total e thnograph ic analysis as is 
f o u n d in Montaillou cou ld be called classic in style, bu t m o r e out­
m o d e d than innovat ive . F rom this perspect ive L e Roy Ladurie ' s w o r k 
has a distinctive va lue . It p rovides a mi r ror for critical reflection o n 
m o d e s o f author i ty and descript ive rhetorics in e thnography , par t icu­
larly in the influential wri t ing o f Evans-Pri tchard. T h e latter's w o r k 
shou ld be u n d e r s t o o d in this contex t as a representa t ive e x a m p l e o f 
the discipline's rhetor ica l convent ions . A close r ead ing o f these two 
books, ra ther than a m o r e superficial review o f a wider r a n g e o f cases, 

1. This doubling of history and anthropology has a genealogy that extends back 
in Herodotus and Thucydides. Evans-Pritchard himself wrote on history and anthro­
pology, and Le Roy Ladurie has taught a course at the Collège de France called Eth­
nographic History. This reemerging field of inquiry has recently been reviewed in es­
says by Bernard Cohn (1980, 1981) and Natalie Davis (1981). 
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enables the d e v e l o p m e n t o f a genera l a r g u m e n t that can be appra i sed 
by s tudy ing e x t e n d e d narrat ive passages in circumstantial detail . 
W h a t the a r g u m e n t loses in scope, it gains in intensity. 

B y l ook ing at The Nuer f rom the distinctive angle o f vision of fe red 
by Montaillou, we discover that the figure o f the e thnograph ic field-
w o r k e r in t roub l ing ways resembles the four teenth-century inquisi tor 
w h o c rea ted the d o c u m e n t used by L e Roy Ladur i e . T h e historian's 
w o r k appropr ia t e s ways o f establishing authority and cons t ruc t ing ob­
j ec t ive descr ip t ions a l ready deve loped in the e thnograph ic l i terature. 
I n d e e d , the historian at t imes nearly caricatures his e thnograph ic 
mode l s . Ye t in the m a n n e r o f an i l luminat ing objectification, precisely 
this e l e m e n t o f exagge ra t i on at once makes s t range and reveals an ar­
ray o f discursive practices that in their an thropologica l h o m e l a n d 
have b e e n taken for g ran ted . T h e y have appea red , not pecul iar , bu t 
no rma t ive for wr i t ing in the discipline. In m a k i n g a de tou r t h r o u g h 
L e R o y Ladur ie ' s work , I h o p e to deve lop a critical perspect ive o n eth­
n o g r a p h y , bo th as fieldwork and as descript ive rhetoric . 

M y r e a d i n g o f Evans-Pri tchard's e thnograph ic wr i t ing is g u i d e d 
bo th by Santayana's d ic tum that those w h o forge t their past are con­
d e m n e d to repea t it and by the not ion that critical reappraisals , the 
active r eappropr i a t ion o f past works , should play a significant ro le in 
s h a p i n g future analyses. Such historical crit iques, as tales bo th in­
spirat ional and caut ionary, can direct future changes in e t h n o g r a p h i c 
d iscourse . 

The Use and Abuse of Ethnographic Authority 

E m m a n u e l L e Roy Ladurie 's w o r k bor rows e thnography ' s dis­
c ip l inary authori ty to t ransform four teenth-century peasants ' "direct 
tes t imony" (as r e c o r d e d in the inquisition register o f Jacques Four-
nier) into a d o c u m e n t a r y account o f vil lage life in southern France at 
the t ime . 2 T h e b o o k is d iv ided into two parts, an eco logy and an a rche­
o logy . T h e f o r m e r del ineates structures that remain u n c h a n g e d ove r 
the l o n g t imespan (longue durée) and the latter discusses cul tural fo rms 
(mentalités) that often show comparab le longevity. 

T h e eco logy begins with the physical env i ronmen t and s t ructures 
o f domina t ion (chapter 1), moves on to the househo ld as the founda ­
tion o f vi l lage life (chapters 2 and 3), and conc ludes with an e x t e n d e d 
por t ra i t o f t r anshumant pastoralism (chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7) . L e R o y 
Ladur i e opposes village life in households, exemplified by the Clergues , 

2. T h e problem of ethnographic authority has been delineated in a fine essay by 
James Clifford (1983a). 
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to s h e p h e r d life in the hills, ep i tomized in the person o f Pierre Maury . 
( T h e latter, in an anomalous m a n n e r discussed below, receives bo th 
m o r e ex tens ive and m o r e ideal ized t rea tment than the former . ) T h e 
m o r e loosely o r g a n i z e d a rcheo logy begins with body l a n g u a g e a n d 
e n d s with myth . In be tween L e Roy Ladur i e discusses, of ten in titillat­
i n g tones , sex , l ibido, the life cycle (marr iage, ch i ldhood , death) , t ime 
a n d space , magic , re l igion, morality, and the o ther wor ld . T h r o u g h ­
out , the nar ra to r punctuates his text with italicized citations, the pur ­
po r t ed ly f ree di rect speech o f the peasants, verbally p resen ted as i f 
one w e r e e a v e s d r o p p i n g in the vil lage itself. 

L e Roy L a d u r i e begins by descr ib ing his d o c u m e n t a r y source in 
these te rms: 

T h o u g h there are extensive historical studies concerning peasant c o m m u ­
nities there is very little material available that can be considered the direct 
testimony of the peasants themselves. It is for this reason that the Inquisition 
Register o f Jacques Fournier, Bishop of Pamiers in Ariège in the Comté d e 
Foix (now southern France) from 1318 to 1325, is of such exceptional inter­
est, (vii) 

T h i s b e g i n n i n g makes it clear that the r eader will learn , in a r emark ­
ably evoca t ive way, about the texture o f four teenth-century peasant 
l ife. T h e r ich, vivid descript ions, quite unl ike those in o ther historical 
w o r k s c o n c e r n e d with medieva l vil lagers, d o indeed make c o m p e l l i n g 
" e t h n o g r a p h i c " r ead ing . T h e peasants have been textual ized in ways 
that charac te r ize the speakers as articulate and insightful about the 
condi t ions o f their o w n existence. Yet the historian's t rope o f m a k i n g 
late med ieva l peasant voices directly audible to readers in the presen t 
a rouses m o r e skept icism than apprecia t ion a m o n g e t h n o g r a p h e r s ac­
c u s t o m e d to p o n d e r i n g difficulties in the translation o f cul tures . 

F r o m the outset the historian's innocent tone gives reason to pause . 
H o w can his da ta ("the direct test imony o f the peasants themselves") 
have r e m a i n e d unta in ted by the context o f domina t ion ("the Inquisi­
tion Regis ter")? A f t e r all, the inquisitor ext rac ted the test imonies as 
confess ions; he d id not ove rhea r them as conversat ions in e v e r y d a y 
life. W h a t cou ld motivate the historian to separate the data f r o m the 
ins t rument t h r o u g h which they were collected? 

L e Roy L a d u r i e goes on to buttress the authori ty o f his d o c u m e n t 
t h r o u g h the s trategy o f novelistic realism carr ied to ex t r emes . 3 H e 
names names , p rov ides titles, cites specific places, and refers to exac t 
dates . H e e v e n goes o n to give an impressive sketch o f Jacques Four-

3. For a characterization of realism, see Culler 1 9 7 5 : 1 3 t —60. For an insightful re­
view of Montaillou that, among other things, highlights its conventions of realism, see 
CliHord 1979. 
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nier's ca reer , f rom h u m b l e birth t h r o u g h positions as b ishop a n d car­
d ina l to his elect ion in 1334 as Bened ic t X I I , p o p e at A v i g n o n . Four-
nier , in L e R o y Ladurie ' s account , appears ambit ious , indust r ious , and 
ta lented. T h e reader is supposed to bel ieve that the inquisi tor p ro­
d u c e d a deta i led rel iable d o c u m e n t for the historian's confident , at 
t imes uncri t ical , use ove r six centur ies later. 

C o n s i d e r , for e x a m p l e , the fo l lowing passage in which L e R o y 
L a d u r i e por t rays Fourn ie r as a tireless inquisitorial seeker o f in­
fo rma t ion : 

A few details will suggest how our dossier was built up. T h e inquisition court 
at Pamiers worked for 370 days between 1318 and 1325. These 370 days in­
cluded 578 interrogations. Of these, 418 were examinations of the accused 
and 160 examinations o f witnesses. In all these hundreds of sessions dealt 
with ninety-eight cases. T h e court set a record for hard work in 1320, with 
106 days; it worked ninety-three days in 1321, fifty-five in 1323, forty-three in 
1322, forty-two in 1324, and twenty-two in 1325. (xiv) 

T h e i m p o s i n g number s , heaped one u p o n the o ther in a m a n n e r fa­
mil iar to sports fans, a t tempt to pe r suade readers that they const i tute 
an authori ta t ive exact measure o f the inquisition's d e g r e e o f t h o r o u g h ­
ness . T h e quant i f ied s u m m a r y concludes with a year -by-year c o u n t o f 
the inquisi t ion court 's w o r k i n g days o r d e r e d by rank f rom the r e c o r d 
h i g h o f 106 o n d o w n . L e Roy Ladurie ' s pi l ing u p o f statistics rhetor i ­
cally m a k e s it a p p e a r that Fournier 's invest igat ion was exhaus t ive and 
defini t ive. T h e inquisitor, accord ing to the historian, was m o r e an in­
s t rumen t for ga the r ing informat ion than a m a n bent on m a k i n g the 
gui l ty confess their heresies . 

L e R o y L a d u r i e ends his in t roduct ion, however , by frankly affirm­
i n g the fundamenta l inequali ty o f the in te rchanges be tween the in­
quisi tor Fourn ie r and his subjects, as follows: " T h e accused's appea r ­
ance b e f o r e the Bishop's t r ibunal began with an oath sworn o n the 
Gospe l s . It con t inued in the form o f an unequa l d i a l o g u e " (xv). H e n o 
soone r admits to the "unequa l d i a logue" than he denies it, as i f by say­
i n g "sor ry" he could go on to o ther things. H e simply closes this o p e n ­
i n g to the interplay o f p o w e r and k n o w l e d g e by stressing, m o r e 
emphat ica l ly than before , the scrupulous will to t ru th that d r o v e Four­
n ie r in his in terrogat ions , as fol lows: 

In all the other cases which provide the material of this book, the Bishop con­
fined himself to tracking down real deviants (often minor from our point of 
view). T h e confessions are rounded out by the accuseds' descriptions o f their 
own daily lives. They usually corroborated each other, but when they contra­
dicted, Fournier tried to reduce the discrepancies, asking the various pris­
oners for more details. What drove him on was the desire (hateful though it 
was in this form) to know the truth, (xv) 
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T h e d o c u m e n t , t aken at face value , purpor ted ly provides rel iable de ­
pict ions o f eve ryday life a m o n g four teenth-century peasants . In this 
con t ex t L e Roy L a d u r i e uses a half-serious, half- ironic phrase a n d 
makes the inquisi tor into a fellow scholar by descr ib ing h i m as some­
o n e w h o is as "pedant ic as a schoolman" (xv) . 4 D e p l o y i n g a tactic m a d e 
famil iar by Miche l Foucault , the narrator invokes the will to t ru th in 
o r d e r to suppress the document ' s equally present will to power . His 
charac ter iza t ion o f Fournier 's met iculous scholarly close at tent ion to 
daily life serves the ideological pu rpose o f enti t l ing h im to r e m o v e the 
con t ex t o f in te r roga t ion f rom the "documen ta ry" findings the reby 
ex t rac ted . 

L e Roy L a d u r i e has neatly l iberated the d o c u m e n t f rom the his­
torical con tex t that p r o d u c e d it. His in t roduct ion thus makes the in­
quisitor 's invest igat ion authori tat ive and r emoves the d o c u m e n t f rom 
the politics o f domina t ion . T h e inquisition register's t ruth thus be­
c o m e s m o r e a mat ter o f objective repor t ing than a series o f s ta tements 
m a d e by cer tain peop le (peasant villagers) to a par t icular pe r son 
(Fournier) in a specific situation (the inquisition). T h e historian's d o c u ­
m e n t has rhetor ical ly been treated as i f it w e r e the creat ion o f a dis­
in teres ted science. No t unl ike his documen ta ry record , the his tor ian 
h imse l f has ach ieved the de tached observer 's innocence . Needless to 
say, the introduction's central figure, the inquisitor Jacques Fourn ie r , 
d o e s no t again make a significant appea rance in the rest o f the book . 

The Use and Abuse of Descriptive Rhetoric 

In the b o d y o f his book L e Roy L a d u r i e cloaks h imse l f wi th 
the b o r r o w e d authori ty o f e thnograph ic science. I n d e e d (as will be 
seen be low) he e v e n follows the e thnographer ' s tactic o f conf in ing to 
an in t roduc t ion discussion o f the politics o f domina t ion that shaped 
the investigator 's k n o w l e d g e about the peop le u n d e r study. T h u s the 
historian's main text neve r re turns to the o p e n i n g discussion abou t 
h o w his d o c u m e n t was p r o d u c e d . In creat ing his authority, L e R o y 
L a d u r i e covers ove r the in t roductory revelat ion o f Montaillou's, o r ig ins 
in a d o c u m e n t o f re l igious repression. T h e fol lowing, for e x a m p l e , 
s tands as an e x t r e m e instance o f represen t ing the inquisitorial r e co rd 
as i f it w e r e a neut ra l e thnograph ic repor t : 

4. Le Roy Ladurie's view of inquisition truth probably emerges from the views of 
legal historians who see the inquisition as a step forward in the development of rational 
inquiry. For an incisive critique of the historians' views, see Asad 1983b. My views on 
I his subject, like those of Asad, have been shaped by the work of Michel Foucault (1977, 
I..,78a).' 
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In very rare cases the record does speak of young women who married ac­
cording to the dictates of their heart. The Register, however, speaks of quite a 
number of young men who did so. But in the institution of marriage as it then 
was, the woman was regarded as an object—an object loved or an object 
beaten, as the case might be. T h e historian finds himself faced with an area of 
cultural silence on this subject. (189) 

T h e historian, it seems, has been t r apped by the e thnograph ic my th 
o f his o w n appropr ia t ion . Nei ther the inquisitor Fourn ier nor , fo r that 
mat te r , an actual e t h n o g r a p h e r could possibly be such an idea l ized , 
neut ra l , omnisc ient ins t rument for col lect ing informat ion. W h a t the 
inquisi t ion r eco rd reveals is that peasant w o m e n in Monta i l lou d id 
not tell their in te r rogators m u c h about their passions in cour t sh ip . 
W h e t h e r the issue was skirted because o f the women's re luc tance to 
talk about possibly heretical love magic , out o f mutua l re t icence be­
tween w o m e n and their male inquisitors, or o w i n g to the historian's 
i m p u t e d "cultural silence," simply cannot be dec ided on the basis o f 
avai lable ev idence . Nonetheless , L e Roy L a d u r i e s imply declares that 
the things w o m e n fail to tell their inquisitor represent areas o f cul­
tural si lence. 

T h e historian adopts e thnograph ic authori ty to enable h i m to ap­
p r e h e n d , in unmed ia t ed fashion, late medieval peasant forms o f life. 
His sense o f ent i t lement al lows the direct apprehens ion o f historically 
distant institutions and cul tural meanings . Ra ther than w o r r y i n g o v e r 
p r o b l e m s o f translation, L e Roy Ladur i e dep loys the false e thno­
g raph ic authori ty o f po lyphony , his voice and peasant voices equal ly 
h e a r d , by ci t ing in italics passages that represen t direct quota t ions 
t ransmit ted direct ly f rom the past ( though the peasan t s—who w e r e , it 
mus t be kep t in mind , confess ing before an inquisition cour t—usua l ly 
s p o k e Occ i t an , wh ich scribes then translated into Lat in, wh ich the his­
tor ian has t ranslated into m o d e r n French) . T h e relat ionship be tween 
the historian and his subjects can only strike the e thnograph ic r e a d e r 
as pecul ia r ly insensitive to p o w e r relations and cul tural d i f ferences . 

Implici t in the Annales p a r ad igm is a notion, ana logous to the eth­
nographe r ' s te rm social structure, as will be seen below, that enables the 
his tor ian to assert that his subjects resemble h im because o f d e m o n ­
strable s tructural continuit ies that endu re over a l ong t imespan (longue 
durée). In the fo l lowing descr ipt ion o f Montai l lou, for e x a m p l e , o n e 
can see how L e Roy Ladur i e evokes in his readers a sense o f cont inui ty 
b e t w e e n the medieva l and the m o d e r n village on that site: 

T h e village of Montaillou, looking out over the plateau, was built in tiers. . . . 
In more recent times the village has moved away from the shadow of the cha­
teau and is now situated lower down the slope. In the fourteenth century, as 
today, the curving village street led down to the parish church, built below the 
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5. T h e problem of conflating household and family has been lucidly discussed in 
Yanagisako 1979. 

village itself. . . . In the time of Jacques Fournier, as today, Montaillou was too 
high and too cold for vine-growing. (3—4) 

In a passage that thematizes continuity more than c h a n g e , L e R o y 
L a d u r i e spatializes the then and the now. H e sees cont inui ty in a curv­
ing street and , m o r e peculiarly, in the alt i tude and the c l imate . C o u l d 
the village's e levat ion and weather have c h a n g e d m u c h since the ear ly 
fou r t een th cen tury? 

Y e t this ve ry sense o f long- te rm continuity tempts the his tor ian 
into commi t t ing his discipline's cardinal sin: anachron ism. L e R o y 
L a d u r i e , for e x a m p l e , finds the fo l lowing social s t ructural founda t ion 
for his analysis: 

This basic cell was none other than the peasant family, embodied in the per­
manence of a house and in the daily life of a group co-resident under the 
same roof. In local language this entity was called an ostai; and in the Latin of 
the Inquisition files it was called a hospicium or, more often, a domus. It should 
be noted that the words, ostai, domus and hospicium all and inextricably mean 
both family and house. (24) 

Doubt less the material substantiality of the house e n c o u r a g e s the his­
tor ian to m a k e it the basic bu i ld ing block o f the vil lage. H e feels f ree 
to col lapse the househo ld and the family, as if both were a single en­
tity, s imply because native terms refer to both. 3 In a part icularly strik­
i n g ins tance he even recoils w h e n one o f his texts shows, as he puts it, 
a m a n "us ing the t e rm domus in a der ived and somewhat d is tor ted 
sense, that o f relat ionships (parentela)" (25). H o w can the m o d e r n nar­
ra tor p r e s u m e , wi thout p rov id ing ev idence f rom four teen th-cen tury 
sources , to dis t inguish correc t f rom distorted usages? In a t t empt ing to 
fol low the lead o f e thnograph ic discourse by get t ing into the natives ' 
heads and a l lowing them to speak, the historian nonetheless canno t 
conta in a schoolmaster ly impulse to correct their speech . H e thereby 
violates the e thnographer ' s d e e p sense (consider, for e x a m p l e , Evans-
Pri tchard 's subtle expl icat ions o f the N u e r word cieng) that i nd igenous 
usage is a lways cor rec t in its o w n setting. 

In a similar ve in the peasants at times seem pecul iar ly m o d e r n , 
e v e n u rban , par t icular ly in their sexuali ty (as Natalie Davis [1979] has 
po in ted out) . T h e fo l lowing passage is representat ive o f the narrator 's 
mode rn i za t i on o f medieva l homosexua l acts: " T o save b e d d i n g , Mas­
ter Pons slept with two o f his pupils . N o one now m a d e any a t tempt on 
y o u n g Verniolles 's vir tue. B u t the ha rm was done . A latent t endency 
was a w a k e n e d , and A r n a u d de Verniol les was d o o m e d to b e c o m e a 
h o m o s e x u a l " (145) . T h e medieva l peasant voices represen ted in the 
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i tal icized texts speak no t o f h o m o s e x u a l character , h o w e v e r , bu t o f 
acts r e g a r d e d as "s inning." T h u s w h e n A r n a u d de Verniol les tells the 
inquis i tor abou t his f o r m e r practices he describes tell ing o n e o f his 
pa r tners "in perfect ly g o o d faith, that the sin o f s o d o m y and those o f 
fornica t ion a n d del ibera te masturbat ion were , in poin t o f gravity, j u s t 
the s a m e " (146) . T h e nar ra tor nonetheless has seized u p o n o n e act 
t aken f r o m a b u n d l e o f s ins—sodomy, fornicat ion, and de l ibera te 
m a s t u r b a t i o n — a n d conflated it with m o d e r n psychoanalyt ic not ions 
o f latent tendencies a n d psychosexua l charac ter format ion . T h i s is 
precisely the poin t at wh ich e thnograph ic discourse , in contrast with 
the historian's, invokes difference, as it describes (culturally con­
structed) sexual i ty and personal identity. 

T h e historian fur ther reinforces his sense, based on the con t inu­
ity o f the l o n g t imespan, that he and his subjects inhabit similar psy­
cho log ica l wor lds by invok ing the tacit not ion that Monta i l lou is an an­
cestral nat ional communi ty . Appa ren t ly , by vir tue o f their nationali ty, 
F r e n c h r eade r s cul tural ly share e n o u g h with four teen th-cen tury peas­
ants to g r a sp direct ly wha t they m e a n by what they say. C o n s i d e r , for 
e x a m p l e , the fo l lowing passages spread over but five pages o f text : 

We have no statistics on the subject, but it may be that the people of Mon­
taillou wept slightly more easily than we do, both in happiness and m 
sorrow. (139) 

T h e joys o f revenge were accompanied by the lifting of both arms u p to 
heaven, a gesture of thanksgiving with different connotations from those it 
has today. (139) 

T h e Montaillou documents show in passing that certain gestures of politeness 
still used today are very ancient and to a certain extent of peasant origin. 
People like the inhabitants of Montaillou used to raise their hoods and stand 
up, even more automatically than people do today. (140) 

In order to mock some apocalyptic prophecy heard on the bridge at Tarascon, 
Arnaud de Savignan, a stonemason and bold thinker, gave a flick of the wrist 
such as we still make today. (144) 

L e R o y Ladur ie ' s readers are thus e n c o u r a g e d to k n o w the peasants o f 
Monta i l lou with the pr iv i leged intimacy by which they know thei r o w n 
ancestors . In this context , by vir tue o f putat ively shared b lood and 
cul tura l inher i tance , national ancestry symbolically neutral izes the 
dis tance separa t ing "us" f rom "them." 

T h e symbol o f national ancestry, however , implies d i f fe rence as 
wel l as sameness . In the text, descendents r eckon the nat ional an­
cestral c o m m u n i t y as a doub le re fe rence point. It stands a long a con­
t inuous s traight line o f sameness and a progress ive u p w a r d l y s lop ing 
c u r v e o f d i f ference. T h e straight line entitles readers , as m e m b e r s o f 
the same l a rge r communi ty , to know the peasants directly. T h e cu rved 

From the Door of His Tent 85 

l ine enables readers , as peop le w h o have deve loped fur ther a l o n g the 
same trajectory, to k n o w better than the peasants. 

In a similar vein, the historian dwells m o r e on wha t the vi l lagers 
o f Monta i l lou lack (usually relative to lowland vil lages o r centers o f 
f euda l h ie ra rchy) than on what they possess. T h i s pecul ia r descr ip t ive 
rhetor ic , dep ic t ing t h r o u g h empty negat ives ra ther than posit ive fea­
tures , appea r s f requent ly in e thnograph ic discourse, as will be seen in 
the w o r k o f Evans-Pr i tchard . T h e fo l lowing passages indicate h o w L e 
R o y L a d u r i e character izes his subjects, not by def in ing their f o r m o f 
life, bu t by h igh l igh t ing absences, the technology and forms o f social 
stratification they have failed to d e v e l o p : 

Despite the presence of the shoemaker, Montaillou was underdeveloped as 
far as the crafts were concerned, compared with the lowland villages. (6) 

It should be remembered that there was no absolute distinction between ar­
tisan and peasant or artisan and ordinary citizen, or even between artisan and 
noble. In this part of the world, everybody worked with his hands, and often 
very skilfully too. (6) 

It would be wrong to try to explain this comparative absence o f class struggle 
by weakness pure and simple on the part of the nobility. (18) 

In these circumstances, history was absent or almost absent from Montaillou 
culture. (281) 

T h e relat ive absences o f t echnology and differentiated social fo rms 
m a k e these wor lds and the peop le w h o inhabit t hem a p p e a r less de ­
v e l o p e d , less fully f o r m e d , less well def ined than their lowland ne igh­
bors , not to men t ion m o d e r n F renchmen . 

W h e n L e R o y L a d u r i e deftly character izes the c o m p l e x doub le -
dea l i ng a n d shift ing alliances that enl iven local politics in Monta i l lou 
u n d e r the inquisi t ion, it appears that the absence o f social distinctions 
leaves only the vendet ta as a means o f settling differences. T h e histo­
rian's cons t ruc ted w o r l d resembles a minia ture vil lage o p e r a with all its 
absurdi t ies . It b reaks d o w n in parts, and it invokes individuali ty m o r e 
than pat terns and laws. In this contex t the descript ions o f med ieva l 
peasant charac te r a p p e a r consistent with the accounts o f t echnology , 
class, polit ics, a n d history in the vil lage. Wi th a s t rong disposi t ion to 
be l ieve that h u m a n nature , inc lud ing its capacities for g o o d and evil 
and d e g r e e s o f impuls iveness and maturity, shows little var ia t ion 
t h r o u g h history and across cul tures , the e t h n o g r a p h e r cannot h e l p 
but be skeptical w h e n L e Roy L a d u r i e asserts that the peasants (not 
unl ike the nobili ty in Huizinga 's wan ing Midd le A g e s ) were m o r e vio­
lent and impuls ive than m o d e r n F renchmen . 

T h e historian's claim that the peasants took savage de l ight in wha t 
he calls the "joys o f r evenge" seems simply unconv inc ing . In at tempt­
ing to marshal ev idence suppor t ing his general izat ion about peasant 
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charac ter , the nar ra tor cites verbat im the test imony of Gu i l l aume 
M a u r s as he confesses to the inquisitor about how he told a w o m a n 
that the priest Pierre C l e r g u e had been arrested for heresy (139) . T h e 
w o m a n , a c c o r d i n g to Maurs's testimony, hea rd his story and "lifted u p 
h e r hands to heaven , saying ' D e o grat ias '" (139—40). M u c h earl ier in 
his book , h o w e v e r , the nar ra tor p rov ided the context for unders t and­
i n g w h y G u i l l a u m e Maurs and his friends could so exuberan t ly cele­
bra te the priest's arrest. Gu i l l aume Maurs , his father, and his b ro ther 
w e r e arres ted in 1308, o w i n g to the priest's denuncia t ions ; later Maurs 's 
mother ' s t o n g u e was cut out, because the priest u r g e d his b ro the r the 
bayle (bailiff) to do so (50). Even this f ragment , f rom a longe r story o f 
the g r ievances he suffered, suffices to indicate that g o o d reasons , 
r a the r than impuls ive "joys o f r evenge , " might have led G u i l l a u m e 
M a u r s to act as he d id . 

L e R o y L a d u r i e , howeve r , constructs another , m o r e U t o p i a n 
d o m a i n b e y o n d the confines o f sordid, deceitful village life u n d e r the 
inquisi t ion (described in a m a n n e r that evokes French resistance, col­
labora t ion , and doub le -dea l ing u n d e r the V i c h y reg ime) . T h o u g h in 
gene ra l he u n d e r m i n e s typifications, for this pu rpose the historian 
creates a social type: Pierre Maury the f r eedom- lov ing i n d e p e n d e n t 
s h e p h e r d . T h e shephe rd figure grows so e levated, part icular ly in con­
trast to the peasants , that the narrator confidently asserts that, "For 
P ie r re Maury , pover ty was not only a f requent fact and a cheerfu l ly 
accep ted c o m p a n i o n , but also an ideal and a system o f va lues" (120) . 

L e Roy L a d u r i e so identifies with his pastoral f igure that he does 
not hesitate to e x a g g e r a t e his o w n not ion o f the long t imespan by 
p lac ing s h e p h e r d lifeways on a con t inuum that der ives f rom the N e o ­
lithic, finds its fundamenta l forms long before the medieval per iod , 
a n d in its househo ld organizat ion reaches into the n ine teenth century , 
as in the fo l lowing: 

Though there is no need to talk of modernity (we must not forget that this 
pastoral world derived from the early Neolithic age, and its basic principles 
were laid down well before the fourteenth century). . . . (124) 

So far we have been dealing with long-term tendencies, transhistorical trends, 
during which, from the fourteenth to the nineteenth century, the cabane 
[shepherd's hut] remained unmoved, a living institution. ( 110) 

In so vividly e v o k i n g shephe rd lifeways, the historian follows the prac­
tices o f e thnograph ic discourse by verbally e n d o w i n g his subjects with 
a prist ine, relatively u n c h a n g i n g form o f life. 

T h e character izat ion o f p roud , f r eedom- lov ing shephe rds , as o p ­
posed to rapac ious , oppressed peasants, appears in the fo l lowing 
passages : 
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T h e shepherd from Ariège or Cerdagne in the fourteenth century was as 
free as the mountain air he breathed, at least as far as feudalism was con­
cerned. (114) 

Here we are chiefly concerned with the itinerant shepherds who moved about 
the country. They formed a rural nomad semi-proletariat, without hearth or 
h o m e but with their own traditions, their own pride and their own special 
conceptions of mountain liberty and fate. (69) 

As far as one could be in the fourteenth century, Pierre Maury was a demo­
crat through and through. . . . This egalitarian ideal is a hundred miles away 
from the rapacity of people like Pierre Clergue or Arnaud Sicre, men who 
wanted to promote or to recover their domus at any price. Pierre Maury 
laughed at such greed: he had no house, he lived anywhere, detached from 
the goods of this world. . . . We can guess one of the reasons for the shep­
herds' attitude to poverty, acquired through experience and accepted quite 
simply. This reason lay in the fact that they were nomads. . . . Basically the 
shepherds carried their fortunes on their own hacks. (121) 

T h e s h e p h e r d s ' democrat ic , f r eedom- lov ing character thus der ives 
f rom, as it is d e t e r m i n e d by, their nomadic m o d e o f subsistence. T h e 
historian in this m a n n e r endows his subjects with a charac ter to be 
r eve red . T h e shepherds reside within a pure ly mascul ine pastoral 
w o r l d , w h e r e they are p r o u d , free, u n e n c u m b e r e d by wor ld ly g o o d s , 
a n d wi thou t a t tachments to w o m e n or households . T h o u g h l inked to 
the marke t as a "rural n o m a d semi-proletariat ," these m e n p u r p o r ­
tedly m o v e at liberty b e y o n d the reach o f feudal oppress ion . T h e his­
tor ian encapsula tes his Utopian vision by saying, wi thout qualif ication: 
"P ie r re M a u r y was a happy shephe rd" (135) . 

L e Roy L a d u r i e so idealizes his portrait o f the poo r but " h a p p y 
s h e p h e r d " that an explana t ion seems in o rder . Yet I shall de fe r exp l a ­
nat ion because compar i son with the work of Evans-Pr i tchard can best 
clarify this and o the r issues that have surfaced in the historian's text . 
T h e compar i son moves in both direct ions by showing how the in­
quisitorial r e c o r d can b e c o m e e thnograph ic , and the reverse . T h e de-
famil iar izat ion involved in m a k i n g evident the d i scomfor t ing resem­
blances be tween Evans-Pri tchard and the inquisitor has the critical 
p u r p o s e o f ques t ion ing norms that of ten gu ide the construct ion o f au­
thori tat ive descr ip t ions in e thnography . 

Ethnographic Authority Reviewed 

Evans-Pri tchard 's book The Nuer rough ly falls into two parts , 

the first dea l i ng with eco logy and the second with social s t ructure . 

The discussion o f eco logy begins with a vivid, detai led descr ipt ion o f 
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cattle and their relat ions to the h u m a n popula t ion that adjusts to 
bov ine l i feways in its t r anshumant pastoral economy. T h e nex t c h a p ­
ter, a s tudy in h u m a n geog raphy , analyzes the habitat and its seasonal 
variat ions. A third transitional chapte r depicts notions o f t ime and 
space as the interplay o f eco logy and socially o rgan ized activities. T h e 
last t h ree chapters in the book consider in turn the political, the lin­
e a g e , a n d the age-set systems. T h r o u g h o u t the latter discussion the 
d o m i n a n t i m a g e o f social s tructure is that o f segmentary oppos i t ion 
w h e r e two g r o u p s can be o p p o s e d in certain contexts and stand 
un i t ed at a h i g h e r level in their opposi t ion to yet o ther g r o u p s . T h i s 
no t ion o f s tructural relativity guides a subtle discussion o f N u e r politi­
cal o rde r . T h r o u g h this lucid, yet supple , analysis the r eade r gains a 
vivid sense o f N u e r l ifeways. 

B o t h The Nuer and Montaillou begin with int roduct ions that revea l 
thei r invest igators ' close links to contexts o f dominat ion , and simulta­
neous ly a t tempt to deny the connect ions be tween p o w e r and knowl ­
e d g e . T h e i r ul t imately unconv inc ing o p e n i n g project is to b racke t the 
pur i ty o f their data ("My study o f the N u e r " and "the direct tes t imony 
o f the peasants themselves") f rom the contamina t ing contexts t h r o u g h 
w h i c h they w e r e ext rac ted . 

In e x p l o r i n g the p o w e r / k n o w l e d g e interplay it is useful to distin­
guish triparti te au thor functions separat ing (a) the indiv idual w h o 
wro t e the work , (b) the textual ized persona o f the narrator , and (c) the 
tex tua l ized pe r sona o f the field investigator. In The Nuer the "nar­
ra tor" po r t r ayed d o i n g the analysis is distinct f rom the " f i e ldworker" 
dep ic t ed d o i n g part icipant-observat ion. In Montaillou the "historian" 
L e R o y L a d u r i e is m o r e literally distinct f rom the "inquisi tor" Jacques 
Fourn ie r , j u s t visible d o i n g his investigation. In what fol lows I c o m ­
pa re Evans-Pr i tchard , in his two textual ized personae , at t imes wi th 
L e R o y L a d u r i e (the narrator) and at times with Fourn ier (the inves­
t igator) with a view to ana tomiz ing aspects o f discourse in the classic 
N u e r e thnog raphy . 

In The Nuer the narra tor immediate ly announces the connec t ion 
b e t w e e n the fieldworker's research and the colonial r e g i m e by saying, 
in the book's initial sentence: " M y study o f the N u e r was u n d e r t a k e n 
at the reques t of, and was mainly financed by, the G o v e r n m e n t o f the 
A n g l o - E g y p t i a n S u d a n , which also contr ibuted generous ly toward the 
publ ica t ion o f its resul ts" (vii). Evans-Pr i tchard disarms his readers 
wi th his s tudied casualness. W h y did the g o v e r n m e n t o f the A n g l o -
E g y p t i a n S u d a n request his repor t? H o w m u c h did it pay for the re­
search and the publ icat ion o f its results? T h e s e questions are offset by 
the conf idence the narrator 's calm lucidity inspires in his r eader . 

Evans-Pri tchard 's authori ty initially is const ructed in his fieldwork 
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narra t ive , a story o f h o w the fieldworker suf fe red as he crossed cul­
tural bounda r i e s . In contrast with the historian's portrai t o f Fourn ie r , 
Evans-Pr i tchard commen t s on his memorab le in t roductory fieldwork 
accoun t by m a k i n g the fo l lowing modes t claim for his k n o w l e d g e o f 
the N u e r : " M y total res idence a m o n g the N u e r was thus abou t a year . 
I d o not cons ider a year adequa te t ime in which to m a k e a sociological 
s tudy o f a peop le , especially o f a difficult peop le in adverse c i rcum­
stances, bu t serious sickness on bo th the 1935 and 1936 exped i t ions 
closed invest igat ions p rematu re ly" (14) . Ra ther than pa rade his suc­
cesses, Evans-Pr i tchard punctuates his fieldwork narrat ive by flatly 
desc r ib ing repea ted ly ru ined bucolic inter ludes . S tud ied modes ty , 
e x e c u t e d with tongue- in-cheek unders ta tement , thus sets the tone o f 
the narrator 's tale. His posture resembles what Paul Fussell , in The 
Great War and Modern Memory, has called Bri t ish p h l e g m : " T h e trick 
h e r e is to affect to be entirely unf lappable; one speaks as i f the w a r 
w e r e ent i re ly no rma l a n d matter-of-fact" ( 1 9 7 5 : 1 8 1 ) . 

T h e fieldworker initially reaches N u e r l a n d in 1930 and on arr ival 
loses first his l u g g a g e , then his servants. In t ime he reaches M u o t dit, 
w h e r e he finds h imsel f happi ly m a k i n g friends and r ega in ing his con­
fidence. H e describes this interlude's in ter rupt ion in these terms: 

A government force surrounded our camp one morning at sunrise, searched 
for two prophets who had been leaders in a recent revolt, took hostages, and 
threatened to take many more if the prophets were not handed over. I felt 
that I was in an equivocal position, since such incidents might recur, and 
shortly afterwards returned to my home in Zandeland, having accomplished 
only three and a half months' work among the Nuer. ( 1 1 ) 

In 1931 Evans-Pr i tchard tries aga in and finds peop le e v e n m o r e hos­
tile than before . H e nonetheless again enjoys a pe r iod o f accep tance : 
"I at last b e g a n to feel myse l f a m e m b e r o f the c o m m u n i t y and to be 
accep ted as such" (13) . O n c e again his pastoral in ter lude ends abrupt ly 
w h e n he falls to an attack o f malaria. His 1935 and 1936 exped i t ions 
each last about seven weeks , and both draw to a halt because o f ser ious 
illness. 

Evans-Pr i t chard the narrator depicts h imself the fieldworker as a 
m a n e n d o w e d wi th ca lm presence o f mind u n d e r the most a r d u o u s 
condi t ions . H e speaks wi thout p resumpt ion and pokes fun at the 
fieldworker. T h e r eade r trusts h im as a man w h o neve r says m o r e 
(and usual ly says less) than he knows : one w h o del ivers m o r e than he 
promises . M o r e o v e r , the r eader tends to accept Evans-Pri tchard 's 
story o f adversi t ies m o r e e n d u r e d than ove rcome , a vers ion o f the he­
roic cast in a low mimetic m o d e ra ther than in the g r a n d e r epic m o d e 
o f grea t deeds . 'I 'he nar ra tor suggests to his r eade r that he , the field-



90 RENATO ROSALDO 

w o r k e r , l ived t h r o u g h physical and psychological condi t ions most 
p e o p l e cou ld no t have survived. Evans-Pr i tchard pointedly beg ins his 
fieldwork narra t ive in this manner : 

I, unlike most readers, know the Nuer, and must judge my work more se­
verely than they, and I can say that if this book reveals many insufficiencies I 
am amazed that it has ever appeared at all. A man must judge his labours by 
the obstacles he has overcome and the hardships he has endured, and by 
these standards I am not ashamed of the results. (9) 

Evans-Pr i tchard 's m o d e ve rges on the comic, for the r eade r k n o w s 
that, desp i te all his trials and tribulations, the fieldworker l ived to tell , 
and e v e n wri te u p , the' tale. Put bluntly, Evans-Pr i tchard was there 
a n d his r eade r was not; he alone can describe N u e r l ifeways. I ronic 
a n d unders ta ted , Evans-Pr i tchard has presented his fieldworker's c re ­
dentials in a m a n n e r as authoritat ive as Le Roy Ladur ie ' s was for 
Fourn ie r . 

T h e nar ra to r fur ther buttresses his authori ty by c la iming that the 
fieldworker and his h u m a n subjects en joyed a certain intimacy, per­
haps c o m p a r a b l e to the historian's sense o f ent i t lement g a i n e d t h r o u g h 
the symbol o f nat ional ancestry. Evans-Pri tchard bases his claim o f in­
t imacy on the way the N u e r forced an egali tarian relat ionship on h i m 
(especially as contras ted with his earl ier field expe r i ence a m o n g the 
A z a n d e ) , descr ibed as fol lows: 

Because I had to live in such close contact with the Nuer I knew them more 
intimately than the Azande, about whom I am able to write a much more de­
tailed account. Azande would not allow me to live as one of themselves; Nuer 
would not allow me to live otherwise. Among Azande I was compelled to live 
outside the community; among Nuer 1 was compelled to be a member o f it. 
Azande treated me as a superior; Nuer as an equal. (15) 

O n c e aga in , the r e a d e r can justifiably mainta in a cer ta in skept ic ism, 
ra ther than taking Evans-Pri tchard's modes ty as the plain literal 
t ru th . 6 A l t h o u g h the nar ra tor may genuine ly have felt he cou ld wri te 
a m o r e de ta i led account abou t the A z a n d e than the N u e r , h e d id , in 
the end , wri te not only The Nuer but also Nuer Kinship and Marriage 
a n d Nuer Religion. 

T h e narrator 's assertions about the fieldworker's relations o f inti­
macy a n d equali ty stand in uneasy tension with the ways in wh ich the 
N u e r of ten t reated h im as a s t ranger and an enemy. In the text the 
N u e r a p p e a r character ized, variously, as unusual ly hostile, re fus ing to 

6. In the appendix to an abridged edition of Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic among 
the Azande, Evans-Pritchard (1976:240-54) characterizes his Zande fieldwork much 
more in terms of participant-observation. Probably he overstated the case to highlight 
the contrast with his Nuer research. 
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answer gree t ings and e v e n tu rn ing away w h e n addressed , e x p e r t at 
sabo tag ing an inquiry, stultifying all efforts to elicit the simplest facts, 
b l o c k i n g ques t ions about their customs, and unwi l l ing to discuss se­
r ious matters o r e v e n to receive the fieldworker in their w indsc reens 
( 1 1 — 12) . T h a t the fieldworker should have been t reated with suspi­
c ious reserve hard ly seems pe rp l ex ing to a present-day reader . A f t e r 
all the N u e r , in g o o d measure correctly, identified h im with the colo­
nial r eg ime , w h i c h at the time was conduc t ing a c a m p a i g n o f mili tary 
repress ion against them. 

Evans-Pri tchard 's s imul taneous account of, and lack o f account ­
ability to, the political contex t o f his fieldwork appea r s par t icular ly 
d i sconcer t ing in the one instance w h e r e he and a N u e r m a n n a m e d 
C u o i en te r a textual ized d ia logue . T h e fieldworker at tempts a Bri t ish 
in t roduc t ion by ask ing C u o i his n a m e and the name o f his l ineage . 
C u o i in r e sponse uses a series o f maneuver s to resist g iv ing bo th names 
a n d in the process asks: " W h y d o y o u want to k n o w the n a m e o f my 
l ineage?" and " W h a t will y o u do with it i f I tell you? Will y o u take it to 
y o u r c o u n t r y ? " T h e nar ra tor interprets the conversa t ion in the fol­
l o w i n g te rms: "I defy the most patient e thnologis t to make h e a d w a y 
against this k ind o f opposi t ion . O n e is jus t dr iven crazy by it. I n d e e d , 
after a few weeks o f associating solely with N u e r one displays, i f the 
p u n be a l lowed , the most ev iden t symptoms o f 'Nueros i s ' " (13)- T h e 
nar ra to r depic ts Cuol ' s "opposi t ion" complexly . It is at once bull-
h e a d e d , admirab le , and perverse . His opposi t ion is en joyed as an 
assert ion o f N u e r values o f f r eedom and autonomy, and it appea r s 
pe rve r se because it subverts " innocent" e thnograph ic inquiry. Fur ­
t h e r m o r e , it is m e a s u r e d against a n o r m (which probably is al ien to 
the N u e r ) o f cour t eous conduc t that requires s trangers , on first meet ­
ing , to i n t roduce themselves by g iv ing their names. T h e narra tor finds 
that the fault in this u n h a p p y encounte r lies with N u e r charac ter , 
r a the r than wi th historically specific c i rcumstances . 7 Yet the r e a d e r 
shou ld cons ide r that, j u s t two pages before , Evans-Pr i tchard has 
desc r ibed h o w a g o v e r n m e n t force ra ided a N u e r camp , " took hos­
tages , and th rea tened to take many m o r e " ( 1 1 ) . C u o i had, not a char­
acter d i sorder , but g o o d reasons for resisting inquiry and ask ing w h o 
w a n t e d to k n o w his n a m e and the n a m e o f his l ineage. 

T h e narrator 's complaints about how the h e l d w o r k e r was t reated 
have to d o wi th fundamenta l difficulties the N u e r f o r m o f life posed 
for a n y o n e ben t on ga the r ing e thnograph ic informat ion , as descr ibed 
in the fo l lowing : 

7. This discursive tactic of eternalizing and universalizing (as "timeless" and "ho­
mogeneous" Nuer culture) much more specifically motivated human conduct has, of 
course, been studied in ils political context by Edward Said (1978). 
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As soon as I began to discuss a custom with one man another would interrupt 
the conversation in pursuance of some affair of his own or by an exchange of 
pleasantries and jokes. T h e men came at milking-time and some of them re­
mained till mid-day. T h e n the girls, who had just finished dairy-work, arrived 
and insisted on attention. . . . These endless visits entailed constant badinage 
and interruption and, although they offered opportunity for improving my 
knowledge o f the Nuer language, imposed a severe strain. (14) 

In dep i c t i ng the play o f p o w e r relations be tween invest igator a n d 
in fo rmants , the fieldworker combines a percep t ion that the N u e r 
subver ted his efforts to interview them with a strangely e thnocent r ic 
y e a r n i n g to have h a d pr ivate conversat ions with them. A l t h o u g h the 
f ie ldworker ' s hardsh ips a p p e a r convinc ing , his complaints (which in 
re t rospec t seem a euphemis t ic fo re shadowing o f Malinowski 's a l ready 
wri t ten, bu t not yet publ ished, diary) also serve to lend his accoun t an 
air o f for thr ight realism. T h e narrator has assumed the pe r sona o f an 
hones t m a n . 

In the end , far f rom u n d e r m i n i n g his account , the narrator 's 
of ten cont rad ic tory confessions enhance his credibili ty by c rea t ing a 
sense o f his reliability as a fieldworker. Cons ider , for e x a m p l e , the fol­
l o w i n g passage: " A s I cou ld not use the easier a n d shor ter m e t h o d o f 
w o r k i n g t h o u g h regu la r informants I had to fall back on di rect obser­
vat ion of, a n d part icipat ion in, the everyday life o f the peop le . F r o m 
the d o o r o f m y tent I cou ld see what was h a p p e n i n g in c a m p or vi l lage 
a n d eve ry m o m e n t was spent in N u e r c o m p a n y " (15 ) . T h e N u e r , in 
o the r words , fo rced h im to become a par t ic ipant-observer . T h e field-
w o r k e r , t u rn ing adversi ty to his advantage , cou ld always, by l o o k i n g 
f r o m the d o o r o f his tent, survey the N u e r as they went abou t their 
dai ly l ives . 8 

In re t rospect , the fieldworker's m o d e o f survei l lance uncomfor t ­
ably resembles Miche l Foucault 's Panopt icon, the site f rom which the 
(disciplining) disciplines enjoy gaz ing u p o n (and subjecting) their sub­
jec t s . Yet Evans-Pr i tchard , as suited his historical c i rcumstances , sepa­
r a t ed p o w e r and survei l lance f r o m the ga the r ing o f e t h n o g r a p h i c in­
fo rmat ion . T h e greates t imperial advan tage gran ted the fieldworker, 
o f course , was a cer tain guaran tee o f his physical safety as he w e n t 
abou t the business o f col lect ing data. His " informat ion" was ga the red , 
as he pu t it, in "part icles" f rom "each N u e r I met be ing used as a 

8. Stocking (1983) has discussed the tent as a topos of anthropology. For Mali­
nowski, however, the tent was an ambivalent site from which the ethnographer looked 
in two directions: outward, gazing on the village, and inward, escaping to read novels 
and simply to be alone. Stocking characterizes Malinowski's turning inward in these 
terms: "Pulling its flaps behind him, he could to some extent shut out the native world 
and retire to his novels when the strain of the very intensive study of a very limited area 
became too great" (1983 :g7). 
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source o f k n o w l e d g e , " ra ther than having been col lected (as it was 
a m o n g the A z a n d e ) "in chunks suppl ied by selected and t ra ined in­
fo rman t s " ( 1 5 ) . B e n e a t h the self-irony, Evans-Pr i tchard bo ld ly as­
serts that his m e t h o d o l o g y is more power fu l than w o r k i n g with pa id 
in formants . 

B y this point , as the in t roduct ion draws to a close, the na r ra to r 
Evans-Pr i t chard says the fo l lowing: 

I do not make far-reaching claims. I believe that I have understood the chief 
values o f the N u e r and am able to present a true outline o f their social struc­
ture, but I regard, and have designed, this volume as a contribution to the 
ethnology of a particular area rather than as a detailed sociological study, and 
I shall be content if it is accepted as such. (15) 

In his in t roduc tory pe r sona the narra tor asks his readers to set aside 
the con tex t o f colonial domina t ion and view his study as a "true out­
l ine," an incomple te , yet objective, scientific account . 

T h e in t roduc tory section o f The Nuer parallels that o f Montaillou 
in d o i n g the rhetor ical work o f separat ing the contex t o f colonial 
domina t ion f rom the p roduc t ion o f e thnograph ic k n o w l e d g e . In­
d e e d , j u s t as Fourn ie r d isappears f rom the text after the in t roduct ion , 
the fieldworker w h o engages his informants in d ia logue plays n o role 
in the analysis o f N u e r m o d e s o f l ivel ihood and political institutions. 
I f L e Roy L a d u r i e conver ts in terrogat ion into o v e r h e a r i n g and cata­
l o g u i n g , Evans-Pr i tchard t ransforms lively d ia logue into l is tening a n d 
env is ion ing . T h e tale o f the fieldworker as lone heroic victim estab-

• lishes his i nnocence f rom colonial domina t ion and validates his c re ­
dent ia ls as a disinterested scientist. O t h e r than his interest in discov­
e r i n g the t ruth, Evans-Pr i tchard appears in the persona o f a m a n 
wi thou t an a x e to g r ind : the de t ached ironic observer . 

The Rhetoric of Objectivity Reviewed 

Evans-Pri tchard 's object o f scientific k n o w l e d g e is social struc­
tu r e ra the r than historical cont ingencies and political act ion. His luc id 
m o d e s o f d iscourse (which Cl i f ford Geer t z [1983a] has called A f r i c a n 
t ransparencies) r e n d e r the social o rde r s ingularly visible. T h i s e x ­
pos i tory e l egance der ives f rom the well-defined project o f d e v e l o p i n g 
a "body o f scientific theory" about "primit ive peop les" (261) . Evans -
Pr i tchard def ines this project's master concept , social s t ructure, as 
fo l lows: 

By social structure we mean relations between groups which have a high de­
gree o f consistency and constancy. T h e groups remain the same irrespective 
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of their specific content of individuals at any particular moment, so that gen­
eration after generation of people pass through them. Men are born into 
them, or enter them later in life and move out of them at death; the structure 
endures . (262) 

B y this defini t ion, social s tructure resembles a house with m a n y r o o m s 
that p e o p l e pass t h r o u g h over the course o f their l ifetimes: the peop le 
c o m e a n d g o , bu t the house remains the same. B o t h Evans-Pr i tchard 
a n d L e R o y L a d u r i e equate the structures that last the longes t with 
those that mat te r the most . Yet the l o n g t imespan directly links the his­
tor ian and his subjects, whereas social structure creates d i f ferences 
that separa te the e t h n o g r a p h e r f rom the Nue r . 

Not ions o f N u e r charac ter often e m e r g e t h r o u g h the analysis o f 
social s t ructure . T h u s the peop le appea r por t rayed as "pr imi t ive" in 
thei r social conformi ty and their lack o f individuality. T h e narra tor , 
fo l lowing a discipl inary no rm, verbally represents the peop le with the 
g r o u p n o u n (the N u e r ) o r the mascul ine p r o n o u n (he) ra ther than 
wi th m o r e ind iv idua t ing personal names . O n e frequently, for e x ­
a m p l e , encoun te r s statements in the distanced normal iz ing m o d e of 
d iscourse , such as the fo l lowing: " W h e n a man feels that he has suf­
f e r e d an injury there is no authori ty to w h o m he can make a c o m ­
plaint and f rom w h o m he can obtain redress , so he at once cha l lenges 
the m a n w h o has w r o n g e d h im to a due l and the cha l lenge mus t be 
a c c e p t e d " ( 1 5 1 ) - Evans-Pr i tchard fails to discuss, for e x a m p l e , wha t 
h a p p e n s w h e n , or how it happens that, a man does not take u p the 
cha l l enge . Sure ly a N u e r m a n has a certain leeway in dec id ing w h e t h e r 
o r not he has b e e n w r o n g e d . O n l y someone pathological ly oversocial-
i zed cou ld fol low such p r o g r a m m e d normat ive c o m m a n d s wi thou t 
e x c e p t i o n o r con tex tua l qualification. 

W h e n Evans-Pr i tchard characterizes N u e r society, he of ten re­
sembles L e Roy Ladur i e in speak ing o f absences ra ther than pres­
ences . Cons ide r , for e x a m p l e , the fo l lowing passages: 

T h e Nuer cannot be said to be stratified into classes. (7) 

Indeed, the Nuer have no government, and their state might be described as 
an ordered anarchy. Likewise they lack law, if we understand by the term 
judgments delivered by an independent and impartial authority which has, 
also, power to enforce its decisions. (6) 

T h e lack o f governmental organs among the Nuer, the absence of legal in­
stitutions, of developed leadership, and, generally, of organized political life is 
remarkable. (181) 

T h e N u e r , in o ther words , lack the obvious (to a Western eye) institu­
tions o f political o rde r . T h e y have no social classes, no state, n o law, n o 
l eadersh ip . 
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Evans-Pr i tchard goes on to descr ibe the N u e r as close to na tu re 
because o f their s imple material cul ture , as seen in the fo l lowing : 

It will be seen that the Nuer political system is consistent with their oecol-
ogy- (4) 
A people whose material culture is as simple as that of the Nuer are highly 
dependent on their environment. (16) 

Evans-Pr i tchard ove rex tends his assertions and verbal ly locates the 
N u e r in a myth ic (past?) age o f implements m a d e nei ther o f i ron no r 
o f s tone, bu t o f flora and fauna: " T a k e n with the ear l ier list o f uses o f 
cattle w e can say that the N u e r d o not live in an i ron age o r e v e n a 
s tone age , bu t in an age , wha teve r it may be called, in wh ich plants a n d 
beasts furnish technologica l necessities" (87). T h e N u e r r ema in puta-
tively m o r e e n m e s h e d in their primit ive pre—Stone A g e niche than w e 
in ours . Despi te the formal e legance o f their social s t ructure, they also 
a p p e a r closer to na ture than we are. 

In a m a n n e r comparab le to L e Roy Ladurie ' s assertions about the 
s h e p h e r d Pier re Maury , the narra tor claims that N u e r charac ter is 
consistent with their env i ronment , their m o d e o f subsistence, a n d 
thei r polit ical system, as in the fo l lowing passages: 

Such a life nurtures the qualities of the shepherd—courage, love of fighting, 
and contempt of hunger and hardship—rather than shapes the industrious 
character of the peasant. (26) 

Some outstanding traits in Nuer character may be said to be consistent with 
their low technology and scanty food-supply. . . . T h e qualities which have 
been ment ioned, courage, generosity, patience, pride, loyalty, stubborness, 
and independence , are the virtues the Nuer themselves extol, and these val­
ues can be shown to be very appropriate to their simple mode of life and to 
the simple set o f social relations it engenders. (90) 

T h e ordered anarchy in which they live accords well with their character, for 
it is impossible to live among Nuer and conceive of rulers ruling over them. 
T h e Nuer is a product of hard and egalitarian upbringing, is deeply demo­
cratic, and is easily roused to violence. His turbulent spirit finds any restraint 
irksome and no man recognizes a superior. (181) 

N u e r charac te r co r r e sponds all too elegantly with their pastoral way 
o f l i fe . 9 T h e i r pastoral charac ter is also def ined by contrast with their 
puta t ive oppos i tes : sedentary peasants. Peasants, it should be no ted , 
d o not o therwise a p p e a r in Evans-Pri tchard's text . Ye t their p resence 
in this contex t , as foils for character iz ing "the qualities o f the shep­
he rd , " cur ious ly echoes one o f their rhetorical uses in Montaillou. 

9. Elsewhere I have called generalizing through series of such questionable corre­
spondences the rhetoric of control (Rosaldo 1978). It surprised me to find the device, 
common among colonial officials, used by Evans-Pritchard. 



Q6 RENATO ROSALDO 

Pastoral Modes of Domination 

Cur ious ly e n o u g h , the e thnog ra p h e r and the historian c o m e 
t o g e t h e r in asser t ing that t r anshumant pastoralism e n g e n d e r s d e m o ­
cratic va lues , r u g g e d individual ism, fierce pr ide , and a war r io r spirit. 
N o t un l ike cowboys and o ther self-sufficient male heroes , the N u e r 
a p p e a r to e m b o d y ideal ized characteristics o f a certain mascul ine 
imagina t ion . A l t h o u g h militarily "pacif ied" by colonial t roops , the 
N u e r r emain , as initially sugges ted by their resistance to e t h n o g r a p h i c 
inquiry, indomi tab le in character . Symbolically, they represen t an ideal 
o f h u m a n liberty, even in the midst o f colonial domina t ion . 

T h e distinctive subjectivity at tr ibuted to pastoralists pe rhaps re­
sembles that o f fieldworkers w h o travel, yet stay in one place. Speak­
i n g f rom a posi t ion o f culturally rooted mobility, e t hnog raphe r s of ten 
i nvoke "my p e o p l e " o r "my vil lage," mean ing , o f course , the p e o p l e 
a m o n g w h o m , or the place where , they did their field research . In as­
ser t ing their authori ty to represent the lives o f their subjects, e th­
n o g r a p h e r s take grea t pains to dist inguish themselves , on the o n e 
h a n d , f r o m tourists and, on the other , f rom stationary missionaries 
a n d colonial officials. E thnographe r s ' career i t ineraries can half-
seriously, half-playfully be l ikened to the pa t terned m o v e m e n t s o f 
t r anshuman t pastoralists, ra ther than o f nomads (tourists) o r peasants 
(missionaries and colonial officials). It seems fitting that a d i scourse 
that denies the domina t ion that makes its k n o w l e d g e possible ideal­
izes, as al ter egos , shepherds ra ther than peasants. Pastoralists, l ike in­
d iv idua l tourists (not to be confused with the tourist industry) , exe r ­
cise domina t ion less readi ly than peasants, missionaries, or colonial 
officials. 

Yet a ques t ion remains . W h y use the literary pastoral to r ep resen t , 
p r e sumab ly in a documen ta ry rather than fictional m o d e , the lives o f 
actual shepherds? T h e pastoral m o d e , after all, der ives f rom the 
cour t , and its shepherds usually turn out to have been royalty d ressed 
in rustic ga rb . A s a l i terary m o d e , it stands far r e m o v e d f rom e i ther 
late med ieva l F rench shepherds or con tempora ry Nilot ic cattle he rd ­
ers . Instead it embodies a distinctive sense o f cour tesy that K e n n e t h 
B u r k e has aptly charac ter ized as "the rhetor ic o f cour t sh ip b e t w e e n 
cont ras ted social classes" ( 1 9 6 9 : 1 2 3 ) . In earlier l i terary epochs this 
cour t sh ip o c c u r r e d be tween nobles and c o m m o n e r s , lords and vassals, 
a n d masters and servants. T h e displaced m o d e r n pastoral ana lo­
gous ly e m e r g e s in interactions be tween town and country , m i d d l e 
class and w o r k i n g class, and colonizer and co lon ized . 1 0 

10. Northorp Frye has asserted that the displaced modern pastoral "preserves the 
theme of escape from society to the extent of idealizing a simplified life in llie country 
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T h e pastoral makes possible a pecul iar civility in relat ionships that 
cross social boundar ie s . It permits a poli te tenderness that m o r e d i rec t 
ways o f a c k n o w l e d g i n g inequali ty could inhibit. Its cour tesy b e c o m e s 
respect , even admira t ion . Evans-Pr i tchard and L e Roy L a d u r i e c lear ly 
e s t e e m e d "their shepherds . " Yet the pastoral also l icences pa t ron­
iz ing att i tudes o f condescens ion , such as r everence for a simplicity 
" w e " have lost (compare Clifford's pape r in this vo lume) . For Evans-
Pr i tchard a n d L e Roy L a d u r i e the pastoral m o d e becomes sel f -serving 
because the s h e p h e r d symbolizes that point b e y o n d domina t ion w h e r e 
neu t ra l e t h n o g r a p h i c truth can collect itself. 

T h e use o f the pastoral at once justifies and betrays the in t roduc­
tory efforts to suppress the interplay o f p o w e r and k n o w l e d g e . T h u s 
the nar ra tors can enjoy relations suffused with a t ender cour tesy that 
appea r s to t ranscend inequali ty and dominat ion . Yet the pastoral m o d e 
obl ique ly reveals inequalit ies in the relations that p r o d u c e d e thno­
g r a p h i c k n o w l e d g e . Repressed in in t roductory narrat ives, contexts o f 
d o m i n a t i o n r e tu rn in court ly disguise. T h e quality o f h u m a n relat ions 
e m b o d i e d in the figures o f the inquisitor and the fieldworker still 
h a u n t the authors . T h r o u g h a literary metamorphos i s , the figures o f 
d o m i n a t i o n r eappea r , ne i ther as inquisi tor n o r as fieldworker, bu t 
n o w as "nat ives" in shepherds ' c lothing. 

or on the frontier" (1971 :43) . This version of the pastoral often informs ethnographic 
writing. In reading The Nuer and Montaillou I have been concerned with the content of 
idealization, and its purposes. 

This paper has benefited from comments by Talal Asad, Amy Burce, James Clif­
ford, Vincent Crapanzano, Michael Fischer, George Marcus, Kirin Narayan, Mary 
Pratt, Paul Rabinow, Robert Thornton, Stephen Tyler, and Sylvia Yanagisako. 
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On Ethnographic Allegory 

1 . a story in which people, things and happenings have 
another meaning, as in a fable or parable: allegories are used 
for teaching or explaining. 

2. the presentation of ideas by means of such stories. ..." 

In a recen t essay on narrat ive Vic to r T u r n e r a rgues that social 
p e r f o r m a n c e s enact power fu l s tor ies—mythic and c o m m o n s e n s i c a l — 
that p r o v i d e the social process "with a rhetoric, a m o d e o f emplo t -
men t , and a m e a n i n g " ( 1 9 8 0 : 1 5 3 ) . In what follows I treat e thnogra ­
p h y itself as a p e r f o r m a n c e emplo t ted by power fu l stories. E m b o d i e d 
in wri t ten repor ts , these stories s imultaneously describe real cul tura l 
events and m a k e addit ional , moral , ideological , and even cosmolog ica l 
s ta tements . E thnog raph i c wri t ing is al legorical at the level bo th o f its 
con ten t (what it says about cultures and their histories) and o f its f o r m 
(what is imp l i ed by its m o d e o f textualization). 

A n apparen t ly s imple e x a m p l e will in t roduce my a p p r o a c h . Mar -
j o r i e Shos tak begins he r b o o k Nisa: The Life and Words of a !Kung 
Woman wi th a story o f chi ldbir th the ! K u n g way—outs ide the vi l lage, 
a lone . H e r e are some excerp ts : 

I lay there and felt the pains as they came, over and over again. T h e n I felt 
something wet, the beginning of the childbirth. I thought, "Eh hey, maybe it is 

1. Webster's New Twentieth Century Dictionary, 2 n d ed. In literary studies definitions 
of allegory have ranged from Angus Fletcher's (1964:2) loose characterization ("In the 
simplest terms, allegory says one thing and means another") to Todorov's reassertion 
(1973:63) o f a stricter sense: "First of all, allegory implies the existence of at least two 
meanings for the same words; according to some critics, the first meaning must disap­
pear, while others require that the two be present together. Secondly, this double mean­
ing is indicated in the work in an explicit fashion: it does not proceed from the reader's 
interpretation (whether arbitrary or not)." According to Quintilian, any continuous or 
extended metaphor develops into allegory; and as Northrop Frye ( 1 9 7 1 : 9 t ) observes, 
"Within the boundaries of literature we find a kind of sliding scale, ranging from the 
most explicitly allegorical, consistent with being literature at all, at one extreme, to the 
most elusive, anti-explicit and anti-allegorical at the other." T h e various "second mean­
ings" of ethnographic allegory I shall be tracing here are all textually explicit. But eth­
nographies slide along Frye's scale, exhibiting strong allegorical features, usually with­
out marking themselves as allegories. 
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the child." I got up, took a blanket and covered Tashay with it; he was still 
sleeping. T h e n I took another blanket and my smaller duiker skin covering 
and I left. Was I not the only one? T h e only other woman was Tashay's grand­
mother, and she was asleep in her hut. So, just as I was, I left. I walked a short 
distance from the village and sat down beside a tree. . . . After she was born, I 
sat there; I didn't know what to do. I had no sense. She lay there, moving her 
arms about, trying to suck her fingers. She started to cry. I just sat there, look­
ing at her. I thought, "Is this my child? Who gave birth to this child?" T h e n 
I thought, "A big thing like that? How could it possibly have come out from 
my genitals?" I sat there and looked at her, looked and looked and looked. 
( 1 9 8 1 : 1 - 3 ) 

T h e story has grea t immediacy. Nisa's voice is unmis takable , the 
e x p e r i e n c e sharply e v o k e d : "She lay there, m o v i n g he r a rms about , 
t ry ing to suck he r fingers." B u t as readers we d o more than regis ter a 
u n i q u e event . T h e story's un fo ld ing requires us, first, to imag ine a dif­
fe ren t cultural n o r m ( ! K u n g birth, a lone in the bush) and then to rec­
o g n i z e a c o m m o n human expe r i ence (the quiet hero ism o f chi ldbi r th , 
fee l ings o f pos tpa r tum w o n d e r and doubt) . T h e story o f an occur ­
r ence s o m e w h e r e in the Kalahar i Deser t cannot r emain jus t that. I t 
impl ies bo th local cul tural mean ings and a genera l story o f bir th . 
A d i f ference is posi ted and t ranscended. Moreove r , Nisa's story tells 
us (how cou ld it not?) someth ing basic about woman's e x p e r i e n c e . 
Shostak's life o f a !Kung individual inevitably becomes an a l legory o f 
( female) humani ty . 

I a r g u e be low that these kinds o f t ranscendent mean ings are no t 
abstract ions o r interpretat ions " added" to the or iginal " s imple" ac­
coun t . Rather , they are the condi t ions o f its meaningfulness . E thno­
g raph ic texts are inescapably al legorical , and a serious acceptance o f 
this fact changes the ways they can be wri t ten and read. U s i n g Shostak's 
e x p e r i m e n t as a case study I examine a recent t endency to dis t inguish 
a l legor ical levels as specific "voices" within the text. I a rgue , finally, 
that the ve ry activity o f e thnograph ic writing—seen as inscript ion o r 
tex tua l iza t ion—enacts a r edempt ive Western al legory. T h i s pervas ive 
s t ruc ture needs to be perce ived and w e i g h e d against o ther possible 
e m p l o t m e n t s fo r the pe r fo rmance o f e thnography . 

A A A 

Literary description always opens onto another scene set, so to speak, 
"behind" the this-worldly things it purports to depict. 

MICHEL BEAUJOUR, "Some Paradoxes of Description" 

A l l e g o r y (Gr. alios, "other," and agoreuein, "to speak") usually 
deno te s a pract ice in wh ich a narrat ive fiction cont inuously refers to 
ano the r pattern of ideas o r events . It is a representa t ion that "inter­
pre ts" itself. I am using the term al legory in the e x p a n d e d sense re-
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c l a i m e d f o r it by r e c e n t critical d i s cuss ions , no tab ly t h o s e o f A n g u s 
F l e t c h e r (1964) a n d Paul D e M a n (1979) . A n y story h a s a p r o p e n s i t y 
t o g e n e r a t e a n o t h e r s tory in t h e m i n d o f its r e a d e r (or h e a r e r ) , t o re ­
p e a t a n d d i s p l a c e s o m e pr ior story. T o f o c u s o n e t h n o g r a p h i c a l l e g o r y 
in p r e f e r e n c e , say, to e t h n o g r a p h i c " i d e o l o g y " — a l t h o u g h t h e pol i t ical 
d i m e n s i o n s are a lways p r e s e n t ( J a m e s o n 1 9 8 1 ) — d r a w s a t t e n t i o n t o 
a s p e c t s o f cu l tura l d e s c r i p t i o n that h a v e unt i l r e c e n t l y b e e n m i n i ­
m i z e d . A r e c o g n i t i o n o f a l l e g o r y e m p h a s i z e s t h e fact that realist ic p o r ­
traits , to t h e e x t e n t that t h e y are "conv inc ing" or "rich," are e x t e n d e d 
m e t a p h o r s , p a t t e r n s o f assoc iat ions that p o i n t to c o h e r e n t ( theore t i ­
cal , e s th e t i c , m o r a l ) a d d i t i o n a l m e a n i n g s . A l l e g o r y ( m o r e s t r o n g l y 
t h a n " interpretat ion") calls to m i n d t h e poe t i c , t radi t ional , c o s m o l o g i -
cal n a t u r e o f s u c h wr i t ing p r o c e s s e s . 

A l l e g o r y d r a w s special a t t e n t i o n to t h e narrative c h a r a c t e r o f cu l ­
tura l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s , to the s tor ies bui l t in to t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l 
p r o c e s s itself. It a l so breaks d o w n t h e s e a m l e s s qual i ty o f cu l tura l d e ­
s c r i p t i o n by a d d i n g a t e m p o r a l a s p e c t to t h e p r o c e s s o f r e a d i n g . O n e 
l eve l o f m e a n i n g in a text will a lways g e n e r a t e o t h e r leve ls . T h u s t h e 
r h e t o r i c o f p r e s e n c e that has p r e v a i l e d in m u c h p o s t - r o m a n t i c l i tera­
t u r e ( a n d in m u c h "symbol ic a n t h r o p o l o g y " ) is i n t e r r u p t e d . D e Man's 
cr i t ique o f t h e va lor iza t ion o f s y m b o l s o v e r a l l egory in r o m a n t i c e s ­
the t i c s a l so q u e s t i o n s t h e projec t o f r e a l i s m ( D e M a n 1969) . T h e c l a i m 
that n o n a l l e g o r i c a l d e s c r i p t i o n was p o s s i b l e — a p o s i t i o n u n d e r l y i n g 
b o t h pos i t iv is t l i tera l i sm a n d realist s y n e c d o c h e ( the o r g a n i c , f u n c ­
t ional , o r "typical" r e l a t i o n s h i p o f parts to w h o l e s ) — w a s c lose ly a l l i ed 
to t h e r o m a n t i c s e a r c h for u n m e d i a t e d m e a n i n g in t h e e v e n t . Posi t iv­
i s m , r e a l i s m , a n d r o m a n t i c i s m — n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y i n g r e d i e n t s o f 
t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y a n t h r o p o l o g y — a l l re jec ted t h e "false" artifice o f 
r h e t o r i c a l o n g w i t h al legory's s u p p o s e d abstractness . A l l e g o r y v i o l a t e d 
t h e c a n o n s b o t h o f e m p i r i c a l s c i ence a n d o f artistic s p o n t a n e i t y ( O n g 
1 9 7 1 : 6 — 9 ) . It was t o o d e d u c t i v e , t o o m u c h a n o p e n i m p o s i t i o n o f 
m e a n i n g o n s e n s i b l e e v i d e n c e . T h e r e c e n t "revival" o f r h e t o r i c by 
a d i v e r s e g r o u p o f l i terary a n d cul tura l theor is t s ( R o l a n d B a r t h e s , 
K e n n e t h B u r k e , G e r a r d G e n e t t e , M i c h e l d e C e r t e a u , H a y d e n W h i t e , 
Paul D e M a n , a n d M i c h e l B e a u j o u r a m o n g o thers ) has t h r o w n s e r i o u s 
d o u b t o n t h e pos i t iv i s t -romant ic -rea l i s t c o n s e n s u s . I n e t h n o g r a p h y 
t h e c u r r e n t t u r n to r h e t o r i c c o i n c i d e s wi th a p e r i o d o f pol i t ical a n d 
e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l r é é v a l u a t i o n in w h i c h t h e c o n s t r u c t e d , i m p o s e d n a ­
t u r e o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l author i ty has b e c o m e u n u s u a l l y vis ible a n d 
c o n t e s t e d . A l l e g o r y p r o m p t s us to say o f any cul tural d e s c r i p t i o n n o t 
"this r e p r e s e n t s , or s y m b o l i z e s , that" b u t ra ther , "this is a (mora l ly 
c h a r g e d ) story a b o u t that ." 2 

2. A n "allegorical anthropology" is suggested fairly explicitly in recent works by 
Boon (1977, 1982), Crapanzano (1980), Taussig (1984), and Tyler (1984a). 
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T h e speci f ic a c c o u n t s c o n t a i n e d in e t h n o g r a p h i e s c a n n e v e r b e 
l i m i t e d t o a pro jec t o f scientif ic d e s c r i p t i o n so l o n g as t h e g u i d i n g task 
o f t h e w o r k is to m a k e t h e (o f t en s t range ) b e h a v i o r o f a d i f f e r e n t w a y 
o f l i fe h u m a n l y c o m p r e h e n s i b l e . T o say that e x o t i c b e h a v i o r a n d s y m ­
b o l s m a k e s e n s e e i t h e r in " h u m a n " o r "cultural" t e r m s is to s u p p l y t h e 
s a m e sorts o f a l l egor ica l a d d e d m e a n i n g s that a p p e a r in o l d e r narra ­
t ives t h a t saw ac t ions as "spiritually" s ignif icant . Cul tura l i s t a n d h u ­
m a n i s t a l l e g o r i e s s t a n d b e h i n d t h e c o n t r o l l e d fictions o f d i f f e r e n c e 
a n d s i m i l i t u d e that w e call e t h n o g r a p h i c a c c o u n t s . W h a t is m a i n t a i n e d 
in t h e s e t e x t s is a d o u b l e a t t e n t i o n to t h e d e s c r i p t i v e s u r f a c e a n d t o 
m o r e abstract , c o m p a r a t i v e , a n d e x p l a n a t o r y leve ls o f m e a n i n g . T h i s 
t w o f o l d s t r u c t u r e is set o u t by C o l e r i d g e in a classic de f in i t i on . 

We may then safely define allegorical writing as the employment of one set of 
agents and images with actions and accompaniments correspondent, so as to 
convey, while in disguise, either moral qualities or conceptions of the mind 
that are not in themselves objects of the senses, or other images, agents, for­
tunes, and circumstances so that the difference is everywhere presented to the 
eye or imagination, while the likeness is suggested to the mind; and this con­
nectedly, so that the parts combine to form a consistent whole. (1936 :30) 

W h a t o n e sees in a c o h e r e n t e t h n o g r a p h i c a c c o u n t , t h e i m a g e d c o n ­
s truc t o f t h e o t h e r , is c o n n e c t e d in a c o n t i n u o u s d o u b l e s t r u c t u r e w i t h 
w h a t o n e understands. A t t imes , the s t ruc ture is t o o blatant: " D u r i n g 
t h e c e r a m i c m a n u f a c t u r i n g proces s , w o m e n c o n v e r s e gent ly , qu ie t ly , 
a lways w i t h o u t confl ict , a b o u t e c o s y s t e m d y n a m i c s . . ." ( W h i t t e n 
1 9 7 8 : 8 4 7 ) . U s u a l l y it is less o b v i o u s a n d t h u s m o r e realist ic. A d a p t i n g 
C o l e r i d g e ' s f o r m u l a , w h a t a p p e a r s descr ipt ive ly to t h e s e n s e s ( a n d pri­
mari ly , as h e s u g g e s t s , to t h e o b s e r v i n g eye) s e e m s to b e "other ," w h i l e 
w h a t is s u g g e s t e d by t h e c o h e r e n t ser ies o f p e r c e p t i o n s is a n u n d e r ­
l y i n g s i m i l i t u d e . S t r a n g e b e h a v i o r is p o r t r a y e d as m e a n i n g f u l w i t h i n a 
c o m m o n n e t w o r k o f s y m b o l s — a c o m m o n g r o u n d o f u n d e r s t a n d a b l e 
act iv i ty va l id for b o t h o b s e r v e r a n d o b s e r v e d , a n d by i m p l i c a t i o n f o r 
all h u m a n g r o u p s . T h u s e t h n o g r a p h y ' s narrat ive o f specif ic d i f f e r e n c e s 
p r e s u p p o s e s , a n d always r e f e r s to , a n abstract p l a n e o f s imilarity . 

It is w o r t h n o t i n g , t h o u g h I c a n n o t p u r s u e t h e t h e m e h e r e , that 
b e f o r e t h e e m e r g e n c e o f secu lar a n t h r o p o l o g y as a s c i e n c e o f human 
a n d cultural p h e n o m e n a , e t h n o g r a p h i c a c c o u n t s w e r e c o n n e c t e d t o 
d i f f e r e n t a l l egor ica l r e f e r e n t s . Father Lafitau's f a m o u s c o m p a r i s o n 
( 1 7 2 4 ) o f N a t i v e A m e r i c a n c u s t o m s wi th t h o s e o f t h e a n c i e n t H e b r e w s 
a n d E g y p t i a n s e x e m p l i f i e s a n ear l ier t e n d e n c y to m a p d e s c r i p t i o n s o f 
t h e o t h e r o n t o c o n c e p t i o n s o f the "premiers temps." M o r e o r less e x p l i c i t 
bibl ical o r classical a l l egor i e s a b o u n d in t h e early d e s c r i p t i o n s o f t h e 
N e w W o r l d . For as J o h a n n e s Fabian (1983) a r g u e s , t h e r e has b e e n a 
pervasiv i : IcndriK y lo p r e l i g u r e o t h e r s in a t e m p o r a l l y dist inct , bui lo-
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catable , space (earlier) within an assumed progress o f Western history. 
Cu l tu ra l a n t h r o p o l o g y in the twentieth century has t ended to rep lace 
( t h o u g h n e v e r comple te ly) these historical al legories with humanis t al­
legor ies . It has e schewed a search for origins in favor o f s eek ing hu­
m a n similarities and cul tural differences. B u t the representa t ional 
process i tself has not essentially changed . Most descript ions o f o thers 
con t inue to assume and re fer to e lementa l or t ranscendent levels o f 
t ruth. 

T h i s conclus ion e m e r g e s clearly f rom the recent M e a d - F r e e m a n 
con t roversy . 3 T w o c o m p e t i n g portrayals o f Samoan life are cast as sci­
entific projects ; but bo th conf igure the o ther as a moral ly c h a r g e d al­
ter e g o . M e a d c la imed to be conduc t ing a control led " e x p e r i m e n t " in 
the field, " test ing" the universali ty o f stressful adolescence by e x a m i n ­
i n g a coun te r instance empirically. B u t despi te Boasian rhetor ic about 
the " labora tory" o f fieldwork, Mead's expe r imen t p r o d u c e d a message 
o f b r o a d ethical and political significance. L ike Ru th Bened ic t in Pat­

terns of Culture (1934) , she he ld a liberal, pluralist vision, r e s p o n d i n g 
to the d i l emmas o f a " c o m p l e x " A m e r i c a n society. T h e e t h n o g r a p h i c 
stories M e a d and Bened i c t told were manifestly l inked to the situation 
o f a cu l ture s t rugg l ing with diverse values, with an appa ren t break­
d o w n o f established traditions, with Utopian visions o f h u m a n malle­
ability a n d fears o f d i saggrega t ion . T h e i r e thnographies w e r e "fables 
o f identity," to adap t N o r t h r o p Frye's title (1963) . T h e i r open ly alle­
gor ica l p u r p o s e was not a kind o f mora l o r exposi tory f rame for e m ­
pirical descr ipt ions, someth ing a d d e d on in prefaces and conclus ions . 
T h e ent i re project o f invent ing and represent ing "cul tures" was , for 
M e a d a n d Bened ic t , a pedagogica l , ethical under tak ing . 

Mead ' s " expe r imen t " in control led cul tural variat ion n o w looks 
less l ike science than a l l ego ry—a too sharply focused story o f S a m o a 
sugges t i ng a possible A m e r i c a . D e r e k Freeman's cri t ique ignores any 
p r o p e r l y l i terary d imens ions in e thnograph ic work , howeve r , and in­
stead appl ies its o w n b rand o f scientism, inspired by recent d e v e l o p ­
ments in sociobiology. A s F reeman sees it, M e a d was simply w r o n g 
abou t Samoans . T h e y are not the casual, permissive peop le she m a d e 
f a m o u s , bu t are beset by all the usual h u m a n tensions. T h e y are v io­
lent. T h e y ge t ulcers. T h e main body o f his cri t ique is a mass ing o f 
c o u n t e r e x a m p l e s d r a w n f rom the historical record and f rom his o w n 
fieldwork. In 170 pages o f empir ical overki l l , he successfully shows 
wha t was a l ready expl ic i t for an alert r eade r o f Coming of Age in Samoa: 

that M e a d cons t ruc ted a foreshor tened picture, des igned to p ropose 

3. Mead (1923), Freeman (1983). I have drawn on my review of Freeman in the 
Times Literary Supplement, May 13, 1983, 4 7 5 - 7 6 , which explores the literary dimen­
sions of the controversy. For another treatment in this vein, see Porter 1984. 
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mora l , pract ical lessons for A m e r i c a n society. B u t as F r e e m a n heaps 
u p instances o f S a m o a n anxiety and violence, the al legorical f rame for 
his o w n u n d e r t a k i n g begins to e m e r g e . Clear ly someth ing m o r e is get­
t ing e x p r e s s e d than simply the "darker side," as F r e e m a n puts it, 
o f S a m o a n life. In a revea l ing hnal page he admits as m u c h , counte r ­
i n g Mead ' s " A p o l l o n i a n " sense o f cultural balance with biology's " D i o -
nysian" h u m a n na ture (essential, emot ional , etc.). B u t what is the sci­
entific status o f a "refutat ion" that can be subsumed so neatly by a 
Wes te rn myth ic opposi t ion? O n e is left with a stark contrast : Mead 's 
at tract ive, sexual ly l iberated, ca lm Pacific wor ld , and now Freeman's 
S a m o a o f see th ing tensions, strict controls , and violent outbursts . In­
d e e d M e a d and F r e e m a n fo rm a kind o f d ip tych, whose o p p o s i n g pan­
els signify a r ecu r r en t Western ambiva lence about the "pr imit ive." O n e 
is r e m i n d e d o f Melville 's Typee, a sensuous paradise w o v e n t h r o u g h 
with d read , the threat o f violence. 

A A A 

Le transfert de l'Empire de la Chine à l'Empire de soi-même est constant. 
VICTOR SEGALEN 

A scientific e t h n o g r a p h y normal ly establishes a p r iv i leged al­
legor ica l regis ter it identifies as "theory," "interpretat ion," o r "exp la ­
nat ion." B u t o n c e all mean ingfu l levels in a text, inc lud ing theories 
and in terpre ta t ions , are r ecogn ized as al legorical , it becomes difficult 
to view one o f t h e m as pr iv i leged, account ing for the rest. O n c e this 
a n c h o r is d i s lodged , the s taging and va lu ing o f mult iple a l legorical 
regis ters , o r "voices ," becomes an impor tan t area o f conce rn for eth­
n o g r a p h i c wri ters . Recent ly this has somet imes meant g iv ing indige­
nous d iscourse a semi - independen t status in the textual whole , in­
t e r rup t ing the p r iv i leged m o n o t o n e o f "scientific" representa t ion . 4 

M u c h e t h n o g r a p h y , tak ing its distance f rom totalizing an th ropo logy , 
seeks to e v o k e mul t ip le (but not limitless) a l legories . 

Mar jor ie Shostak's Nisa exemplif ies , and wrestles with, the p rob ­
l e m o f p resen t ing and media t ing mult iple s tor ies . 5 1 shall dwel l on it at 
some leng th . Shostak explicit ly stages three al legorical regis ters : (1) 
the represen ta t ion o f a coheren t cultural subject as source o f scientific 
k n o w l e d g e (Nisa is a " ! K u n g woman") ; (2) the construct ion o f a g e n ­
d e r e d subject (Shostak asks: what is it to be a woman?) ; (3) the story o f 
a m o d e o f e t h n o g r a p h i c p roduc t ion and relat ionship (an int imate dia-

4. On the origins of this "monotone," see De Certeau 1983:128. 
5. T h e rest of this section is an expanded version of my review of Nisa in the Times 

Literary Supplement, September 17, 1982, 994-95 . 
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typical at t i tudes, activities, and exper iences . B u t Shostak was dissatis­
fied by the lack o f d e p t h in her interviews, and this led h e r to seek ou t 
an in fo rman t able to p rov ide a detai led personal narrat ive. Nisa was 
qui te u n u s u a l in he r ability to recall and expla in he r life; m o r e o v e r 
the re d e v e l o p e d a s t rong resonance be tween he r stories a n d Shostak 's 
pe r sona l conce rns . T h i s posed a p rob lem for the expec ta t ions o f a 
gene ra l i z ing social science. 

A t the e n d o f he r first sojourn in the field, Shostak was t roub led 
by a suspic ion that he r inter locutor migh t be too idiosyncrat ic . Nisa 
h a d k n o w n severe pain; he r life as she recalled it was of ten violent . 
Mos t p rev ious accounts o f the !Kung, like Elizabeth Marshal l T h o m a s ' s 
The Harmless People (1959) , had shown them to be peace- lov ing . "Did I 
real ly wan t to be the o n e to balance the pic ture?" (350). O n a re tu rn 
t r ip to the Ka laha r i , Shostak found reassurance. T h o u g h Nisa still 
exe r t ed a special fascination, she now appea red less unusua l . A n d the 
e t h n o g r a p h e r became "more sure than ever that o u r w o r k t oge the r 
cou ld a n d shou ld m o v e fo rward . T h e interviews I was c o n d u c t i n g 
with o the r w o m e n w e r e p rov ing to m e that Nisa was fundamenta l ly 
similar to those a r o u n d her . She was unusual ly articulate, a n d she h a d 
suffered g rea te r than average loss, but in most o ther impor tan t re­
spects she was a typical ! K u n g w o m a n " (358). 

R o l a n d Bar thes (1981) has writ ten poignant ly o f an imposs ible 
science o f the individual . A n insistent tug toward the gene ra l is felt 
t h r o u g h o u t Nisa, and it is not wi thout pain that we find Nisa gene r ­
al ized, t ied to "an interpretat ion o f !Kung l i fe" (350). T h e book's sci­
entific d i scourse , tirelessly contextual , typifying, is b ra ided t h r o u g h 
the o the r two voices , i n t roduc ing each o f the fifteen thematic sections 
o f the life wi th a few pages o f b a c k g r o u n d . ("Once a mar r i age has sur­
v ived a few years b e y o n d the y o u n g wife's first menst ruat ion , the rela­
t ionsh ip b e t w e e n the spouses becomes m o r e equa l" [169] . A n d so 
forth.) I n d e e d , one somet imes feels that the scientific discourse func­
tions in the text as a k ind o f brake on the book's o ther voices, w h o s e 
m e a n i n g s are excessively personal and intersubjective. T h e r e is a real 
d i screpancy . For at the same t ime that Nisa's story contr ibutes to bet ter 
genera l iza t ions abou t the !Kung, its ve ry specificity, a n d the par t icu lar 
c i rcumstances o f its mak ing , create mean ings that are resistant to the 
d e m a n d s o f a typi fy ing science. 

T h e book's second and third registers are sharply distinct f r o m 
the first. T h e i r s t ructure is dialogical , and at times each seems to exist 
p r imar i ly in response to the other . Nisa's life has its o w n textual au ton­
omy , as a distinct narra t ive spoken in characteristic, bel ievable tones. 
B u t it is manifes t ly the p roduc t o f a col laborat ion. T h i s is par t icular ly 
t rue o f its overa l l shape , a full l i fespan—fif teen chapters i nc lud ing 

l o g u e ) . Nisa is the p s e u d o n y m o f a fifty-year-old w o m a n w h o has l ived 
mos t o f he r life in semi-nomadic condit ions. Marjor ie Shos tak be longs 
to a Harva rd -based research g r o u p that has s tudied the !Kung San 
hun te r -ga the re r s since the 1950s. T h e c o m p l e x truths that e m e r g e 
f r o m this "life a n d w o r d s " are not l imited to an individual o r to h e r 
s u r r o u n d i n g cul tura l wor ld . 

T h e book's three registers are in crucial respects d iscrepant . First, 
the au tob iography , cross-checked against o ther !Kung women ' s lives, is 
inser ted within an o n g o i n g cul tural interpretat ion (to wh ich it adds 
"dep th" ) . Second , this shaped expe r i ence soon becomes a story o f 
"women ' s " exis tence , a story that rhymes closely with many o f the ex­
pe r i ences a n d issues h igh l igh ted in recent feminist t hough t . T h i r d , 
Nisa narra tes an intercul tural encounte r in which two individuals col­
laborate to p r o d u c e a specific domain o f t ruth. T h e e thnograph ic en­
c o u n t e r i tself becomes , here , the subject o f the book, a fable o f c o m ­
munica t ion , r appor t , and , finally, a kind o f fictional, but potent , 
k insh ip . Nisa is thus manifestly an a l legory o f scientific c o m p r e ­
hens ion , ope ra t i ng at the levels both o f cul tural descr ip t ion and o f a 
sea rch fo r h u m a n or ig ins . ( A l o n g with o ther s tudents o f ga the re r -
hun te r s , the H a r v a r d pro jec t—Shostak inc luded—tend to see in this 
longes t stage o f h u m a n cultural d e v e l o p m e n t a baseline for h u m a n 
nature . ) Nisa is a Wes te rn feminist al legory, par t o f the re invent ion o f 
the g e n e r a l ca tegory " w o m a n " in the 1970s and 80s. Nisa is an a l legory 
o f e t h n o g r a p h y , o f contact and comprehens ion . 

A b ra ided narrat ive, the b o o k moves constantly, at t imes awk­
ward ly , be tween its three meaningfu l registers. Nisa is l ike m a n y 
w o r k s that por t ray c o m m o n h u m a n exper iences , conflicts, j o y s , work , 
a n d so on . B u t the text Shostak has m a d e is or ig inal in the way it re­
fuses to b lend its three registers into a seamless, "ful l" representa­
tion. T h e y r ema in separate , in dramatic tension. T h i s polyvocal i ty is 
app rop r i a t e to the book's predicament , that o f many self-conscious 
e t h n o g r a p h i c wri ters w h o find it difficult to speak o f wel l -def ined 
"o thers" f rom a stable, distanced position. Difference invades the text; 
it can n o l onge r be represen ted ; it must be enacted. 

Nisa's first register , that o f cultural science, holds its subject in f i rm 
re la t ion to a social wor ld . It explains Nisa's personali ty in te rms o f 
!Kung ways , a n d it uses he r expe r i ence to nuance and cor rec t gene r ­
alizations about he r g r o u p . I f Nisa reveals intersubjective mechan i sms 
in unusua l dep th , its polyvocal construct ion shows, too , that the tran­
sition to scientific k n o w l e d g e is not smooth . T h e personal does not 
y ie ld to the gene ra l wi thout loss. Shostak's research was based o n sys­
tematic in terviews with m o r e than a score o f !Kung w o m e n . F r o m 
these conversat ions she amassed a body o f data large e n o u g h to reveal 
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"Earl iest Memor i e s , " "Family Li fe , " "Discover ing Sex , " "Tr ia l Mar ­
r iages ," "Mar r i age , " " M o t h e r h o o d and Loss ," " W o m e n a n d M e n , " 
" T a k i n g L o v e r s , " " A H e a l i n g Ritual ," " G r o w i n g Olde r . " A l t h o u g h at 
the start o f the interviews Nisa had m a p p e d out he r life, ske tch ing the 
main areas to be cove red , the thematic roster appears to be Shostak's . 
I n d e e d , by cast ing Nisa's discourse in the shape o f a "l ife," Shostak ad­
dresses two ra the r different audiences . O n one side, this intensely 
persona l col lect ion o f memor i e s is m a d e suitable for scientific typifica-
t ion as a "l ife-history" o r "l ife-cycle." O n the other , Nisa's l i fe b r ings 
into play a po ten t a n d pervasive mechanism for the p roduc t ion o f 
m e a n i n g in the Wes t—the exemplary , coheren t self (or ra ther , the self 
pu l l ing itself toge the r in au tob iography) . T h e r e is no th ing universa l 
o r na tura l about the fictional processes o f b iog raphy and au tob iogra ­
phy ( G u s d o r f 1956; O l n e y 1972 ; Le jeune 1975)- L iv ing does not 
easily o rgan ize itself into a cont inuous narrat ive. W h e n Nisa says, as 
she of ten does , "We lived in that place, eat ing things. T h e n w e left and 
w e n t s o m e w h e r e else," o r simply, "we l ived and l ived" (69), the h u m o f 
u n m a r k e d , impersona l existence can be heard . F r o m this b l u r r e d 
b a c k g r o u n d , a narrat ive shape e m e r g e s in the occasion o f speak ing , 
s imul taneous ly to onese l f and another . Nisa tells h e r life, a p rocess 
textual ly d ramat ized in Shostak's book. 

A s al ter e g o , p rovoke r , and edi tor o f the discourse, Shostak m a k e s 
a n u m b e r o f significant intervent ions. A g o o d deal o f cu t t ing and re­
a r r a n g i n g t ransforms o v e r l a p p i n g stories into "a l i fe" that d o e s not 
r epea t i tself u n d u l y and that develops by recognizable steps a n d pas­
sages. Nisa's distinct voice emerges . B u t Shostak has systematically re­
m o v e d he r o w n intervent ions ( though they can often be sensed in 
Nisa's response) . She has also taken out a variety o f narrat ive marke r s : 
h e r friend's habitual c o m m e n t at the end o f a story, "the w i n d has 
taken that away," o r at the start, "I will break o p e n the story and tell 
y o u what 's there"; o r in the middle , " W h a t a m I t ry ing to do? H e r e I 
a m sitting, ta lking about one story, and another runs r ight into m y 
h e a d and into my thoughts !" (40). Shostak has clearly t h o u g h t care­
fully abou t the f raming o f he r transcripts, and one cannot have every­
t h i n g — t h e p e r f o r m a n c e with all its d ivagat ions , and also an easily un­
ders tandab le story. I f Nisa's words were to be widely read, concess ions 
h a d to be m a d e to the requi rements o f b iographica l a l legory, to a 
r eade r sh ip pract iced in the ethical interpretat ion o f selves. B y these 
fo rma l means the book's second discourse, Nisa's spoken life, is b r o u g h t 
close to its readers , b e c o m i n g a narrat ion that makes e loquen t "hu­
m a n " sense. 

T h e book's third distinct register is Shostak's personal accoun t o f 
fieldwork. " T e a c h m e what it is to be a !Kung w o m a n " was the ques t ion 
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0. On ethnography as an allegory of conquest and initiation, see Clifford 1983b. 

she asked o f he r informants (349). I f Nisa r e sponded with pecul ia r 
aptness , he r words also seemed to answer another quest ion, " W h a t is 
it to be a w o m a n ? " Shostak told he r informants "that I wan ted to lea rn 
wha t it mean t to be a w o m a n in their cul ture so I cou ld bet ter unde r ­
stand wha t it mean t in my own ." Wi th Nisa, the relat ionship b e c a m e , 
in !Kung terms, that o f an aunt talking to a y o u n g niece, to "a gir l-
w o m a n , recent ly mar r i ed , s t rugg l ing with the issues o f love , mar r i age , 
sexuali ty, w o r k and identi ty" (4). T h e y o u n g e r w o m a n ("niece," some­
times "daughte r" ) is instructed by an expe r i enced e lder in the arts a n d 
pains o f w o m a n h o o d . T h e t ransforming relat ionship ends with an 
equali ty in affection and respect, and with a final word , potent in 
feminist m e a n i n g : "sister" (371) . Nisa speaks, t h roughou t , not as a 
neut ra l witness bu t as a person g iv ing specific kinds o f advice to some­
one o f a par t icular age with manifest quest ions and desires. She is no t 
an " in fo rmant" speak ing cultural truths, as i f to eve ryone and no one , 
p r o v i d i n g in format ion ra ther than circumstantial responses . 

In h e r account , Shostak describes a search for personal knowl ­
e d g e , for some th ing g o i n g b e y o n d the usual e thnograph ic r appor t . 
She h o p e s that int imacy with a !Kung w o m a n will, somehow, en la rge 
o r d e e p e n he r sense o f be ing a m o d e r n Western w o m a n . Wi th ­
ou t d r a w i n g explici t lessons f rom Nisa's exper ience , she dramat izes 
t h r o u g h h e r o w n quest the way a narra ted life makes sense, a l legor i -
cally, for another. Nisa's story is revealed as a jo in t p roduc t ion , the out­
c o m e o f an e n c o u n t e r that cannot be rewri t ten as a subject-object di­
cho tomy. S o m e t h i n g more than exp la in ing o r represen t ing the life 
a n d w o r d s o f ano ther is go ing o n — s o m e t h i n g more o p e n - e n d e d . T h e 
b o o k is par t o f a new interest in reva lu ing subjective (more accurately, 
in ter subjective) aspects o f research. It emerges f rom a crucial m o m e n t 
o f feminis t politics and epis temology: consciousness rais ing and the 
sha r ing o f expe r i ences by w o m e n . A commonal i ty is p r o d u c e d that, 
by b r i n g i n g separate lives together , e m p o w e r s personal act ion, r ecog ­
nizes a c o m m o n estate. T h i s m o m e n t o f recent feminist consciousness 
is a l l egor ized in Nisa's fable o f its o w n relationality. (In o ther eth­
n o g r a p h i e s , tradit ionally mascul ine stories o f initiation and penet ra­
t ion different ly stage the p roduc t ive encounte r o f self and o t h e r . ) 6 

Shostak's expl ic i t feminist a l legory thus reflects a specific m o m e n t in 
w h i c h the cons t ruc t ion o f "woman's" expe r i ence is g iven cen ter s tage. 
It is a m o m e n t o f con t inu ing impor tance ; but it has been cha l l enged 
by recen t coun te rcur ren t s within feminist theory. T h e assert ion o f 
c o m m o n female qualit ies (and oppressions) across racial, ethnic, and 
class lines is newly problemat ic . A n d in some quarters " w o m a n " is 
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seen , not as a locus o f expe r i ence , but as a shifting subjective posi t ion 
not r educ ib le to any essence . 7 

Shostak 's a l l egory seems to regis ter these coun te rcur ren t s in its oc­
casional ly c o m p l e x accounts o f the processes o f play and t ransference , 
w h i c h p r o d u c e the final inscription o f commonal i ty . For the book's in­
t imate relat ionships are based o n subtle, rec iprocal m o v e m e n t s o f 
d o u b l i n g , imagina t ion , and desire, movemen t s a l legor ized in o n e o f 
the stories Shostak tells in counterpoin t to Nisa's na r ra t ive—an inci­
den t t u rn ing on the value o f a gir l-woman's body. 

O n e day I noticed a twelve-year-old girl, whose breasts had just started to de­
velop, looking into the small mirror beside the driver's window of our Land 
Rover. She looked intently at her face, then, on tiptoe, examined her breasts 
and as much of her body as she could see, then went to her face again. She 
stepped back to see more, moved in again for a closer look. She was a lovely 
girl, although not outstanding in any way except being in the full health and 
beauty o f youth. She saw me watching. I teased in the !Kung manner I had by 
then thoroughly learned, "So ugly! How is such a young girl already so ugly?" 
She laughed. I asked, "You don't agree?" She beamed, "No, not at all. I'm beau­
tiful!" She continued to look at herself. I said, "Beautiful? Perhaps my eyes have 
become broken with age that I can't see where it is?" She said, "Everywhere— 
my face, my body. There is no ugliness at all." These remarks were said easily, 
with a broad smile, but without arrogance. T h e pleasure she felt in her chang­
ing body was as evident as the absence of conflict about it. (270) 

A g r e a t dea l o f the b o o k is here : an old voice , a y o u n g voice , a mi r ro r 
. . . talk o f self-possession. Narcissism, a t e rm o f dev iance app l i ed to 
w o m e n o f the West, is t ransf igured. W e notice, too, that it is the eth­
n o g r a p h e r , a ssuming a voice o f age , w h o has b r o u g h t a mir ror , j u s t as 
Nisa p rov ides an al legorical mi r ror when Shostak takes the ro le o f 
y o u t h . E t h n o g r a p h y gains subjective "dep th" t h r o u g h the sorts o f 
roles , reflections, a n d reversals d ramat ized here . T h e wri ter , and he r 
r eaders , can be bo th y o u n g (learning) and old (knowing) . T h e y can 
s imul taneously listen, and "give voice to," the other." Nisa's r eade r s 
f o l l o w — a n d p r o l o n g — t h e play o f a desire. T h e y imagine , in the mir-

7. O n racial and class divisions within feminism, see the rethinking of Rich ( 1979), 
and the work of Hull, Scott, and Smith (1982), Hooks (1981), and Moraga (1983). 
Strong feminist critiques of essentialism may be found in Wittig (1981) and Haraway 
(1985)-

8. Ethnographies often present themselves as fictions of learning, the acquisition 
of knowledge, and finally of authority to understand and represent another culture. 
T h e researcher begins in a child's relationship to adult culture, and ends by speaking 
with the wisdom of experience. It is interesting to observe how, in the text, an author's 
enunciative modes may shift back and forth between learning from and speaking for 
the other. This fictional freedom is crucial to ethnography's allegorical appeal: the si­
multaneous reconstruction of a culture and a knowing self, a double "coming of age 
in Samoa." 
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ro r o f the o ther , a guileless self-possession, an uncompl ica ted fee l ing 
o f "at t ract iveness" that Shostak translates as "I have work , " "I a m p r o ­
duc t ive , " "I have w o r t h " (270). 

A n t h r o p o l o g i c a l fieldwork has been represen ted as both a scien­
tific " labora tory" and a personal "rite o f passage." T h e two m e t a p h o r s 
c ap tu r e nicely the discipline's impossible a t tempt to fuse object ive a n d 
subjective pract ices. Unt i l recently, this impossibility was m a s k e d by 
marg ina l i z ing the intersubjective foundat ions o f fieldwork, by e x c l u d ­
ing t h e m f rom serious e thnograph ic texts, re lega t ing t h e m to pref­
aces, memoi r s , anecdotes , confessions, and so forth. Late ly this set o f 
discipl inary rules is g iv ing way. T h e new tendency to n a m e a n d quo te 
in formants m o r e fully and to in t roduce personal e lements into the 
text is a l te r ing e thnography ' s discursive strategy and m o d e o f au thor ­
ity. M u c h o f o u r k n o w l e d g e about o ther cul tures mus t n o w be seen as 
con t ingen t , the problemat ic o u t c o m e o f intersubjective d i a logue , 
t ranslat ion, and project ion. T h i s poses fundamenta l p rob lems fo r any 
science that m o v e s p redominan t ly f rom the part icular to the gene ra l , 
that can m a k e use o f personal truths only as examples o f typical phe ­
n o m e n a or as excep t ions to collective patterns. 

O n c e the e thnograph ic process is accorded its full complex i ty o f 
his tor ic ized dia logical relat ions, what former ly s eemed to be empi r i ­
cal / in terpret ive accounts o f genera l ized cultural facts (statements a n d 
at tr ibutions c o n c e r n i n g "the !Kung," "the Samoans ," etc.) n o w a p p e a r 
as j u s t o n e level o f al legory. Such accounts may,be c o m p l e x a n d t ru th­
ful; a n d they are , in pr inciple , susceptible to refutat ion, a s suming ac­
cess to the same pool o f cul tural facts. B u t as writ ten versions based o n 
fieldwork, these accounts are clearly no longer the story, bu t a story 
a m o n g o the r stories. Nisa's d iscordant al legorical regis ters—the book 's 
th ree , n e v e r qui te manageab le , "voices"—reflect a t roubled , invent ive 
m o m e n t in the history o f cross-cultural representat ion. 

A A A 

Welcome o f Tears is a beautiful book, combining the stories of a vanishing 
people and the growth of an anthropologist. 

MARGARET MEAD, blurb for the paperback edition 
of Charles Wagley's Welcome of Tears 

E t h n o g r a p h i c texts are not only, o r predominant ly , a l legor ies . 
I n d e e d , as w e have seen, they s t ruggle to limit the play o f their "ex t ra" 
mean ings , subord ina t ing them to mimetic , referential funct ions. T h i s 
s t rugg le (which of ten involves disputes ove r what will coun t as "scien­
tific" theory a n d wha t as "l i terary" invent ion or " ideologica l" projec­
tion) maintains discipl inary and gener ic convent ions . I f e t h n o g r a p h y 
as a tool for posit ive science is to be p rese rved , such convent ions mus t 
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m a s k , o r d irec t , m u l t i p l e a l legor ica l proces se s . For m a y n o t e v e r y e x ­
t e n d e d d e s c r i p t i o n , stylistic t u r n , story, or m e t a p h o r b e r e a d to m e a n 
s o m e t h i n g e l se? ( N e e d w e accept the t h r e e expl ic i t l eve l s o f a l l e g o r y in 
a b o o k l ike Nisa} W h a t a b o u t its p h o t o g r a p h s , w h i c h tell the ir o w n 
story?) A r e n o t r e a d i n g s t h e m s e l v e s u n d e c i d a b l e ? Critics l ike D e M a n 
(1979 ) r i g o r o u s l y a d o p t s u c h a p o s i t i o n , a r g u i n g that t h e c h o i c e o f a 
d o m i n a n t r h e t o r i c , figure, or narrat ive m o d e in a t ex t is a lways a n i m ­
p e r f e c t a t t e m p t to i m p o s e a r e a d i n g o r r a n g e o f r e a d i n g s o n a n in ter ­
p r e t i v e p r o c e s s that is o p e n - e n d e d , a ser ies o f d i s p l a c e d " m e a n i n g s " 
w i t h n o ful l s t o p . B u t w h e r e a s t h e f ree play o f r e a d i n g s m a y in t h e o r y 
b e in f in i te , t h e r e are , at a n y historical m o m e n t , a l i m i t e d r a n g e o f ca­
n o n i c a l a n d e m e r g e n t a l l egor i e s avai lable to the c o m p e t e n t r e a d e r 
( the r e a d e r w h o s e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n will b e d e e m e d plaus ib le by a specif ic 
c o m m u n i t y ) . T h e s e s t ruc tures o f m e a n i n g are historical ly b o u n d e d 
a n d c o e r c i v e . T h e r e is, in pract ice , n o "free play." 

W i t h i n this h is tor ica l p r e d i c a m e n t , t h e cr i t ique o f s tor ies a n d pat ­
t e r n s that pers i s t ent ly i n f o r m cross -cul tura l a c c o u n t s r e m a i n s a n i m ­
p o r t a n t pol i t ical as wel l as scientif ic task. I n the r e m a i n d e r o f this e ssay 
I e x p l o r e a b r o a d , o r i e n t i n g a l l e g o r y (or m o r e accurate ly , a p a t t e r n o f 
p o s s i b l e a l l egor i e s ) that has recent ly e m e r g e d as a c o n t e s t e d a r e a — a 
s t r u c t u r e o f r e t r o s p e c t i o n that m a y b e ca l l ed " e t h n o g r a p h i c pastoral ." 
Shostak's b o o k a n d t h e H a r v a r d h u n t e r - g a t h e r e r s tud ie s , t o t h e e x t e n t 
that t h e y e n g a g e in a s e a r c h for f u n d a m e n t a l , d e s i r a b l e h u m a n traits , 
are e n m e s h e d in this s t ruc ture . 

I n a t r e n c h a n t article , " T h e U s e a n d A b u s e o f A n t h r o p o l o g y : R e ­
f l ec t ions o n F e m i n i s m a n d Cross -Cul tura l U n d e r s t a n d i n g , " M i c h e l l e 
R o s a l d o h a s q u e s t i o n e d a pers i s tent t e n d e n c y to a p p r o p r i a t e e t h n o ­
g r a p h i c d a t a in t h e f o r m o f a s e a r c h for or ig ins . A n a l y s e s o f social 
"g ivens" s u c h as g e n d e r a n d sexua l i ty s h o w a n a l m o s t re f l ex ive 
n e e d f o r a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l jus t - so - s tor ie s . B e g i n n i n g wi th S i m o n e d e 
Beauvo ir ' s f o u n d i n g q u e s t i o n , "What is w o m a n ? " scholar ly d i s c u s s i o n s 
" m o v e . . . to a d i a g n o s i s o f c o n t e m p o r a r y s u b o r d i n a t i o n a n d f r o m 
t h e n o n t o t h e q u e r i e s 'Were t h i n g s always as t h e y are today?' a n d t h e n 
' W h e n d i d "it" start?'" ( 1 9 8 0 : 3 9 1 ) . E n t e r e x a m p l e s d r a w n f r o m e t h ­
n o g r a p h y . I n a pract ice n o t essent ia l ly d i f f erent f r o m that o f H e r b e r t 
S p e n c e r , H e n r y M a i n e , D u r k h e i m , E n g e l s , or F r e u d , it is a s s u m e d 
that e v i d e n c e f r o m "s imple" soc ie t ies will i l l u m i n a t e t h e o r i g i n s 
a n d s t r u c t u r e o f c o n t e m p o r a r y cul tura l pat terns . R o s a l d o n o t e s t h a t 
m o s t scientif ic a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s h a v e , s ince t h e early t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , 
a b a n d o n e d t h e e v o l u t i o n a r y s e a r c h for or ig ins , b u t h e r essay s u g g e s t s 
that t h e re f l ex is pervas ive a n d e n d u r i n g . M o r e o v e r , e v e n sc ient i f ic 
e t h n o g r a p h e r s c a n n o t ful ly contro l t h e m e a n i n g s — r e a d i n g s — p r o ­
v o k e d by the ir a c c o u n t s . T h i s is e spec ia l ly t rue o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s that 
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h a v e n o t h i s tor ic i zed the ir objects , p o r t r a y i n g e x o t i c soc ie t i es in a n 
" e t h n o g r a p h i c p r e s e n t " (which is a lways, in fact, a past) . T h i s syn­
c h r o n i c s u s p e n s i o n ef fect ive ly t ex tua l i zes the o t h e r , a n d g ive s t h e 
s e n s e o f a real i ty n o t in t e m p o r a l f lux, n o t in t h e s a m e a m b i g u o u s , 
m o v i n g historical p r e s e n t that i n c l u d e s a n d s i tuates t h e o t h e r , t h e e t h ­
n o g r a p h e r , a n d t h e r e a d e r . "Al lochronic" r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s , t o u s e 
J o h a n n e s Fabian's t e r m , h a v e b e e n p e r v a s i v e in t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y sci­
ent i f ic e t h n o g r a p h y . T h e y invi te a l legorical a p p r o p r i a t i o n s in t h e 
m y t h o l o g i z i n g m o d e R o s a l d o r e p u d i a t e s . 

E v e n t h e m o s t coo l ly analyt ic a c c o u n t s may b e bui l t o n this r e t r o ­
s p e c t i v e a p p r o p r i a t i o n . E. E. Evans-Pri tchard's The Nuer (1940) is a 
c a s e in p o i n t , f o r it por trays a n a p p e a l i n g l y h a r m o n i o u s a n a r c h y , a so­
c ie ty u n c o r r u p t e d by a Fall. H e n r i k a Kukl ick (1984) has a n a l y z e d The 
Nuer ( in t h e c o n t e x t o f a b r o a d t r e n d in Brit i sh polit ical a n t h r o p o l o g y 
c o n c e r n e d w i t h a c e p h a l o u s "tribal" societ ies) as a pol it ical a l l e g o r y re -
i n s c r i b i n g a r e c u r r e n t "folk m o d e l " o f A n g l o - S a x o n d e m o c r a c y . W h e n 
E v a n s - P r i t c h a r d wri tes , " T h e r e is n o m a s t e r a n d n o s e r v a n t in the ir 
soc ie ty , b u t o n l y e q u a l s w h o r e g a r d t h e m s e l v e s as God's n o b l e s t crea­
t ion ," it is n o t diff icult to h e a r e c h o e s o f a l o n g polit ical t rad i t i on o f 
n o s t a l g i a f o r "an ega l i tar ian , contrac tua l u n i o n " o f f ree i n d i v i d u a l s . 
E d e n i c o v e r t o n e s are occas iona l ly u n d e r s c o r e d , as a lways w i t h E v a n s -
P r i t c h a r d , dri ly . 

T h o u g h I have spoken of time and units of time the Nuer have no expression 
equivalent to "time" in our language, and they cannot, therefore, as we can, 
speak of time as though it were something actual, which passes, can be wasted, 
can be saved, and so forth. I do not think that they ever experience the same 
feeling of fighting against time or of having to coordinate activities with an 
abstract passage of time, because their points of reference are mainly the ac­
tivities themselves, which are generally of a leisurely character. Events follow 
a logical order, but they are not controlled by an abstract system, there being 
no autonomous points of reference to which activities have to conform with 
precision. Nuer are fortunate. (103) 

For a r e a d e r s h i p c a u g h t u p in t h e p o s t - D a r w i n i a n b o u r g e o i s e x p e r i ­
e n c e o f t i m e — a l inear , re l ent l e s s p r o g r e s s l e a d i n g n o w h e r e cer ta in 
a n d p e r m i t t i n g n o p a u s e or cyclic r e t u r n , t h e cu l tura l i s lands o u t o f 
t i m e (or " w i t h o u t history") d e s c r i b e d by m a n y e t h n o g r a p h e r s h a v e a 
p e r s i s t e n t p r e l a p s a r i a n a p p e a l . W e n o t e , h o w e v e r , t h e i ron ic s t r u c t u r e 
( w h i c h n e e d n o t i m p l y a n i ron ic t o n e ) o f s u c h a l l egor ie s . For t h e y ar e 
p r e s e n t e d t h r o u g h t h e d e t o u r o f a n e t h n o g r a p h i c subject ivi ty w h o s e 
a t t i t u d e t o w a r d t h e o t h e r is o n e o f par t i c ipant -observa t ion , o r b e t t e r 
p e r h a p s , b e l i e f - s k e p t i c i s m (See W e b s t e r 1 9 8 2 : 9 3 ) . N u e r are f o r t u ­
nate . (We ar e u n f o r t u n a t e . ) T h e a p p e a l is fictional, t h e t e m p o r a l e a s e 
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a n d at tract ive a n a r c h y o f N u e r soc ie ty a re dis tant , i rre tr ievable . T h e y 
a r e lost qua l i t i e s , t ex tua l ly r e c o v e r e d . 

T h i s i r o n i c a p p e a l b e l o n g s to a b r o a d ideo log i ca l p a t t e r n that h a s 
o r i e n t e d m u c h , p e r h a p s m o s t , t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y cross -cu l tura l r e p r e ­
s e n t a t i o n . "For us , pr imi t ive soc ie t ies [Naturvölker] are e p h e m e r a l . . . . 
A t t h e very in s tan t t h e y b e c o m e k n o w n to us t h e y are d o o m e d . " T h u s , 
A d o l p h Bas t ian in 1881 ( q u o t e d in Fabian 1 9 8 3 : 1 2 2 ) . I n 1 9 2 1 , B r o -
n i s law M a l i n o w s k i : " E t h n o l o g y is in t h e sadly l u d i c r o u s , n o t to say 
t rag ic p o s i t i o n , that at t h e very m o m e n t w h e n it b e g i n s to p u t its w o r k ­
s h o p in o r d e r , to f o r g e its p r o p e r too l s , to start r e a d y for w o r k o n its 
a p p o i n t e d task, t h e mater ia l o f its s tudy mel t s away w i t h h o p e l e s s 
rap id i ty" ( 1961 : x v ) . A u t h e n t i c T r o b r i a n d society, h e i m p l i e d , was n o t 
l o n g f o r th i s w o r l d . W r i t i n g in t h e 1950s, C l a u d e Lév i -Strauss saw a 
g l o b a l p r o c e s s o f e n t r o p y . Tristes Tropiques sadly portrays d i f f erent i ­
a t e d social s t r u c t u r e s d i s i n t e g r a t i n g i n t o g loba l h o m o g e n e i t y u n d e r 
t h e s h o c k o f c o n t a c t w i th a p o t e n t m o n o c u l t u r e . A R o u s s e a u i a n q u e s t 
f o r " e l e m e n t a r y " f o r m s o f h u m a n col lect ivity l eads Lév i -Strauss to the 
N a m b i k w a r a . B u t t h e i r w o r l d is fa l l ing apart . "I h a d b e e n l o o k i n g for 
a s o c i e t y r e d u c e d t o its s i m p l e s t e x p r e s s i o n . T h a t o f t h e N a m b i k w a r a 
w a s s o tru ly s i m p l e that all I c o u l d find in it was i n d i v i d u a l h u m a n 
b e i n g s " ( 1 9 7 5 : 3 1 7 ) . 

T h e t h e m e o f t h e v a n i s h i n g pr imi t ive , o f t h e e n d o f t rad i t iona l 
soc i e ty ( the very act o f n a m i n g it "tradit ional" i m p l i e s a r u p t u r e ) , is 
p e r v a s i v e in e t h n o g r a p h i c wri t ing . It is, in R a y m o n d Wil l iams's p h r a s e , 
a "s truc ture o f f e e l i n g " ( 1 9 7 3 : 1 2 ) . U n d e n i a b l y , ways o f l i fe c a n , i n 
a m e a n i n g f u l s e n s e , "die"; p o p u l a t i o n s are regu lar ly v i o l e n t l y d i s ­
r u p t e d , s o m e t i m e s e x t e r m i n a t e d . T r a d i t i o n s are c o n s t a n t l y b e i n g lost . 
B u t t h e p e r s i s t e n t a n d r e p e t i t i o u s " d i s a p p e a r a n c e " o f soc ia l f o r m s at 
t h e m o m e n t o f the ir e t h n o g r a p h i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n d e m a n d s analys i s 
as a narra t ive s t ruc ture . A f e w years a g o the American Ethnologist 
p r i n t e d a n art ic le b a s e d o n r e c e n t fieldwork a m o n g t h e N a m b i k ­
w a r a — w h o are still s o m e t h i n g m o r e t h a n " indiv idual h u m a n b e i n g s . " 
A n d l iv ing T r o b r i a n d cu l ture has b e e n the object o f r e c e n t field s t u d y 
( W e i n e r 1976) . T h e n o w - f a m i l i a r film Trobriand Cricket s h o w s a v e r y 
d i s t inct w a y o f l i fe , r e i n v e n t i n g itself u n d e r t h e c o n d i t i o n s o f c o l o ­
n i a l i s m a n d early n a t i o n h o o d . 

E t h n o g r a p h y ' s d i s a p p e a r i n g object is, t h e n , in s igni f icant d e g r e e , 
a r h e t o r i c a l c o n s t r u c t l e g i t i m a t i n g a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l prac t i ce : "sal­
v a g e " e t h n o g r a p h y in its w i d e s t s e n s e . T h e o t h e r is lost, in d i s i n t e g r a t ­
i n g t i m e a n d s p a c e , but s a v e d in the text . T h e rat iona le f o r f o c u s i n g 
one 's a t t e n t i o n o n v a n i s h i n g lore , for r e s c u i n g in w r i t i n g t h e k n o w l ­
e d g e o f o ld p e o p l e , m a y b e s t r o n g ( t h o u g h it d e p e n d s o n local c i r c u m ­
s t a n c e s a n d c a n n o t a n y l o n g e r b e g e n e r a l i z e d ) . I d o n o t wish to d e n y 
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speci f ic cases o f d i s a p p e a r i n g c u s t o m s a n d l a n g u a g e s , or to c h a l l e n g e 
t h e v a l u e o f r e c o r d i n g s u c h p h e n o m e n a . I d o , h o w e v e r , q u e s t i o n t h e 
a s s u m p t i o n that w i t h r a p i d c h a n g e s o m e t h i n g essent ia l ("culture"), a 
c o h e r e n t d i f f erent ia l ident i ty , v a n i s h e s . A n d I q u e s t i o n , t o o , t h e m o d e 
o f sc ient i f ic a n d m o r a l au thor i ty assoc ia ted wi th sa lvage , o r r e d e m p ­
t ive , e t h n o g r a p h y . It is a s s u m e d that the o t h e r soc ie ty is w e a k a n d 
" n e e d s " to b e r e p r e s e n t e d by a n o u t s i d e r ( a n d that w h a t m a t t e r s in its 
l i fe is its past , n o t p r e s e n t o r fu ture ) . T h e r e c o r d e r a n d i n t e r p r e t e r o f 
f rag i l e c u s t o m is c u s t o d i a n o f a n e s s e n c e , u n i m p e a c h a b l e w i t n e s s t o a n 
authent i c i ty . ( M o r e o v e r , s ince t h e "true" c u l t u r e has a lways v a n i s h e d , 
t h e s a l v a g e d v e r s i o n c a n n o t b e easi ly r e f u t e d . ) 

S u c h a t t i tudes , t h o u g h they persist , are d i m i n i s h i n g . Few a n t h r o ­
p o l o g i s t s t o d a y w o u l d e m b r a c e t h e log ic o f e t h n o g r a p h y i n t h e t e r m s 
in w h i c h it w as e n u n c i a t e d in Franz Boas's t i m e , as a l a s t - chance r e s c u e 
o p e r a t i o n . B u t t h e a l l e g o r y o f sa lvage is d e e p l y i n g r a i n e d . I n d e e d , I 
shal l a r g u e in a m o m e n t that it is bui lt in to t h e c o n c e p t i o n a n d p r a c ­
t ice o f e t h n o g r a p h y as a p r o c e s s o f wr i t ing , specif ical ly o f t e x t u a l -
i za t ion . E v e r y d e s c r i p t i o n or i n t e r p r e t a t i o n that c o n c e i v e s i t se l f as 
" b r i n g i n g a c u l t u r e i n t o wri t ing ," m o v i n g f r o m ora l -d i scurs ive e x p e r i ­
e n c e ( t h e "native's," t h e fieldworker's) to a wr i t ten v e r s i o n o f that e x p e ­
r i e n c e ( t h e e t h n o g r a p h i c text) is e n a c t i n g the s t r u c t u r e o f "salvage ." 
T o t h e e x t e n t that t h e e t h n o g r a p h i c p r o c e s s is s e e n as i n s c r i p t i o n 
( ra ther t h a n , f o r e x a m p l e , as t ranscr ip t ion , or d i a l o g u e ) t h e r e p r e s e n ­
t a t i o n will c o n t i n u e to e n a c t a p o t e n t , a n d q u e s t i o n a b l e , a l l egor ica l 
s t r u c t u r e . 

T h i s s t r u c t u r e is a p p r o p r i a t e l y l oca ted wi th in a l o n g W e s t e r n tra­
d i t i o n o f pas tora l (a top ic a l so d e v e l o p e d by R e n a t o R o s a l d o in this 
v o l u m e ) . R a y m o n d Will iams's The Country and the City ( 1973) , w h i l e 
d r a w i n g o n a n e s t a b l i s h e d tradi t ion o f s c h o l a r s h i p o n pastora l ( E m p -
s o n 1950 , K e r m o d e 1952 , Frye 1 9 7 1 , Pogg io l i 1 9 7 5 , a m o n g o t h e r s ) 
s tra ins t o w a r d a g loba l s c o p e w i d e e n o u g h to a c c o m m o d a t e e t h n o ­
g r a p h i c wr i t ing . H e s h o w s h o w a f u n d a m e n t a l contras t b e t w e e n city 
a n d c o u n t r y a l i gns itself wi th o t h e r pervas ive o p p o s i t i o n s : c iv i l ized a n d 
p r i m i t i v e , W e s t a n d "non-West ," f u t u r e a n d past . H e ana lyzes a c o m ­
p l e x , i n v e n t i v e , s t r o n g l y p a t t e r n e d set o f r e s p o n s e s to social d i s l o c a t i o n 
a n d c h a n g e , s t r e t c h i n g f r o m classical ant iqui ty to t h e p r e s e n t . W i l l i a m s 
t races t h e c o n s t a n t r e e m e r g e n c e o f a c o n v e n t i o n a l i z e d p a t t e r n o f r e t r o ­
s p e c t i o n that l a m e n t s the loss o f a " g o o d " country , a p lace w h e r e a u ­
t h e n t i c social a n d natura l contac t s w e r e o n c e poss ib le . H e s o o n , h o w ­
e v e r , n o t e s a n u n s e t t l i n g r e g r e s s i o n . For e a c h t i m e o n e finds a w r i t e r 
l o o k i n g back to a h a p p i e r p lace , to a lost , "organic" m o m e n t , o n e finds 
a n o t h e r w r i t e r o f that ear l i er p e r i o d l a m e n t i n g a s imilar , p r e v i o u s d is ­
a p p e a r a n c e . T h e u l t imate r e f e r e n t is, o f c o u r s e , E d e n (9—12). 



114 JAMES CLIFFORD O n Ethnographic Allegory 115 

W i l l i a m s d o e s n o t d i smis s this s t ruc ture as s imply nos ta lg ic , w h i c h 
it m a n i f e s t l y is; b u t r a t h e r fo l lows o u t a very c o m p l e x set o f t e m p o r a l , 
spat ia l , a n d m o r a l p o s i t i o n s . H e n o t e s that pastoral f r e q u e n t l y in ­
v o l v e s a critical nostalgia, a way (as D i a m o n d [1974] a r g u e s for a c o n ­
c e p t o f t h e p r i m i t i v e ) to b r e a k wi th t h e h e g e m o n i c , c o r r u p t p r e s e n t by 
a s s e r t i n g t h e real i ty o f a radical a l ternat ive . E d w a r d Sapir's "Cul ture , 
G e n u i n e a n d S p u r i o u s " (1966) r ecap i tu la tes t h e s e critical pas tora l 
v a l u e s . A n d i n d e e d e v e r y i m a g i n e d authent i c i ty p r e s u p p o s e s , a n d 
is p r o d u c e d by, a p r e s e n t c i r c u m s t a n c e o f felt inauthent ic i ty . B u t 
Wil l iams's t r e a t m e n t s u g g e s t s that s u c h p r o j e c t i o n s n e e d n o t b e c o n s i s ­
t ent ly l o c a t e d in t h e past; or , w h a t a m o u n t s to t h e s a m e t h i n g , that t h e 
" g e n u i n e " e l e m e n t s o f cul tural l i fe n e e d n o t b e repe t i t i ous ly e n c o d e d 
as f rag i l e , t h r e a t e n e d , a n d trans ient . T h i s s e n s e o f p e r v a s i v e social 
f r a g m e n t a t i o n , o f a c o n s t a n t d i s r u p t i o n o f "natural" re la t ions , is char ­
acter i s t ic o f a subject iv i ty W i l l i a m s l oose ly c o n n e c t s w i t h city l i fe a n d 
w i t h r o m a n t i c i s m . T h e self, cu t l o o s e f r o m viable co l l ec t ive t ies , is a n 
i d e n t i t y in s e a r c h o f w h o l e n e s s , h a v i n g in terna l i zed loss a n d e m ­
b a r k e d o n a n e n d l e s s s e a r c h f o r authent ic i ty . W h o l e n e s s by d e f i n i t i o n 
b e c o m e s a t h i n g o f t h e past (rural , pr imi t ive , chi ld l ike) access ib le o n l y 
as a fiction, g r a s p e d f r o m a s t a n c e o f i n c o m p l e t e i n v o l v e m e n t . G e o r g e 
Eliot's n o v e l s e p i t o m i z e this s i tuat ion o f p a r t i c i p a n t - o b s e r v a t i o n in a 
" c o m m o n c o n d i t i o n . . . a k n o w a b l e c o m m u n i t y , b e l o n g [ i n g ] idea l ly in 
t h e past ." Middlemarch, for e x a m p l e , is p r o j e c t e d a g e n e r a t i o n back 
f r o m t h e t i m e o f its w r i t i n g to 1830. A n d this is a p p r o x i m a t e l y t h e 
t e m p o r a l d i s t a n c e that m a n y c o n v e n t i o n a l e t h n o g r a p h i e s a s s u m e 
w h e n t h e y d e s c r i b e a p a s s i n g reality, "tradit ional" l i fe , in t h e p r e s e n t 
t e n s e . T h e fiction o f a k n o w a b l e c o m m u n i t y "can b e r e c r e a t e d t h e r e J 
f o r a w i d e l y r a n g i n g m o r a l act ion . B u t the real s t e p that h a s b e e n jl 
t a k e n is w i t h d r a w a l f r o m any full r e s p o n s e to a n e x i s t i n g society . V a l u e 1 
is in t h e past , as a g e n e r a l r e t r o s p e c t i v e c o n d i t i o n , a n d is in t h e p r e - ! 
s e n t o n l y as a part i cu lar a n d pr ivate sensibil ity, the i n d i v i d u a l m o r a l 
ac t ion" (180). 

I n G e o r g e El io t w e c a n see the d e v e l o p m e n t o f a style o f s o c i o l o g i ­
cal w r i t i n g that will de scr ibe w h o l e c u l t u r e s ( k n o w a b l e wor lds ) f r o m a 
spec i f i c t e m p o r a l d i s t a n c e a n d wi th a p r e s u m p t i o n o f the ir t r a n s i e n c e . 
T h i s wil l b e a c c o m p l i s h e d f r o m a l o v i n g , de ta i l ed , b u t u l t i m a t e l y d is - | 
e n g a g e d , s t a n d p o i n t . His tor ica l w o r l d s will b e s a l v a g e d as t e x t u a l fab- | 
r i ca t ions d i s c o n n e c t e d f r o m o n g o i n g l ived m i l i e u x a n d su i table for ! 
m o r a l , a l l egor ica l a p p r o p r i a t i o n by ind iv idua l r e a d e r s . I n p r o p e r l y 
ethnographic pas tora l this t e x t u a l i z i n g s t ruc ture is g e n e r a l i z e d b e y o n d 
t h e d i s soc ia t ions o f n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y E n g l a n d to a w i d e r capital ist 
t o p o g r a p h y o f W e s t e r n / n o n - W e s t e r n , c i ty / country o p p o s i t i o n s . "Prim­
it ive," n o n l i t e r a t e , u n d e r d e v e l o p e d , tribal soc ie t ies are c o n s t a n t l y y i e ld -

i n g t o p r o g r e s s , " los ing" the ir tradi t ions . "In t h e n a m e o f s c i e n c e , w e 
a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s c o m p o s e r e q u i e m s , " writes R o b e r t M u r p h y (1984) . 
B u t t h e m o s t p r o b l e m a t i c , a n d pol i t ical ly c h a r g e d , a s p e c t o f th i s "pas­
toral" e n c o d a t i o n is its re lent less p l a c e m e n t o f o t h e r s in a p r e s e n t -
b e c o m i n g - p a s t . W h a t w o u l d it r e q u i r e , for e x a m p l e , c o n s i s t e n t l y to 
a s soc ia te t h e i n v e n t i v e , res i l ient , e n o r m o u s l y v a r i e d soc i e t i e s o f 
M e l a n e s i a w i t h t h e cu l tura l future o f the p lanet? H o w m i g h t e t h n o ­
g r a p h i e s b e d i f f e r e n t l y c o n c e i v e d i f this s t a n d p o i n t c o u l d b e s er ious ly 
a d o p t e d ? Pas tora l a l l egor i e s o f cu l tura l loss a n d t e x t u a l r e s c u e w o u l d , 
in a n y e v e n t , h a v e to b e t r a n s f o r m e d . 9 

P e r v a s i v e a s s u m p t i o n s a b o u t e t h n o g r a p h y as w r i t i n g w o u l d a l so 
h a v e t o b e a l t e r e d . For a l l egor ie s o f sa lvage a re i m p l i e d by t h e very 
prac t i ce o f t e x t u a l i z a t i o n that is g e n e r a l l y a s s u m e d t o b e at t h e c o r e o f 
cu l tura l d e s c r i p t i o n . W h a t e v e r e l se a n e t h n o g r a p h y d o e s , it t rans la te s 
e x p e r i e n c e i n t o text . T h e r e are var ious ways o f e f f e c t i n g this trans la­
t i o n , ways that h a v e s igni f icant ethical a n d polit ical c o n s e q u e n c e s . O n e 
c a n "write u p " t h e resu l t s o f a n i n d i v i d u a l e x p e r i e n c e o f r e s e a r c h . 
T h i s m a y g e n e r a t e a realistic a c c o u n t o f the u n w r i t t e n e x p e r i e n c e o f 
a n o t h e r g r o u p o r p e r s o n . O n e can p r e s e n t this t e x t u a l i z a t i o n as t h e 
o u t c o m e o f o b s e r v a t i o n , o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , o f d i a l o g u e . O n e c a n c o n ­
s truc t a n e t h n o g r a p h y c o m p o s e d o f d i a l o g u e s . O n e c a n f e a t u r e m u l ­
t ip le v o i c e s , o r a s i n g l e vo ice . O n e can portray t h e o t h e r as a s table , 
e s s e n t i a l w h o l e , o r o n e c a n s h o w it to b e the p r o d u c t o f a narra t ive o f 
d i s c o v e r y , in speci f ic historical c i r c u m s t a n c e s . I h a v e d i s c u s s e d s o m e 
o f t h e s e c h o i c e s e l s e w h e r e (1983a) . W h a t is i r reduc ib l e , in all o f t h e m , 
is t h e a s s u m p t i o n that e t h n o g r a p h y br ings e x p e r i e n c e a n d d i s c o u r s e 
i n t o w r i t i n g . 

T h o u g h this is m a n i f e s t l y t h e case , a n d i n d e e d ref lects a k i n d o f 
c o m m o n s e n s e , it is n o t a n i n n o c e n t c o m m o n s e n s e . S ince ant iqu i ty 
t h e s tory o f a p a s s a g e f r o m t h e ora l /aura l in to wr i t ing has b e e n a c o m ­
p l e x a n d c h a r g e d o n e . E v e r y e t h n o g r a p h y e n a c t s s u c h a m o v e m e n t , 
a n d this is o n e s o u r c e o f t h e pecu l iar author i ty that finds b o t h r e s c u e 
a n d i r r e t r i e v a b l e l o s s — a k i n d o f d e a t h in l i f e — i n t h e m a k i n g o f t ex t s 
f r o m e v e n t s a n d d i a l o g u e s . W o r d s a n d d e e d s are t rans ient ( a n d au-

9. In my reading, the most powerful attempt to unthink this temporal setup, by 
means of an ethnographic invention of Melanesia, is the work of Roy Wagner (1979, 
1980). He opposes, perhaps too sharply, Western "anticipations of the past" with 
Melanesian "anticipations of the future." The former are associated with the idea of 
culture as a structuring tradition (1979:162) . Hugh Brody's Maps and Dreams (1982) 
offers a subtle and precise attempt to portray the hunting life of Beaver Indians in 
northwest Canada as they confront world-system forces, an oil pipeline, hunting for 
sport, etc. He presents his work as a political collaboration. And he is careful to keep the 
future open, uncertain, walking a fine line between narratives of "survival," "accultura­
tion," and "impact." 



i i 6 JAMES CLIFFORD 

t h e n t i c ) , w r i t i n g e n d u r e s (as s u p p l e m e n t a r i t y a n d artif ice) . T h e t e x t 
e m b a l m s t h e e v e n t as it e x t e n d s its " m e a n i n g . " S ince Socrates ' re fusa l 
to wr i te , i t se l f p o w e r f u l l y wr i t t en by Plato , a p r o f o u n d a m b i v a l e n c e 
t o w a r d t h e p a s s a g e f r o m oral to l i terate h a s c h a r a c t e r i z e d W e s t e r n 
t h i n k i n g . A n d m u c h o f t h e p o w e r a n d p a t h o s o f e t h n o g r a p h y d e r i v e s 
f r o m t h e fact that it h a s s i tua ted its pract ice wi th in this crucia l transi ­
t i o n . T h e f i e l d w o r k e r p r e s i d e s o v e r , a n d c o n t r o l s in s o m e d e g r e e , t h e 
m a k i n g o f a t e x t o u t o f l i fe . H i s o r h e r d e s c r i p t i o n s a n d i n t e r p r e t a ­
t i o n s b e c o m e par t o f t h e "consul table r e c o r d o f w h a t m a n has sa id" 
( G e e r t z 1 9 7 3 : 3 0 ) . T h e t e x t is a r e c o r d o f s o m e t h i n g e n u n c i a t e d , 
in a past. T h e s t r u c t u r e , i f n o t t h e t h e m a t i c c o n t e n t , o f pas tora l is 
r e p e a t e d . 

A smal l p a r a b l e m a y g ive a s e n s e o f w h y this a l l e g o r y o f e t h ­
n o g r a p h i c r e s c u e a n d loss has recent ly b e c o m e less s e l f - ev ident . It is a 
t r u e p a r a b l e . 1 0 A s t u d e n t o f A f r i c a n ethn'o-history is c o n d u c t i n g f ie ld 
r e s e a r c h in G a b o n . H e is c o n c e r n e d wi th t h e M p o n g w é , a coastal 
g r o u p w h o , in t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y , w e r e act ive in c o n t a c t s w i t h E u ­
r o p e a n t r a d e r s a n d co lon i s t s . T h e "tribe" still ex is ts , in the r e g i o n 
o f L ibrev i l l e , a n d t h e e t h n o - h i s t o r i a n has a r r a n g e d to i n t e r v i e w t h e 
c u r r e n t M p o n g w é c h i e f a b o u t tradi t ional l ife, r e l i g ious r i tual , a n d 
s o o n . I n p r e p a r a t i o n for his in terv iew the r e s e a r c h e r c o n s u l t s a c o m ­
p e n d i u m o f local c u s t o m c o m p i l e d in t h e early t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y 
by a G a b o n e s e Chr i s t ian a n d p i o n e e r i n g e t h n o g r a p h e r , t h e A b b é 
R a p o n d a - W a l k e r . B e f o r e m e e t i n g with t h e M p o n g w é c h i e f t h e e t h ­
n o g r a p h e r c o p i e s o u t a list o f re l ig ious t e r m s , ins t i tu t ions a n d c o n ­
c e p t s , r e c o r d e d a n d d e f i n e d by R a p o n d a - W a l k e r . T h e i n t e r v i e w will 
f o l l o w this list, c h e c k i n g w h e t h e r the c u s t o m s pers is t , a n d if so , w i t h 
w h a t i n n o v a t i o n s . A t first t h i n g s g o s m o o t h l y , w i th t h e M p o n g w é a u ­
t h o r i t y - p r o v i d i n g d e s c r i p t i o n s a n d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f t h e t e r m s s u g ­
g e s t e d , o r e l s e n o t i n g that a pract ice has b e e n a b a n d o n e d . A f t e r a 
t i m e , h o w e v e r , w h e n t h e r e s e a r c h e r asks a b o u t a part icu lar w o r d , t h e 
c h i e f s e e m s u n c e r t a i n , knits his brows . "Just a m o m e n t , " h e says :|| 
c h e e r f u l l y , a n d d i s a p p e a r s in to his h o u s e to r e t u r n wi th a c o p y o f Ra- jj 

p o n d a - W a l k e r ' s c o m p e n d i u m . For t h e rest o f t h e in terv i ew t h e b o o k ! 
l i es o p e n o n h i s l a p . ! Ì 

V e r s i o n s o f this story, in i n c r e a s i n g n u m b e r s , are to b e h e a r d i n "i 
t h e f o l k l o r e o f e t h n o g r a p h y . S u d d e n l y cu l tura l da ta c e a s e t o m o v e j 
s m o o t h l y f r o m oral p e r f o r m a n c e in to descr ip t ive wr i t ing . N o w d a t a ! 
a l so m o v e f r o m t e x t to text , in scr ip t ion b e c o m e s t ranscr ip t ion . B o t h 
i n f o r m a n t a n d r e s e a r c h e r are r e a d e r s a n d re-writers o f a cu l tura l i n - j 
v e n t i o n . T h i s is n o t to say, as s o m e m i g h t , that t h e i n t e r v i e w h a s e n d e d | 

10. My thanks to Henry Bucher for this true story. I have told it as a parable, both 
because it is one, and because I suspect he would tell it somewhat differently, having 
been there. 
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in a s ter i le s h o r t c ircuit . N o r n e e d o n e , l ike Socra te s i n t h e Phaedrus, 

l a m e n t t h e e r o s i o n o f m e m o r y by l iteracy. T h e i n t e r v i e w h a s n o t , s u d ­
d e n l y , b e c o m e " inauthent ic ," t h e data m e r e l y i m p o s e d . R a t h e r , w h a t 
o n e m u s t r e c k o n w i t h are n e w c o n d i t i o n s o f e t h n o g r a p h i c p r o d u c t i o n . 
First, it is n o l o n g e r poss ib le to act as if t h e o u t s i d e r e s e a r c h e r is t h e 
so l e , o r p r i m a r y , b r i n g e r o f the c u l t u r e in to wri t ing . T h i s h a s , in fact , 
s e l d o m b e e n t h e case . H o w e v e r , t h e r e has b e e n a c o n s i s t e n t t e n d e n c y 
a m o n g fieldworkers to h i d e , d i scredi t , o r m a r g i n a l i z e p r i o r w r i t t e n ac­
c o u n t s (by m i s s i o n a r i e s , travelers , admin i s t ra tors , local a u t h o r i t i e s , 
e v e n o t h e r e t h n o g r a p h e r s ) . T h e fieldworker, typically, starts f r o m 
scra tch , f r o m a r e s e a r c h experience, ra ther t h a n f r o m r e a d i n g o r t ran­
scr ib ing . T h e field is n o t c o n c e i v e d o f as a l ready filled wi th t ex t s . Yet 
this i n t e r t e x t u a l p r e d i c a m e n t is m o r e a n d m o r e t h e case ( L a r c o m 
1983) . S e c o n d , " i n f o r m a n t s " i n c r e a s i n g l y r e a d a n d wri te . T h e y in t er ­
p r e t p r i o r v e r s i o n s o f the ir cu l ture , as wel l as t h o s e b e i n g w r i t t e n by 
e t h n o g r a p h i c scho lars . W o r k wi th t e x t s — t h e p r o c e s s o f i n s c r i p t i o n , 
r e w r i t i n g , a n d s o f o r t h — i s n o l o n g e r (if it e v e r was) t h e e x c l u s i v e d o ­
m a i n o f o u t s i d e author i t i e s . "Nonl i t era te" cu l tures are a l r e a d y t e x ­
t u a l i z e d ; t h e r e a r e few, if any, "virgin" l i feways to b e v i o l a t e d a n d p r e ­
s e r v e d by wr i t ing . T h i r d , a very w i d e s p r e a d , e m p o w e r i n g d i s t i n c t i o n 
h a s b e e n e r o d e d : t h e d iv i s ion o f the g l o b e i n t o l i terate a n d n o n l i t e r a t e 
p e o p l e s . T h i s d i s t inc t ion is n o l o n g e r w i d e l y accurate , as n o n - W e s t e r n , 
"tribal" p e o p l e s b e c o m e increas ing ly l i terate. B u t f u r t h e r m o r e , o n c e 
o n e b e g i n s to d o u b t t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r ' s m o n o p o l y o n t h e p o w e r t o i n ­
scr ibe , o n e b e g i n s t o s e e t h e "writ ing" activit ies that h a v e a lways b e e n 
p u r s u e d by na t ive c o l l a b o r a t o r s — f r o m a n A m b r y m is lander's s k e t c h 
(in a f a m o u s g e s t u r e ) o f a n intr icate k i n s h i p s y s t e m in t h e s a n d f o r 
A . B . D e a c o n t o t h e S i o u x G e o r g e Sword's b o o k - l e n g t h cu l tura l d e ­
s c r i p t i o n f o u n d in t h e p a p e r s o f J a m e s Walker . (See t h e I n t r o d u c t i o n 
o f this v o l u m e , p . 15.) 

B u t t h e m o s t s u b v e r s i v e c h a l l e n g e to t h e a l l egory o f t e x t u a l i z a t i o n 
I h a v e b e e n d i s c u s s i n g h e r e is f o u n d in t h e w o r k o f D e r r i d a ( 1974 ) . 

P e r h a p s t h e m o s t e n d u r i n g ef fect o f his revival o f " g r a m m a t o l o g y " 
has b e e n to e x p a n d w h a t was c o n v e n t i o n a l l y t h o u g h t o f as wr i t ing . Al­

phabetic w r i t i n g , h e a r g u e s , is a restr ict ive de f in i t i on that t ies t h e b r o a d 
r a n g e o f m a r k s , spat ia l art iculat ions , g e s t u r e s , a n d o t h e r i n s c r i p t i o n s 
at w o r k in h u m a n c u l t u r e s t o o c lose ly to t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f s p e e c h , 
t h e o r a l / a u r a l w o r d . I n o p p o s i n g l o g o c e n t r i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n to écri­

ture, h e radica l ly e x t e n d s t h e de f in i t i on o f the "written," in ef fect 
s m u d g i n g its c l ear d i s t inc t ion f r o m the "spoken ." T h e r e is n o n e e d 
h e r e to p u r s u e in deta i l a d i s o r i e n t i n g project that is by n o w we l l 
k n o w n . W h a t m a t t e r s for e t h n o g r a p h y is t h e c la im that all h u m a n 
g r o u p s write-—if t h e y art iculate , classify, posses s a n "oral - l i terature ," 
o r inscr ibe t h e i r wor ld in ritual acts. T h e y r e p e a t e d l y "textua l ize" 
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m e a n i n g s . T h u s , in Derrida's e p i s t e m o l o g y , t h e wr i t ing o f e t h n o g r a ­
p h y c a n n o t b e s e e n as a drast ical ly n e w f o r m o f cu l tura l i n s c r i p t i o n , 
as a n e x t e r i o r i m p o s i t i o n o n a "pure ," u n w r i t t e n o r a l / a u r a l u n i ­
v e r s e . T h e l o g o s is n o t p r i m a r y a n d t h e gramme its m e r e s e c o n d a r y 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 

S e e n in this l ight , t h e p r o c e s s e s o f e t h n o g r a p h i c w r i t i n g a p p e a r 
m o r e c o m p l e x . If, as D e r r i d a w o u l d say, t h e c u l t u r e s s t u d i e d by a n ­
t h r o p o l o g i s t s are a lways a l ready w r i t i n g t h e m s e l v e s , t h e spec ia l s ta tus 
o f t h e fieldworker-scholar w h o "brings the c u l t u r e in to wr i t ing" is 
u n d e r c u t . W h o , in fact, writes a m y t h that is rec i t ed i n t o a t a p e re ­
c o r d e r , o r c o p i e d d o w n to b e c o m e part o f field n o t e s ? W h o wri tes ( in 
a s e n s e g o i n g b e y o n d transcr ipt ion) a n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f c u s t o m p r o ­
d u c e d t h r o u g h i n t e n s e c o n v e r s a t i o n s wi th k n o w l e d g e a b l e na t ive col­
l abora tors? I h a v e a r g u e d that s u c h q u e s t i o n s can , a n d s h o u l d , g e n e r ­
a te a r e t h i n k i n g o f e t h n o g r a p h i c author i ty (Cl i f ford 1983a) . I n t h e 
p r e s e n t c o n t e x t I w a n t m e r e l y to u n d e r l i n e t h e pervas ive c h a l l e n g e , 
b o t h h i s tor ica l a n d theore t i ca l in or ig in , that p r e s e n t l y c o n f r o n t s t h e 
a l l e g o r y o f e t h n o g r a p h i c pract ice as t ex tua l i za t ion . 

It is i m p o r t a n t to k e e p the a l legorical d i m e n s i o n s in m i n d . For in 
t h e W e s t t h e p a s s a g e f r o m oral to l i terate is a p o t e n t r e c u r r i n g story— 
o f p o w e r , c o r r u p t i o n , a n d loss. It repl icates ( a n d to a n e x t e n t p r o ­
d u c e s ) t h e s t r u c t u r e o f pastoral that has b e e n p e r v a s i v e in t w e n t i e t h -
c e n t u r y e t h n o g r a p h y . L o g o c e n t r i c wr i t ing is c o n v e n t i o n a l l y c o n c e i v e d 
t o b e a representation o f a u t h e n t i c s p e e c h . Pre- l i terate ( the p h r a s e c o n ­
ta ins a s tory) soc ie t ies are oral soc iet ies ; wr i t ing c o m e s to t h e m f r o m 
"outs ide ," a n i n t r u s i o n f r o m a w i d e r w o r l d . W h e t h e r b r o u g h t by m i s ­
s ionary , t rader , or e t h n o g r a p h e r , wr i t ing is b o t h e m p o w e r i n g (a n e c ­
essary, e f f ec t ive way o f s tor ing a n d m a n i p u l a t i n g k n o w l e d g e ) a n d 
c o r r u p t i n g (a loss o f i m m e d i a c y , o f t h e face - to - face c o m m u n i c a t i o n 
S o c r a t e s c h e r i s h e d , o f t h e p r e s e n c e a n d in t imacy o f s p e e c h ) . A c o m ­
p l e x a n d fert i le r e c e n t d e b a t e has c irc led a r o u n d t h e va lor i za t ion , h is ­
torical s ign i f i cance , a n d e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l status o f w r i t i n g . " W h a t e v e r 
m a y o r m a y n o t h a v e b e e n se t t led in t h e d e b a t e , t h e r e is n o d o u b t o f 
w h a t h a s b e c o m e u n s e t t l e d : t h e s h a r p d i s t inc t ion o f t h e world's cul - i 
t u r e s in to l i terate a n d pre- l i terate; t h e n o t i o n that e t h n o g r a p h i c t e x ­
tua l i za t ion is a p r o c e s s that enacts a f u n d a m e n t a l t rans i t ion f r o m ora l 
e x p e r i e n c e t o w r i t t e n r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ; the a s s u m p t i o n that s o m e t h i n g 
e s sent ia l is lost w h e n a cu l ture b e c o m e s " e t h n o g r a p h i c " ; t h e s t r a n g e l y 
a m b i v a l e n t au thor i ty o f a pract ice that sa lvages as tex t a cu l tura l l i fe 
b e c o m i n g past . 

T h e s e c o m p o n e n t s o f w h a t I h a v e ca l led e t h n o g r a p h i c pas tora l n o 

1 1 . The "debate" centers on the confrontation of Ong (1967, 1977, 1982) and 
Derrida (1973, 1974). Tyler (1978, 1984b) tries to work past the opposition. Goody 
(1977) and Eisenstein (1979) have made important recent contributions. 
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l o n g e r a p p e a r as c o m m o n s e n s e . R e a d i n g a n d w r i t i n g are g e n e r a l ­
i z ed . I f t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r reads c u l t u r e o v e r t h e native's s h o u l d e r , t h e 
n a t i v e a l so r e a d s o v e r t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r ' s s h o u l d e r as h e o r s h e wr i t e s 
e a c h cu l tura l d e s c r i p t i o n . F i e l d w o r k e r s are increas ing ly c o n s t r a i n e d 
in w h a t t h e y p u b l i s h by t h e r e a c t i o n s o f t h o s e p r e v i o u s l y c lass i f ied as 
n o n l i t e r a t e . N o v e l s by a S a m o a n ( A l f r e d W e n d t ) can c h a l l e n g e t h e 
por tra i t o f his p e o p l e by a d i s t i n g u i s h e d a n t h r o p o l o g i s t . T h e n o t i o n 
that w r i t i n g is a c o r r u p t i o n , that s o m e t h i n g irretr ievably p u r e is lost 
w h e n a cu l tura l w o r l d is t e x t u a l i z e d is, af ter D e r r i d a , s e e n to b e a p e r ­
vas ive , c o n t e s t a b l e , W e s t e r n a l l egory . Walter O n g a n d o t h e r s h a v e 
s h o w n that s o m e t h i n g is, i n d e e d , lost w i th t h e g e n e r a l i z a t i o n o f writ­
i n g . B u t a u t h e n t i c c u l t u r e is n o t that s o m e t h i n g — t o b e g a t h e r e d u p in 
its f rag i l e , final t r u t h by a n e t h n o g r a p h e r or by a n y o n e e l se . 

M o d e r n a l l egory , Walter B e n j a m i n (1977) tells u s , is b a s e d o n a 
s e n s e o f t h e w o r l d as t rans i en t a n d f r a g m e n t a r y . "History" is g r a s p e d 
as a p r o c e s s , n o t o f i n v e n t i v e l i fe , b u t o f "irresistible decay ." T h e 
m a t e r i a l a n a l o g u e o f a l l egory is t h u s the "ruin" (178) , a n a lways-
d i s a p p e a r i n g s t r u c t u r e that invi tes i m a g i n a t i v e r e c o n s t r u c t i o n . B e n ­
j a m i n o b s e r v e s that "apprec ia t ion o f t h e t r a n s i e n c e o f t h i n g s , a n d t h e 
c o n c e r n t o r e d e e m t h e m for eterni ty , is o n e o f t h e s t r o n g e s t i m p u l s e s 
in a l l e g o r y " ( q u o t e d by W o l i n 1982 : 7 1 ) . My a c c o u n t o f e t h n o g r a p h i c 
p a s t o r a l s u g g e s t s that this " impul se" is to b e res i s ted , n o t by a b a n d o n ­
i n g a l l e g o r y — a n i m p o s s i b l e a i m — b u t by o p e n i n g o u r s e l v e s to d i f fer ­
e n t h i s t o r i e s . 

A A A 

Allegories are secured . . . by teaching people to read in certain ways. 
TALAL ASAD (comment on this essay at the Santa Fe seminar) 

I h a v e e x p l o r e d s o m e i m p o r t a n t a l legorical f o r m s that e x ­
p r e s s " c o s m o l o g i c a l " p a t t e r n s o f o r d e r a n d d i s o r d e r , fables o f per ­
s o n a l ( g e n d e r e d ) ident i ty , a n d pol i t i c i zed m o d e l s o f t empora l i ty . T h e 
f u t u r e o f t h e s e f o r m s is u n c e r t a i n ; t h e y are b e i n g rewr i t t en a n d criti­
c i z e d in c u r r e n t pract i ce . A f ew c o n c l u s i o n s , o r at least a s ser t ions , m a y 
b e d r a w n f r o m this e x p l o r a t i o n . 

• T h e r e is n o way def ini te ly , surgical ly , to s e p a r a t e the factual f r o m 
t h e a l l egor ica l in cu l tura l a c c o u n t s . T h e data o f e t h n o g r a p h y 
m a k e s e n s e o n l y w i t h i n p a t t e r n e d a r r a n g e m e n t s a n d narrat ives , 
a n d t h e s e a re c o n v e n t i o n a l , pol it ical , a n d m e a n i n g f u l in a m o r e 
t h a n r e f e r e n t i a l s e n s e . Cul tura l facts are n o t t rue a n d cu l tura l al­
l e g o r i e s fa lse . In t h e h u m a n sc i ences the re la t ion o f fact to al le­
g o r y is a d o m a i n o f s t r u g g l e a n d inst i tut ional d i sc ip l ine . 
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T h e m e a n i n g s o f a n e t h n o g r a p h i c a c c o u n t a r e u n c o n t r o l l a b l e . 
N e i t h e r a n author's i n t e n t i o n , n o r d i sc ip l inary t ra in ing , n o r t h e 
r u l e s o f g e n r e c a n l imit t h e r e a d i n g s o f a t e x t that will e m e r g e 
w i t h n e w historical , scientif ic , or polit ical projects . B u t if e t h n o g ­
r a p h i e s a r e suscept ib l e to m u l t i p l e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , t h e s e a r e n o t 
at a n y g i v e n m o m e n t inf ini te , o r m e r e l y "subject ive" ( in t h e p e ­
j o r a t i v e s e n s e ) . R e a d i n g is i n d e t e r m i n a t e o n l y t o t h e e x t e n t that 
h i s t o r y i tse l f is o p e n - e n d e d . I f t h e r e is a c o m m o n res i s tance to t h e 
r e c o g n i t i o n o f a l l egory , a fear that it l eads to a n ih i l i sm o f r e a d i n g , 
th is is n o t a realist ic fear . It c o n f u s e s conte s t s f o r m e a n i n g w i t h 
d i s o r d e r . A n d o f t e n it reflects a wi sh to p r e s e r v e a n "object ive" 
r h e t o r i c , r e f u s i n g to locate its o w n m o d e o f p r o d u c t i o n w i t h i n i n ­
v e n t i v e c u l t u r e a n d his tor ical c h a n g e . 

A r e c o g n i t i o n o f a l l e g o r y inescapab ly p o s e s the polit ical a n d e th i ­
cal d i m e n s i o n s o f e t h n o g r a p h i c wri t ing . It s u g g e s t s that t h e s e b e 
m a n i f e s t e d , n o t h i d d e n . I n this l ight , t h e o p e n a l l e g o r i z i n g o f a 
M e a d o r a B e n e d i c t e n a c t s a cer ta in p r o b i t y — p r o p e r l y e x p o s i n g 
i tse l f to t h e a c c u s a t i o n o f h a v i n g used tribal soc ie t ies for p e d a g o g i ­
cal p u r p o s e s . (Let t h o s e f ree o f s u c h p u r p o s e s cast t h e first s tone ! ) 
O n e n e e d n o t , o f c o u r s e , p u r v e y h e a v y - h a n d e d " m e s s a g e s , " o r 
twist cu l tura l facts (as p r e s e n t l y k n o w n ) to a polit ical p u r p o s e . I 
w o u l d s u g g e s t as a m o d e l o f a l legorical tact Marce l Mauss's The 
Gift. N o o n e w o u l d d e n y its scientific i m p o r t a n c e o r scho lar ly c o m ­
m i t m e n t . Yet f r o m t h e outse t , a n d espec ia l ly in its c o n c l u d i n g 
c h a p t e r , t h e work's a i m is pa tent : "to draw c o n c l u s i o n s o f a m o r a l 
n a t u r e a b o u t s o m e o f t h e p r o b l e m s c o n f r o n t i n g us in o u r p r e s e n t 
e c o n o m i c crisis" ( 1 9 6 7 : 2 ) . T h e b o o k was w r i t t e n in r e s p o n s e to 
t h e b r e a k d o w n o f E u r o p e a n rec iproc i ty in W o r l d W a r I. T h e t r o u ­
b l i n g p r o x i m i t y it s h o w s b e t w e e n e x c h a n g e a n d w a r f a r e , t h e i m ­
a g e o f t h e r o u n d table e v o k e d at t h e e n d , t h e s e a n d o t h e r u r g e n t 
r e s o n a n c e s m a r k the w o r k as a soc ia l i s t -humanis t a l l e g o r y a d ­
d r e s s e d to t h e pol i t ical w o r l d o f the twenties.. T h i s is n o t t h e work's 
o n l y "content ." T h e m a n y r e r e a d i n g s The Gift has g e n e r a t e d tes ­
tify to its p r o d u c t i v i t y as a text . It c a n e v e n b e r e a d — i n cer ta in 
g r a d u a t e s e m i n a r s — a s a classic c o m p a r a t i v e s t u d y o f e x c h a n g e , 
w i t h a d m o n i t i o n s to s k i m o v e r the final c h a p t e r . T h i s is a sad m i s ­
take . For it mi s se s the o p p o r t u n i t y to l earn f r o m a n a d m i r a b l e e x ­
a m p l e o f s c i e n c e d e p l o y i n g i tself in h istory. 

A r e c o g n i t i o n o f a l l e g o r y c o m p l i c a t e s the w r i t i n g a n d r e a d i n g o f 
e t h n o g r a p h i e s in potent ia l ly frui t ful ways. A t e n d e n c y e m e r g e s to 
spec i fy a n d s e p a r a t e d i f f erent a l legorical reg i s t ers w i t h i n t h e t ex t . 
T h e m a r k i n g o f f o f e x t e n d e d i n d i g e n o u s d i s c o u r s e s s h o w s t h e 
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For helpful criticisms of this paper I would like to thank Richard Handler, Susan 
Gevirtz, David Schneider, Harry Berger, and the Santa Fe seminar participants, espe­
cially Michael Fischer. 

e t h n o g r a p h y to b e a h ierarch ica l s t ruc ture o f p o w e r f u l s tor ie s 
that t rans la te , e n c o u n t e r , a n d r e c o n t e x t u a l i z e o t h e r p o w e r f u l 
s tor ies . It is a p a l i m p s e s t ( O w e n s 1980). M o r e o v e r , a n a w a r e n e s s 
o f a l l e g o r y h e i g h t e n s a w a r e n e s s o f t h e narrat ives , a n d o t h e r t e m ­
p o r a l s e t u p s , impl ic i t ly o r expl ic i t ly at work . Is t h e r e d e m p t i v e 
s t r u c t u r e o f sa lvage - t ex tua l i za t ion b e i n g r e p l a c e d ? B y w h a t n e w 
a l l egor i e s? O f confl ict? O f e m e r g e n c e ? O f s y n c r e t i s m ? 1 2 

Final ly , a r e c o g n i t i o n o f a l l egory r e q u i r e s that as r e a d e r s a n d writ­
e r s o f e t h n o g r a p h i e s , w e s t r u g g l e to c o n f r o n t a n d take r e s p o n s i ­
bil i ty for o u r sys temat ic c o n s t r u c t i o n s o f o t h e r s a n d o f o u r s e l v e s 
t h r o u g h o t h e r s . T h i s r e c o g n i t i o n n e e d n o t u l t imate ly l ead to a n 
i r o n i c p o s i t i o n — t h o u g h it m u s t c o n t e n d wi th p r o f o u n d i r o n i e s . I f 
w e a r e c o n d e m n e d to tell s tor ies w e c a n n o t c o n t r o l , m a y w e n o t , at 
least , tell s tor ies w e b e l i e v e to b e t rue . 

12. For recent changes in these underlying stories, see note 9, above, and Bruner 
1985. See also James Boon's 1983 exploration of anthropology's satiric dimensions. 
A partial way out can perhaps be envisioned in the pre-modern current that Harry 
Berger has called "strong" or "metapastoral"—a tradition he finds in the writing of 
Sidney, Spenser, Shakespeare, Cervantes, Milton, Marvell, and Pope. "Such pastoral 
constructs within itself an image of its generic traditions in order to criticize them and, 
in the process, performs a critique on the limits of its own enterprise even as it ironically 
displays its delight in the activity it criticizes" (1984: 2). Modern ethnographic examples 
are rare, although much of Lévi-Strauss's Tristes Tropiques certainly qualifies. 
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Post-Modern Ethnography: 
From Document of the Occult 
to Occult Document 

First Voice: Context 

T h e p a p e r that fo l lows this i n t r o d u c t i o n is part o f a g r o u p o f 
e ssays w r i t t e n at v a r i o u s t imes a n d in r e s p o n s e to var ious i n f l u e n c e s . 
N o n e t h e l e s s , e a c h essay ant ic ipates , a l ludes to , bu i lds o n , o r p r e s u p ­
p o s e s t h e o t h e r s . E a c h dea l s in o n e way or a n o t h e r wi th d i s c o u r s e a n d 
r h e t o r i c , a n d e a c h character izes t h e t e n s i o n b e t w e e n t h e p o s s i b l e 
w o r l d s o f c o m m o n s e n s e a n d t h e i m p o s s i b l e w o r l d s o f s c i e n c e a n d 
pol i t i cs . T o g e t h e r t h e y tell h o w t h e rhetor ica l m o d e s o f e th i c s (ethos), 
s c i e n c e (eidos), a n d polit ics (pathos) are sensor ia l a l l egor i e s w h o s e r o o t 
m e t a p h o r s " s a y i n g / h e a r i n g , " " s e e i n g / s h o w i n g , " " d o i n g / a c t i n g " re ­
spec t ive ly crea te the d i s c o u r s e s o f va lue , r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , a n d w o r k . Al l 
o f t h e essays s p e a k o f t h e e t h n o g r a p h i c c o n t e x t u a l i z a t i o n o f t h e r h e t o ­
rics o f s c i e n c e a n d pol i t ics a n d tell h o w the rhe tor i c o f e t h n o g r a p h y is 
n e i t h e r scienti f ic n o r polit ical , b u t is, as t h e pre f ix ethno- i m p l i e s , 
e th ica l . T h e y a lso s p e a k o f t h e suffix -graphy in r e m i n d e r o f t h e fact 
that e t h n o g r a p h y i tself is c o n t e x t u a l i z e d by a t e c h n o l o g y o f w r i t t e n 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n . 

N e i t h e r par t o f t h e s earch for un iversa l k n o w l e d g e , n o r a n in s t ru ­
m e n t f o r t h e s u p p r e s s i o n / e m a n c i p a t i o n o f p e o p l e s , n o r j u s t a n o t h e r 
m o d e o f d i s c o u r s e o n a par wi th t h o s e o f s c i ence a n d pol i t ics , e t h ­
n o g r a p h y is i n s t e a d a s u p e r o r d i n a t e d i s c o u r s e to w h i c h all o t h e r d is ­
c o u r s e s a re re la t iv ized a n d in w h i c h they find the ir m e a n i n g a n d j u s ­
t i f icat ion. E t h n o g r a p h y ' s s u p e r o r d i n a t i o n is the c o n s e q u e n c e o f its 
" i m p e r f e c t i o n . " N e i t h e r s e l f - p e r f e c t i n g in t h e m a n n e r o f sc ient i f ic d is ­
c o u r s e n o r to ta l i z ing in t h e m a n n e r o f polit ical d i s c o u r s e , it is d e f i n e d 
n e i t h e r by a re f l ex ive a t t e n t i o n to its o w n rules n o r by t h e p e r f o r m a ­
t ive i n s t r u m e n t a l i t y o f t h o s e ru les . D e f i n e d n e i t h e r by f o r m n o r by re­
la t ion t o a n e x t e r n a l object , it p r o d u c e s n o idea l i za t ions o f f o r m a n d 

Post-Modern Ethnography 123 

p e r f o r m a n c e , n o fictionalized real i t ies o r real i t ies fictionalized. Its 
t r a n s c e n d e n c e is n o t that o f a m e t a - l a n g u a g e — o f a l a n g u a g e s u p e r i o r 
by m e a n s o f its g r e a t e r p e r f e c t i o n o f f o r m — n o r that o f a u n i t y cre ­
a t e d by s y n t h e s i s a n d subla t ion , n o r o f praxis a n d pract ical a p p l i c a ­
t ion . T r a n s c e n d e n t t h e n , n e i t h e r by t h e o r y n o r by pract ice , n o r b y 
the ir s y n t h e s i s , it describes n o k n o w l e d g e a n d produces n o a c t i o n . It 
t r a n s c e n d s i n s t e a d by evoking w h a t c a n n o t b e k n o w n d i scurs ive ly o r 
p e r f o r m e d perfec t ly , t h o u g h all k n o w it as if d i scurs ive ly a n d p e r f o r m 
it as i f per fec t ly . 

E v o c a t i o n is n e i t h e r p r e s e n t a t i o n n o r r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . It p r e s e n t s 
n o objec t s a n d r e p r e s e n t s n o n e , ye t it m a k e s avai lable t h r o u g h a b ­
s e n c e w h a t c a n b e c o n c e i v e d but n o t p r e s e n t e d . It is t h u s b e y o n d t r u t h 
a n d i m m u n e to t h e j u d g m e n t o f p e r f o r m a n c e . It o v e r c o m e s t h e s e p a ­
ra t ion o f t h e s e n s i b l e a n d the c o n c e i v a b l e , o f f o r m a n d c o n t e n t , o f s e l f 
a n d o t h e r , o f l a n g u a g e a n d the w o r l d . 

E v o c a t i o n — t h a t is to say, " e t h n o g r a p h y " — i s t h e d i s c o u r s e o f t h e 
p o s t - m o d e r n w o r l d , for t h e w o r l d that m a d e sc i ence , a n d that s c i e n c e 
m a d e , h a s d i s a p p e a r e d , a n d scientif ic t h o u g h t is n o w a n archa ic m o d e 
o f c o n s c i o u s n e s s s u r v i v i n g for a wh i l e yet in d e g r a d e d f o r m w i t h ­
o u t t h e e t h n o g r a p h i c c o n t e x t that c r e a t e d a n d s u s t a i n e d it. Scient i f ic 
t h o u g h t s u c c u m b e d b e c a u s e it v io la ted the first law o f c u l t u r e , w h i c h 
says that "the m o r e m a n c o n t r o l s a n y t h i n g , t h e m o r e u n c o n t r o l l a b l e 
b o t h b e c o m e . " I n t h e to ta l i z ing rhe tor i c o f its m y t h o l o g y , s c i e n c e p u r ­
p o r t e d to b e its o w n just i f i cat ion a n d s o u g h t to c o n t r o l a n d a u t o n o -
m i z e its d i s c o u r s e . Yet its on ly j u s t i h c a t i o n was proof , for w h i c h t h e r e 
c o u l d b e n o jus t i f i ca t ion wi th in its o w n d i s c o u r s e , a n d the m o r e it c o n ­
t r o l l e d its d i s c o u r s e by subjec t ing it to the cr i ter ion o f proof , t h e m o r e 
u n c o n t r o l l a b l e its d i s c o u r s e b e c a m e . Its o w n activity c o n s t a n t l y f rag­
m e n t e d t h e u n i t y o f k n o w l e d g e it s o u g h t to project . T h e m o r e it k n e w , 
t h e m o r e t h e r e was to k n o w . 

Al l its t e x t u a l s t r a t e g i e s — i t s m e t h o d — d e p e n d e d o n a p r i o r a n d 
critical d i s j u n c t i o n o f l a n g u a g e a n d t h e w o r l d . It m a d e v isual p e r ­
c e p t i o n u n m e d i a t e d by c o n c e p t s t h e or ig in o f k n o w l e d g e a b o u t t h e 
w o r l d , a n d it m a d e l a n g u a g e the m e a n s by w h i c h that k n o w l e d g e a p ­
p e a r e d in d e s c r i p t i o n s . S c i e n c e d e p e n d e d , in o t h e r w o r d s , o n t h e d e ­
scr ip t ive a d e q u a c y o f l a n g u a g e as a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f the w o r l d , b u t i n 
o r d e r t o m o v e f r o m i n d i v i d u a l p e r c e p t to a g r e e d - u p o n p e r c e p t i o n , it 
a l so n e e d e d a l a n g u a g e o f c o m m u n i c a t i v e a d e q u a c y that c o u l d e n a b l e 
c o n s e n s u s i n t h e c o m m u n i t y o f scientists . I n t h e e n d , s c i e n c e fa i l ed 
b e c a u s e it c o u l d n o t r e c o n c i l e t h e c o m p e t i n g d e m a n d s o f r e p r e s e n ­
tat ion a n d c o m m u n i c a t i o n . Every m o v e to e n h a n c e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 
t h r e a t e n e d c o m m u n i c a t i o n a n d e v e r y a g r e e m e n t in c o m m u n i c a t i o n 
was t h e s i gn o f a n e w fa i lure in r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 
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S c i e n c e a d o p t e d a m o d e l o f l a n g u a g e as a s e l f - p e r f e c t i n g f o r m o f 
c l o s e d c o m m u n i c a t i o n that a c h i e v e d c l o s u r e by m a k i n g l a n g u a g e i t se l f 
t h e o b j e c t o f d e s c r i p t i o n . B u t c l o s u r e was b o u g h t at t h e cos t o f d e ­
scr ip t ive a d e q u a c y . T h e m o r e l a n g u a g e b e c a m e its o w n object , t h e less 
it h a d to say a b o u t a n y t h i n g e l se . So , t h e l a n g u a g e o f s c i e n c e b e c a m e 
t h e objec t o f s c i e n c e , a n d w h a t h a d b e g u n as p e r c e p t i o n u n m e d i a t e d 
b y c o n c e p t s b e c a m e c o n c e p t i o n u n m e d i a t e d by p e r c e p t s . T h e u n i t y o f 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n b r o u g h t a b o u t by l a n g u a g e d i s p l a c e d t h e u n i t y o f 
p e r c e p t i o n that l a n g u a g e h a d f o r m e r l y w r o u g h t . L a n g u a g e as c o m ­
m u n i c a t i o n d i s p l a c e d l a n g u a g e as r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , a n d as s c i e n c e c o m ­
m u n i c a t e d b e t t e r a n d b e t t e r a b o u t itself, it h a d less a n d less to say 
a b o u t t h e w o r l d . I n a n e x c e s s o f d e m o c r a c y , a g r e e m e n t a m o n g sc i en ­
tists b e c a m e m o r e i m p o r t a n t t h a n t h e n a t u r e o f n a t u r e . 

Still, th is w o u l d n o t h a v e b e e n fatal h a d it n o t b e e n for t h e s tub­
b o r n re fusa l o f l a n g u a g e to p e r f e c t itself. A s s c i e n c e i n c r e a s i n g l y d e ­
fined i t se l f as t h e m o d e o f d i s c o u r s e that h a d its o w n d i s c o u r s e as its 
objec t , e v e r y m o v e to p e r f e c t that d i s c o u r s e a n d fill e v e r y g a p o f p r o o f 
r e v e a l e d e v e r - n e w i m p e r f e c t i o n s . Every s e l f -per fec t ing , s e l f - correc t ive 
m o v e c r e a t e d local o r d e r s that s p a w n e d n e w i m p e r f e c t i o n s r e q u i r i n g 
n e w c o r r e c t i o n s . I n s t e a d o f a c o h e r e n t s y s t e m o f k n o w l e d g e , s c i e n c e 
c r e a t e d a w e l t e r o f local o r d e r s u n r e l a t e d to o n e a n o t h e r a n d b e y o n d 
t h e c o n t r o l o f a n y o n e . Scientif ic k n o w l e d g e was s y s t e m a t i z e d o n l y by 
t h e u n i t y o f a rat ional m e t h o d that p r o d u c e d g r e a t e r a n d g r e a t e r irra­
t ional i ty . T h e Utop ian un i ty o f s c i ence d i s a p p e a r e d f r o m s igh t a l o n g 
w i t h all t h e o t h e r u n r e a l objects o f scientif ic fantasy. 

C a u g h t u p in t h e fasc inat ion o f this glass b e a d g a m e w i t h its e v e r -
c h a n g i n g ru l e s o f play a n d p r o m i s e o f t h e always n e w a n d d i f f e r e n t , 
sc ient i s t s fu l f i l l ed in the ir d i s c o u r s e that d r e a m o f capital ist p r o d u c ­
t i o n in w h i c h n e w s e l f - d e s t r u c t i n g p r o d u c t s automat ica l ly r e m o v e 
t h e m s e l v e s f r o m c o m p e t i t i o n w i t h still n e w e r s e l f -des t ruc t ing p r o d u c t s 
c r e a t e d t o fill a n insat iable d e m a n d for t h e c o n s u m p t i o n o f t h e latest 
sc ient i f ic b r e a k t h r o u g h , t h e latest c h a n g e in t h e ru l e s o f t h e g a m e . I n 
th i s w o r l d o f e v e r - c h a n g i n g f a s h i o n s , t h e prov inc ia l was t h e p layer 
w h o c o n t i n u e d to play a g a m e that h a d a lready b e e n a b a n d o n e d by 
t h o s e i n t h e " fore front" o r o n t h e "cut t ing e d g e " o f r e s e a r c h . 

A s s c i e n c e c a m e to b e t h o u g h t o f m o r e a n d m o r e as a g a m e , it 
b e c a m e d i s t a n c e d f r o m praxis a n d d i s r u p t e d the t a k e n - f o r - g r a n t e d re ­
l a t i o n b e t w e e n t h e o r y a n d pract ice . W h a t c o n s i s t e n t pract ice c o u l d 
flow f r o m a n i n c o n s t a n t t h e o r y that u n d e r s t o o d its s ign i f i cance as a 
p lay in a g a m e ? T h e less t h e o r y was g u i d e d a n d s t i m u l a t e d by a re f l ex ­
ive r e l a t i o n t o pract ical app l i ca t ion , t h e less it c o u l d jus t i fy i tse l f as t h e 
s o u r c e o f pract i ce . A n d s ince t h e inf ini te g a m e l ed o n l y t o prov i s iona l 
k n o w l e d g e , e v e r subject to rev i s ion as a c o n s e q u e n c e o f c h a n g e s in the 
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r u l e s , it p r o d u c e d n o u n i v e r s a l k n o w l e d g e a n d c o u l d n o t j u s t i f y i tse l f 
by h o l d i n g o u t t h e p r o m i s e that it w o u l d . Its i n v o l u t i o n c l o s e d o f f b o t h 
t h e r e t u r n t o t h e c o n c r e t e w o r l d o f pract ice a n d t h e transi t t o t h e 
w h o l l y t r a n s c e n d e n t a l w o r l d o f un iversa l k n o w l e d g e . C o n s e q u e n t l y , it 
h a d t o l o o k o u t s i d e its o w n d i s c o u r s e for jus t i f i cat ion , to s e e k legi t i ­
m a t i o n in a d i s c o u r s e that was o t h e r t h a n its o w n a n d n o t subjec t t o 
its ru l e s . It n e e d e d a d i s c o u r s e that c o u l d n o t b e part o f t h e self-
p e r f e c t i n g d i s c o u r s e o f s c i ence or f o u n d a t i o n a l in a n y scientif ical ly ac­
c e p t a b l e way. 

S c i e n c e c h o s e a n u n e a s y c o m p r o m i s e , s u b j u g a t i n g i tse l f b o t h to 
t h e d i s c o u r s e o f w o r k (polit ics a n d indus try ) a n d t h e d i s c o u r s e o f 
v a l u e (e th ics a n d aes thet ics ) , b u t s ince pol it ics a n d i n d u s t r y c o n t r o l l e d 
t h e m e a n s o f p lay a n d c o u l d always t h r e a t e n to w i t h h o l d t h e f u n d s o n 
w h i c h t h e g a m e d e p e n d e d , s c i ence s u c c u m b e d m o r e a n d m o r e to 
l imi ta t ions o n play i m p o s e d in t h e interes ts o f its m a s t e r s . 

E n l i s t e d first as t h e p r o p a g a n d a a r m o f s c i ence , a s s e r t i n g t h e lie o f 
t h e o r y a n d basic r e s e a r c h as the s o u r c e o f pract ice a n d t e c h n o l o g i c a l 
i n n o v a t i o n , t h e d i s c o u r s e o f va lue e v e n t u a l l y b e c a m e t h e i d e o l o g i c a l 
m e a n s f o r t h e jus t i f i ca t ion o f w o r k , a n d all talk o f v a l u e was l i n k e d 
i n s e p a r a b l y t o objects a n d to p e r f o r m a n c e re lat ive to o b j e c t s — t h e re ­
ality f ic t ions o f work . W h a t h a d or ig ina l ly p r e s e n t e d i tself as t h e c o n ­
t e x t o f pract ical real ity w i t h i n w h i c h t h e aes thet ics o f t h e p lay o f sci­
e n c e w o u l d find its m e a n i n g a n d just i f icat ion b e c a m e t h e c o n d i t i o n o f 
a b u r e a u c r a t i c unrea l i ty e s tab l i sh ing t h e l imits of real i ty t h r o u g h t h e 
e x e r c i s e o f p o w e r d i s g u i s e d as r e a s o n . All d i s c o u r s e was r e d u c e d 
to t h e r h e t o r i c o f work . B u t , at this m o m e n t o f its t r i u m p h o f total 
c o n t r o l , d o w e s e n s e t h e first t r e m o r s o f the e r u p t i o n o f t h e u n c o n ­
tro l lable? 

T h i s is t h e tale o f t h e or ig in o f t h e p o s t - m o d e r n w o r l d as t o l d by 
H a b e r m a s ( 1 9 7 5 , 1984) a n d L y o t a r d ( 1 9 7 9 ) — a l l o w i n g f o r cer ta in 
i n t e n t i o n a l i n t e r p r e t i v e l ibert ies . It is t h e f r a m i n g s tory f o r a pos t ­
m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y . 

Free Voice: Post-Modern Ethnography 

A p o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y is a c o o p e r a t i v e l y e v o l v e d t e x t 
c o n s i s t i n g o f f r a g m e n t s o f d i s c o u r s e i n t e n d e d to e v o k e in t h e m i n d s o f 
b o t h r e a d e r a n d wr i ter a n e m e r g e n t fantasy o f a pos s ib l e w o r l d o f 
c o m m o n s e n s e reality, a n d t h u s to p r o v o k e a n aes the t i c i n t e g r a t i o n 
that will h a v e a t h e r a p e u t i c effect . It is, in a w o r d , p o e t r y — n o t in its 
t ex tua l f o r m , b u t in its r e t u r n to t h e or ig ina l c o n t e x t a n d f u n c t i o n 
o f poe try , w h i c h , by m e a n s o f its p e r f o r m a t i v e b r e a k w i t h e v e r y d a y 
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s p e e c h , e v o k e d m e m o r i e s o f t h e ethos o f the c o m m u n i t y a n d t h e r e b y 
p r o v o k e d h e a r e r s to act ethical ly (cf. J a e g e r 1 9 4 5 : 3 — 76). Post ­
m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y a t t e m p t s to recrea te textual ly this spiral o f p o ­
et ic a n d r i tual p e r f o r m a n c e ; Like t h e m , it de fami l i ar i ze s c o m m o n -
s e n s e real i ty in a b r a c k e t e d c o n t e x t o f p e r f o r m a n c e , e v o k e s a fantasy 
w h o l e a b d u c t e d f r o m f r a g m e n t s , a n d t h e n re turns part i c ipants to t h e 
w o r l d o f c o m m o n s e n s e — t r a n s f o r m e d , r e n e w e d , a n d sacra l ized . It 
h a s t h e a l l egor ica l i m p o r t , t h o u g h n o t t h e narrat ive f o r m , o f a v i s ion 
q u e s t o r r e l i g i o u s parab le . T h e break wi th e v e r y d a y real i ty is a j o u r ­
n e y a p a r t i n t o s t r a n g e l a n d s wi th occul t p r a c t i c e s — i n t o t h e h e a r t o f 
d a r k n e s s — w h e r e f r a g m e n t s o f the fantast ic whirl a b o u t in t h e v o r t e x 
o f t h e quester 's d i s o r i e n t e d c o n s c i o u s n e s s , unti l , arr ived at t h e m a e l ­
s trom's c e n t e r , h e loses c o n s c i o u s n e s s at the very m o m e n t o f the mi ­
r a c u l o u s , res torat ive v i s ion , a n d t h e n , u n c o n s c i o u s , is cast u p o n t o t h e 
fami l iar , b u t f o r e v e r t r a n s f o r m e d , s h o r e s o f t h e c o m m o n p l a c e w o r l d . 
P o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y is n o t a n e w d e p a r t u r e , n o t a n o t h e r r u p ­
t u r e in t h e f o r m o f d i s c o u r s e o f t h e sort w e h a v e c o m e to e x p e c t as t h e 
n o r m o f m o d e r n i s t es thet ics ' scientist ic e m p h a s i s o n e x p e r i m e n t a l 
n o v e l t y , b u t a s e l f - consc ious r e t u r n to a n earl ier a n d m o r e p o w e r f u l 
n o t i o n o f t h e ethica l c h a r a c t e r o f all d i s c o u r s e , as c a p t u r e d in t h e a n ­
c i e n t s ign i f i cance o f the fami ly o f t erms "ethos ," "e thnos ," "ethics ." 

B e c a u s e p o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y pr iv i l eges "d i scourse" o v e r 
"text ," it f o r e g r o u n d s d i a l o g u e as o p p o s e d to m o n o l o g u e , a n d e m p h a ­
s izes t h e c o o p e r a t i v e a n d co l laborat ive n a t u r e o f t h e e t h n o g r a p h i c 
s i tua t ion in contras t to the i d e o l o g y o f t h e t r a n s c e n d e n t a l o b s e r v e r . I n 
fact , it rejects t h e i d e o l o g y o f "observer -observed ," t h e r e b e i n g n o t h ­
i n g o b s e r v e d a n d n o o n e w h o is observer . T h e r e is i n s t e a d t h e m u t u a l , 
d ia log i ca l p r o d u c t i o n o f a d i s course , o f a story o f sorts . W e b e t t e r 
u n d e r s t a n d t h e e t h n o g r a p h i c c o n t e x t as o n e o f c o o p e r a t i v e s tory 
m a k i n g that , in o n e o f its idea l f o r m s , w o u l d resu l t in a p o l y p h o n i c 
t ex t , n o n e o f w h o s e part i c ipants w o u l d h a v e the final w o r d in t h e f o r m 
o f a f r a m i n g s tory o r e n c o m p a s s i n g s y n t h e s i s — a d i s c o u r s e o n t h e d i s ­
c o u r s e . It m i g h t b e j u s t t h e d i a l o g u e itself, or poss ib ly a ser ies o f j u x ­
t a p o s e d paratact ic te l l ings o f a s h a r e d c i r c u m s t a n c e , as in t h e S y n o p t i c 
G o s p e l s , o r p e r h a p s o n l y a s e q u e n c e o f s e p a r a t e te l l ings in s e a r c h o f 
a c o m m o n t h e m e , or e v e n a c o n t r a p u n t a l i n t e r w e a v i n g o f t e l l ings , o r 
o f a t h e m e a n d var ia t ions (cf. Marcus a n d C u s h m a n 1982, C l i f ford 
1983a) . U n l i k e t h e tradi t iona l te l ler o f tales or his fo lkloris t c o u n t e r ­
part , t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r w o u l d n o t f o c u s o n m o n o p h o n i e p e r f o r m a n c e 
a n d narrat iv i ty , t h o u g h n e i t h e r w o u l d h e necessar i ly e x c l u d e t h e m if 
t h e y w e r e a p p r o p r i a t e in c o n t e x t . 

I d o n o t w i s h to s u g g e s t that s u c h a tex t w o u l d r e s e m b l e a n e d i t e d 
c o l l e c t i o n o f a u t h o r e d p a p e r s , o n e o f t h o s e a u t h o r l e s s b o o k s p r o -
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d u c e d by c o m m i t t e e , o r a n acc identa l co l lage l ike a n i s sue o f t h e 
American Anthropologist. T h e s e t h r e e u s e d t o g e t h e r , t h o u g h , d o c h a r a c ­
ter i ze a u b i q u i t o u s e t h n o g r a p h i c f o r m cal led t h e " n e w s p a p e r . " I n fact , 
h a d t h e r e b e e n a m o d e r n i s t m o v e m e n t in e t h n o g r a p h y , it w o u l d h a v e 
t a k e n t h e n e w s p a p e r as its l i terary m o d e l . T h e co l l ec t ion a n d t h e col ­
l a g e p r e s e r v e d i f f e r e n c e s o f p e r s p e c t i v e , b u t di f fer o n t h e d i m e n s i o n 
o f a c c i d e n t vs . p u r p o s e , t h o u g h w e c a n all th ink o f e d i t e d c o l l e c t i o n s 
that are in fact co l l ages , so little d o the ir se lec t ions re late to c o m m o n 
t h e m e s o r top i c s that the ir p r e s e n c e in the s a m e v o l u m e s e e m s acci­
d e n t a l , a n d w e a r e all fami l iar wi th t h e m a t i z e d co l l ages l ike t h e n e w s ­
p a p e r , w h o s e i t e m s are m i n i m a l l y l i n k e d by t h e c o m m o n t h e m e , " h e r e 
are today's r e l e v a n c e s for n o b o d y in part icu lar as p u t t o g e t h e r by n o ­
b o d y in part icular ." 

P o l y p h o n y is a m e a n s o f perspect iva l relativity a n d is n o t j u s t a n 
e v a s i o n o f a u t h o r i a l respons ib i l i ty o r a gui l ty e x c e s s o f d e m o c r a c y , 
t h o u g h , as V i c o m i g h t say, it art iculates best w i th that social f o r m , a n d 
it d o e s c o r r e s p o n d wi th t h e real i t ies o f fieldwork in p laces sens i t ive to 
t h e i s s u e o f p o w e r as s y m b o l i z e d in t h e subject -object r e l a t i o n s h i p b e ­
t w e e n h e w h o r e p r e s e n t s a n d s h e w h o is r e p r e s e n t e d . A n d it is n o t 
that e t h n o g r a p h e r s h a v e n e v e r b e f o r e u s e d the i d e a o f a u t h o r l e s s 
t ex t s , f o r m y t h s a n d fo lkta les , e v e n w h e n re la ted by s o m e o n e , are 
p u r e e x a m p l e s o f the f o r m , t h o u g h w e m u s t th ink in that case o f 
a c o m m i t t e e e x t e n d e d in t i m e w h o s e part ic ipants n e v e r c o n v e n e to 
c o m p o s e t h e w o r k . 

T h e p o i n t is that q u e s t i o n s o f f o r m are n o t pr ior , t h e f o r m i t se l f 
s h o u l d e m e r g e o u t o f t h e j o i n t w o r k o f t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r a n d his na ­
t ive p a r t n e r s . T h e e m p h a s i s is o n t h e e m e r g e n t charac ter o f t ex tua l ­
i z a t i o n , t e x t u a l i z a t i o n b e i n g j u s t t h e initial in t erpre t ive m o v e that p r o ­
v i d e s a n e g o t i a t e d t ex t for t h e r e a d e r to in terpre t . T h e h e r m e n e u t i c 
p r o c e s s is n o t res tr i c ted to the reader's r e l a t i o n s h i p to t h e text , but in ­
c l u d e s as we l l t h e i n t e r p r e t i v e pract ices o f t h e part ies to t h e or ig ina t ­
i n g d i a l o g u e . I n this re spec t , t h e m o d e l o f p o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y 
is n o t t h e n e w s p a p e r b u t that or ig ina l e t h n o g r a p h y — t h e B ib l e (cf. 
K e l b e r 1983) . 

T h e e m e r g e n t a n d c o o p e r a t i v e n a t u r e o f t ex tua l i za t ion a lso i n ­
d e x e s a d i f f e r e n t i d e o l o g i c a l a t t i tude t o w a r d the e t h n o g r a p h i c o t h e r 
a n d t h e u s e s o f e t h n o g r a p h y . T h e his tory o f e t h n o g r a p h i c w r i t i n g 
c h r o n i c l e s a c u m u l a t i v e s e q u e n c e o f d i f f erent a t t i tudes t o w a r d t h e 
o t h e r that i m p l i c a t e d i f f e r e n t u s e s o f e t h n o g r a p h y . I n t h e e i g h t e e n t h 
c e n t u r y , t h e d o m i n a n t m o d e was " e t h n o g r a p h y as a l legory ," c e n t e r i n g 
a r o u n d t h e k e y c o n c e p t o f u t o p i a n i s m in w h i c h t h e "noble savage" 
p l a y e d h i s e n n o b l i n g ro l e as a t h e r a p e u t i c i m a g e . I n t h e n i n e t e e n t h 
c e n t u r y , t h e "savage" was n o l o n g e r n o b l e ; s h e was e i t h e r "fal len," in 
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t h e c o n t i n u i n g biblical a l l egory , or a figure o f t h e r a p e u t i c i r o n y — a 
m i n a t o r y Satan ic finger, or a n i n s t a n c e o f t h e p r i m o r d i a l "primit ive ," 
a " l iv ing fossi l" s i g n i f y i n g past i m p e r f e c t i o n h e a l e d by t i m e in t h e 
e m e r g i n g e v o l u t i o n a r y a l legory . I n t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , t h e "savage" 
w a s n o l o n g e r e v e n "primit ive ." S h e was o n l y "data" a n d " e v i d e n c e , " 
t h e critical d i s p r o v i n g i n s t a n c e in t h e posit ivist rhe tor i c o f pol i t ical 
l ibera l i sm. Later , in t h e s tructural is t a n d semiot ic i s t revival o f 
s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y ra t iona l i sm, h e a g a i n b e c a m e p u r e "di f ference ," 
a f o r m a l p a t t e r n o f c o l l o c a t e d s igns totally r o b b e d o f t h e r a p e u t i c s ig­
n i f i cance . N o w , in a d d i t i o n to t h e s e , e a c h o f w h i c h , o r s o m e c o m b i n a ­
t i o n o f t h e m , still f e e d s t h e i m a g i n a t i o n o f s o m e e t h n o g r a p h e r s o m e ­
w h e r e , s h e h a s b e c o m e t h e i n s t r u m e n t o f t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r ' s 
" e x p e r i e n c e , " t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r h a v i n g b e c o m e the f o c u s o f "differ­
e n c e " in a p e r v e r s e v e r s i o n o f t h e r o m a n t i c i s m that has a lways b e e n in 
e t h n o g r a p h y , n o m a t t e r h o w d e s p e r a t e l y r e p r e s s e d a n d m a r g i n a l i z e d 
by t h e objec t ive i m p u l s e s o f s e e k e r s for p u r e data . A s in t h e u t o p i a n -
i s m o f t h e e i g h t e e n t h cen tury , t h e o t h e r is t h e m e a n s o f t h e author's 
a l i e n a t i o n f r o m his o w n sick cu l ture , b u t the savage o f t h e t w e n t i e t h 
c e n t u r y is sick t o o ; n e u t e r e d , l ike t h e rest o f us , by t h e d a r k forces o f 
t h e "wor ld sy s t em," IT has lost t h e h e a l i n g art. 

H a v i n g p e r c e i v e d t h e l imi t ing m e a n i n g o f t h e s e c o n d m e m b e r 
o f t h e c o m p o u n d t e r m " e t h n o g r a p h y " ("-graphy" fr. graphein "to 
wri te") , s o m e e t h n o g r a p h e r s h a v e t a m e d t h e savage , n o t wi th t h e p e n , 
b u t w i t h t h e t a p e r e c o r d e r , r e d u c i n g h i m to a "straight m a n , " as in t h e 
scr ipt o f s o m e o b s c u r e c o m i c r o u t i n e , f o r e v e n as t h e y t h i n k to h a v e 
r e t u r n e d to "oral p e r f o r m a n c e " o r "dia logue ," in o r d e r that t h e na t ive 
h a v e a p l a c e in t h e text , they e x e r c i s e total c o n t r o l o v e r h e r d i s c o u r s e 
a n d steal t h e o n l y t h i n g s h e has l e f t — h e r voice . O t h e r s , in full a n d 
gu i l t l e s s k n o w l e d g e o f the ir c r i m e , ce l ebrate it in " e t h n o p o e t r y , " w h i l e 
t h e rest , l ike Sartre , the ir faces h a l f - t u r n e d f r o m t h e o f f e n d i n g p e n , 
wr i t e o n in a t o n e m e n t — l i t t l e finger o f t h e left h a n d o n t h e "erase" 
b u t t o n , i n d e x finger o n t h e "play" b u t t o n — i n t h e s ign o f t h e c u c k o l d -
c o u n t e r f e i t i n g vo i ce in text . 

L i k e D e r r i d a , t h e y h a v e m i s s e d t h e t r u e i m p o r t o f "d i scourse ," 
w h i c h is "the o t h e r as us ," for t h e p o i n t o f d i s c o u r s e is n o t h o w t o 
m a k e a b e t t e r r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , b u t h o w to avo id r e p r e s e n t a t i o n - I n 
t h e i r t e x t u a l i z a t i o n o f p s e u d o - d i s c o u r s e t h e y h a v e a c c o m p l i s h e d a ter­
ror i s t a l i e n a t i o n m o r e c o m p l e t e t h a n that o f t h e posit ivists . It m a y b e 
t h a t all t e x t u a l i z a t i o n is a l i ena t ion , b u t it is certa inly t r u e that n o n -
p a r t i c i p a t o r y t e x t u a l i z a t i o n is a l i e n a t i o n — " n o t u s " — a n d t h e r e is n o 
t h e r a p y in a l i e n a t i o n . 

A s t h e Utop ians k n e w , e t h n o g r a p h y c a n p e r f o r m a t h e r a p e u t i c 
p u r p o s e in e v o k i n g a part ic ipatory reality, b u t t h e y w e r e w r o n g in 
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t h i n k i n g that real i ty c o u l d b e expl ic i t ly p r o j e c t e d in text . It is this e c h o , 
t h e n , o f par t i c ipa tory real i ty that p o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y s e e k s to 
e v o k e by m e a n s o f a par t i c ipatory t ex t in w h i c h n o o n e h a s t h e e x c l u s i v e 
r i g h t o f s y n o p t i c t r a n s c e n d e n c e . B e c a u s e it is part ic ipatory a n d e m e r ­
g e n t , p o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y c a n n o t h a v e a p r e d e t e r m i n e d f o r m , 
f o r it c o u l d h a p p e n that part i c ipants m i g h t d e c i d e that t e x t u a l i z a t i o n 
i t se l f is i n a p p r o p r i a t e — a s h a v e m a n y i n f o r m a n t s in t h e past , t h o u g h 
t h e i r o b j e c t i o n s w e r e s e l d o m t a k e n to b e s igni f icant in t h e m s e l v e s , 
b e i n g t r e a t e d i n s t e a d as i m p e d i m e n t s to t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r ' s m o n o -
p h o n i c t ex t . W h a t e v e r f o r m t h e tex t t a k e s — i f a n y — i t will s tress s o n o -
r a n t relativity, n o t o n l y b e t w e e n t h e t ex t a n d the c o m m u n i t y o f d is ­
c o u r s e o f w h i c h it is a p a r t — t h e u s u a l s e n s e o f "cultural re lat iv i ty"— 
b u t w i t h i n t h e tex t i tself as a cons t i tu t ive f e a t u r e o f t h e text . 

T h o u g h p o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y pr iv i l eges d i s c o u r s e , it d o e s 
n o t l o c a t e i tse l f exc lus ive ly w i t h i n the p r o b l e m a t i c s o f a s i n g l e tradi ­
t i o n o f d i s c o u r s e , a n d s e e k s , in part icular , to avo id g r o u n d i n g i t se l f in 
t h e t h e o r e t i c a l a n d c o m m o n s e n s e c a t e g o r i e s o f the h e g e m o n i c West ­
e r n t r a d i t i o n . It t h u s re lat iv izes d i s c o u r s e n o t j u s t to f o r m — t h a t fa­
mi l iar p e r v e r s i o n o f t h e m o d e r n i s t ; n o r to author ia l i n t e n t i o n — t h a t 
c o n c e i t o f t h e r o m a n t i c s ; n o r to a f o u n d a t i o n a l w o r l d b e y o n d d i s ­
c o u r s e — t h a t d e s p e r a t e g r a s p i n g for a s e p a r a t e real ity o f t h e m y s t i c 
a n d sc ient i s t a l ike; n o r e v e n to his tory a n d i d e o l o g y — t h o s e r e f u g e s o f 
t h e h e r m e n e u t i c i s t ; n o r e v e n less to l a n g u a g e — t h a t h y p o s t a s i z e d 
a b s t r a c t i o n o f t h e l inguis t ; n o r , u l t imate ly , e v e n t o d i s c o u r s e — t h a t 
N i e t z s c h e a n p l a y g r o u n d o f wor ld - lo s t s ignif iers o f t h e s tructural i s t 
a n d g r a m m a t o l o g i s t , b u t to all o r n o n e of t h e s e , for it is a n a r c h i c , 
t h o u g h n o t f o r t h e sake o f a n a r c h y b u t b e c a u s e it r e f u s e s to b e c o m e a 
f e t i s h i z e d o b j e c t a m o n g o b j e c t s — t o b e d i s m a n t l e d , c o m p a r e d , classi­
fied, a n d n e u t e r e d in that p a r o d y o f scientiific scrut iny k n o w n as criti­
c i s m . T h e e t h n o g r a p h i c t ex t is n o t o n l y n o t an object , it is n o t the o b ­
j e c t ; it is i n s t e a d a m e a n s , t h e m e d i t a t i v e veh ic l e for a t r a n s c e n d e n c e 
o f t i m e a n d p l a c e that is n o t j u s t t r a n s c e n d e n t a l b u t a t r a n s c e n d e n t a l 
r e t u r n to t i m e a n d p lace . 

B e c a u s e its m e a n i n g is n o t in it b u t in an u n d e r s t a n d i n g , o f w h i c h 
it is o n l y a c o n s u m e d f r a g m e n t , it is n o l o n g e r c u r s e d wi th t h e task o f 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . T h e key w o r d in u n d e r s t a n d i n g this d i f f e r e n c e is 
"evoke ," f o r i f a d i s c o u r s e can b e sa id to "evoke ," t h e n it n e e d n o t r e p ­
r e s e n t w h a t it e v o k e s , t h o u g h it m a y b e a m e a n s to a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 
S i n c e e v o c a t i o n is n o n r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l , it is n o t to b e u n d e r s t o o d as a 
s i g n f u n c t i o n , f o r it is n o t a "symbol of," n o r d o e s it "symbol ize" w h a t 
it e v o k e s . T h e p o s t - m o d e r n t ex t h a s m o v e d b e y o n d the r e p r e s e n t a ­
t ional f u n c t i o n o f s igns a n d has cast o f f t h e e n c u m b r a n c e s o f t h e s u b ­
s t i tu t ion o f a p p e a r a n c e s , t h o s e "absences" a n d "di f ferences" o f t h e 
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g r a m m a t o l o g i s t . It is n o t a p r e s e n c e that calls i n t o b e i n g s o m e t h i n g 

t h a t w a s a b s e n t ; it is a c o m i n g to b e o f w h a t was n e i t h e r t h e r e p r e s e n t 

n o r absent , for w e are n o t to u n d e r s t a n d "evocat ion" as l i n k i n g t w o 

d i f f e r e n c e s in t i m e a n d p lace , as s o m e t h i n g that e v o k e s a n d s o m e ­

t h i n g e l se e v o k e d . E v o c a t i o n is a unity , a s ing le e v e n t o r p r o c e s s , a n d 

w e m u s t res ist t h e t e m p t a t i o n o f g r a m m a r that w o u l d m a k e us th ink 

t h a t t h e p r o p o s i t i o n a l f o r m "x e v o k e s y" m u s t m e a n that x a n d y a r e 

d i f f e r e n t ent i t i e s l i n k e d by a th ird r a t h e r pecu l iar "process -ent i ty" 

c a l l e d "evoke ," a n d that , m o r e o v e r , x m u s t p r e c e d e y in t i m e , a n d c o n ­

s e q u e n t l y x m u s t b e a c o n d i t i o n o f y or y a resu l t o f x. T h e s e are all 

i l lu s ions o f g r a m m a r , w h i c h m a k e u s d i s m e m b e r un i t i e s in to d i s c r e t e 

en t i t i e s a n d p u n c t u a t e e v e n t s . W e m i g h t th ink to c o r r e c t this s i tua t ion 

by w r i t i n g E n g l i s h non l inea l ly , as if it w e r e C h i n e s e , in i m i t a t i o n o f 

E r n e s t F e n e l l o s a a n d Ezra P o u n d : evoLes, b u t s ince w e c o u l d still r e a d 
y ) 

l inea l ly "x e v o k e s y," a n d t h e e l e m e n t s x, "evokes ," a n d y a r e as d i s c r e t e 

as e v e r , th is is n o so lu t ion . P e r h a p s t h e best w e can d o , s h o r t o f i n v e n t ­

i n g s o m e n e w l o g o g r a p h , is a H e i d e g g e r i a n "evoking ," or b e t t e r yet , 

b e w a r y o f t h e snares o f g r a m m a r . 

T h e w h o l e p o i n t o f "evok ing" ra ther t h a n " r e p r e s e n t i n g " is that it 

f r e e s e t h n o g r a p h y f r o m mimesis a n d t h e i n a p p r o p r i a t e m o d e o f s c i e n ­

tific r h e t o r i c that enta i l s "objects," "facts," "descr ipt ions ," " i n d u c ­

t ions ," "genera l i za t ions ," "verif ication," " e x p e r i m e n t , " "truth," a n d 

l ike c o n c e p t s that , e x c e p t as e m p t y i n v o c a t i o n s , h a v e n o paral le l s e i ­

t h e r i n t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f e t h n o g r a p h i c fieldwork or in t h e w r i t i n g o f 

e t h n o g r a p h i e s . T h e u r g e to c o n f o r m to the c a n o n s o f scientif ic r h e t o ­

ric h a s m a d e t h e easy rea l i sm o f natura l h i s tory the d o m i n a n t m o d e o f 

e t h n o g r a p h i c p r o s e , b u t it has b e e n an i l lusory rea l i sm, p r o m o t i n g , o n 

t h e o n e h a n d , t h e absurd i ty o f "descr ib ing" n o n e n t i t i e s s u c h as "cul­

t u r e " o r "society" as if t h e y w e r e ful ly observab le , t h o u g h s o m e w h a t 

u n g a i n l y , b u g s , a n d , o n the o t h e r , t h e equa l ly r i d i c u l o u s b e h a v i o r i s t 

p r e t e n s e o f "descr ib ing" repe t i t i ve pa t t erns o f ac t i on in i so la t ion f r o m 

t h e d i s c o u r s e that actors u s e in c o n s t i t u t i n g a n d s i tua t ing their a c t i o n , 

a n d all in s i m p l e m i n d e d sure ty that t h e observers ' g r o u n d i n g d is ­

c o u r s e is i tse l f a n objec t ive f o r m suff icient to t h e task o f d e s c r i b i n g 

acts . T h e p r o b l e m w i t h t h e rea l i sm o f natura l h i s tory is no t , as is o f t e n 

c l a i m e d , t h e c o m p l e x i t y o f t h e so-ca l led object o f o b s e r v a t i o n , n o r fail­

u r e to a p p l y suff ic iently r i g o r o u s a n d repl icable m e t h o d s , n o r e v e n 

less t h e s e e m i n g intractabil i ty o f t h e l a n g u a g e o f d e s c r i p t i o n . It is i n ­

s t e a d a fa i lure o f t h e w h o l e visualist i d e o l o g y o f re f erent ia l d i s c o u r s e , 

w i t h its r h e t o r i c o f "descr ibing," "compar ing ," "classifying," a n d " g e n ­

era l i z ing ," a n d its p r e s u m p t i o n o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l s igni f icat ion . I n 

e t h n o g r a p h y t h e r e are n o "things" t h e r e to b e t h e objects o f a d e s c r i p ­

t i o n , t h e o r i g i n a l a p p e a r a n c e s that t h e l a n g u a g e o f d e s c r i p t i o n "re-
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p r e s e n t s " as i n d e x i c a l objects for c o m p a r i s o n , c lass ihcat ion , a n d g e n ­

era l i za t ion ; t h e r e is r a t h e r a d i s c o u r s e , a n d that t o o , n o t h i n g , d e s p i t e 

t h e m i s g u i d e d c la ims o f s u c h trans lat ional m o d e l s o f e t h n o g r a p h y as 

s t r u c t u r a l i s m , e t h n o - s c i e n c e , a n d d i a l o g u e , w h i c h a t t e m p t to r e p r e ­

s e n t e i t h e r na t ive d i s c o u r s e o r its u n c o n s c i o u s p a t t e r n s , a n d t h u s re ­

c o m m i t t h e c r i m e o f natura l h i s tory in the m i n d . 

E t h n o g r a p h i c d i s c o u r s e is i tself n e i t h e r a n object to b e r e p r e ­

s e n t e d n o r a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f a n object . C o n s e q u e n t l y t h e v isual i s t 

r h e t o r i c o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , d e p e n d i n g f r o m t h e c o n c r e t e n e s s o f t h e 

w r i t t e n w o r d — o f de-scribere—subverts the ethical p u r p o r t o f e t h n o g ­

r a p h y a n d c a n o n l y g ive us as r e p l a c e m e n t a s e n s e o f i n c o m p l e t e n e s s 

a n d fa i lure , s ince its goa ls a n d m e a n s are always o u t o f r e a c h . 

E t h n o g r a p h i c d i s c o u r s e is n o t part o f a projec t w h o s e a i m is t h e 

c r e a t i o n o f u n i v e r s a l k n o w l e d g e . It d i s o w n s the M e p h i s t o p h e l i a n u r g e 

t o p o w e r t h r o u g h k n o w l e d g e , f o r that , t oo , is a c o n s e q u e n c e o f r e p r e ­

s e n t a t i o n . T o r e p r e s e n t m e a n s to h a v e a k i n d o f mag ica l p o w e r o v e r 

a p p e a r a n c e s , to b e ab le to b r i n g in to p r e s e n c e w h a t is absent , a n d that 

is w h y wr i t ing , t h e m o s t p o w e r f u l m e a n s o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , w a s c a l l e d 

"grammarye," a m a g i c a l act. T h e t rue historical s ign i f i cance o f w r i t i n g 

is that it h a s i n c r e a s e d o u r capaci ty to create totalistic i l lus ions w i t h 

w h i c h to h a v e p o w e r o v e r t h i n g s or o v e r o t h e r s as if t h e y w e r e t h i n g s . 

T h e w h o l e i d e o l o g y o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l s igni f icat ion is a n i d e o l o g y o f 

p o w e r . T o b r e a k its spel l w e w o u l d h a v e to attack wr i t ing , totalistic r e p ­

r e s e n t a t i o n a l s i g n i h c a t i o n , a n d author ia l author i ty , b u t all this h a s al­

r e a d y b e e n a c c o m p l i s h e d for us . O n g (1977) has m a d e u s a w a r e o f t h e 

e f f ec t s o f w r i t i n g by r e m i n d i n g us o f the w o r l d o f oral e x p r e s s i o n t h a t 

c o n t r a s t s w i t h it. B e n j a m i n (1978) a n d A d o r n o ( 1977) h a v e c o u n t e r -

p o s e d t h e i d e o l o g y o f the " f r a g m e n t " to that o f t h e w h o l e , a n d D e r ­

r i d a (1974) h a s m a d e the a u t h o r the c r e a t u r e o f w r i t i n g r a t h e r t h a n its 

c r e a t o r . P o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y bu i lds its p r o g r a m n o t so m u c h 

f r o m t h e i r p r i n c i p l e s as f r o m t h e rubble o f the ir d e c o n s t r u c t i o n . 

A p o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y is f r a g m e n t a r y b e c a u s e it c a n n o t b e 

o t h e r w i s e . L i f e in t h e field is i tself f r a g m e n t a r y , n o t at all o r g a n i z e d 

a r o u n d fami l iar e t h n o l o g i c a l c a t e g o r i e s s u c h as k i n s h i p , e c o n o m y , a n d 

r e l i g i o n , a n d e x c e p t for u n u s u a l i n f o r m a n t s l ike t h e D o g o n s a g e 

O g o t e m m ê l i , t h e nat ives s e e m to lack c o m m u n i c a b l e v i s ions o f a 

s h a r e d , i n t e g r a t e d w h o l e ; n o r d o part icular e x p e r i e n c e s p r e s e n t 

t h e m s e l v e s , e v e n t o t h e m o s t h a r d e n e d soc io log is t , as c o n v e n i e n t l y la­

b e l e d s y n e c d o c h e s , m i c r o c o s m s , o r a l l egor ie s o f w h o l e s , cu l tura l o r 

t h e o r e t i c a l . A t bes t , w e m a k e d o with a co l l ec t ion o f i n d e x i c a l a n e c ­

d o t e s o r t e l l ing part icu lars wi th w h i c h to p o r t e n d that l arger u n i t y b e ­

y o n d exp l i c i t t ex tua l i za t ion . It is n o t j u s t that w e c a n n o t s e e t h e f o r e s t 

for t h e t rees , but. that w e h a v e c o m e to fee l that t h e r e are n o fores t s 
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w h e r e t h e t ree s a r e t o o far apart , j u s t as p a t c h e s m a k e qui l ts o n l y if 
t h e s p a c e s b e t w e e n t h e m a r e smal l e n o u g h . 

W e c o n f i r m i n o u r e t h n o g r a p h i e s o u r c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f t h e f rag­
m e n t a r y n a t u r e o f t h e p o s t - m o d e r n w o r l d , for n o t h i n g s o wel l d e f i n e s 
o u r w o r l d as t h e a b s e n c e o f a s y n t h e s i z i n g a l legory , or p e r h a p s it is 
o n l y a para lys i s o f c h o i c e b r o u g h t o n by o u r k n o w l e d g e o f t h e in ­
e x h a u s t i b l e s u p p l y o f s u c h a l l egor ie s that m a k e s us r e f u s e t h e m o ­
m e n t o f a e s t h e t i c tota l izat ion , the story o f s tor ies , t h e h y p o s t a t i z e d 
w h o l e . 

B u t t h e r e a r e o t h e r r e a s o n s , t oo . W e k n o w that t h e s e t e x t u a l t ran-
s c e n d e n t a l s , t h e s e i n v o c a t i o n s o f h o l i s m , o f func t iona l ly i n t e g r a t e d 
s y s t e m s a r e l i terary t r o p e s , t h e veh ic l e s that carry i m a g i n a t i o n f r o m 
t h e p a r t to t h e w h o l e , t h e c o n c r e t e to t h e abstract, a n d k n o w i n g t h e m 
f o r w h a t t h e y are , w h e t h e r m e c h a n i s m i c or o r g a n i s m i c , m a k e s u s sus ­
p e c t t h e ra t iona l o r d e r t h e y p r o m i s e . 

M o r e i m p o r t a n t t h a n t h e s e , t h o u g h , is t h e i d e a that t h e t r a n s c e n ­
d e n t a l transi t , t h e hol i s t ic m o m e n t is n e i t h e r textual ly d e t e r m i n e d n o r 
t h e e x c l u s i v e r i g h t o f t h e a u t h o r , b e i n g i n s t e a d the f u n c t i o n a l in ter ­
a c t i o n o f t e x t - a u t h o r - r e a d e r . It is n o t s o m e secret h i d d e n in t h e text , 
o r b e t w e e n tex t s ; n o r in t h e m i n d o f t h e a u t h o r a n d o n l y p o o r l y 
e x p r e s s e d / r e p r e s s e d by h i m ; p o r in t h e reader's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , n o 
m a t t e r w h a t h i s critical p e r s u a s i o n — i f any. It is n o t t h e n e g a t i v e di ­
a lect ics o f T h e o d o r A d o r n o , for its paratact ic o p p o s i t i o n s are partici ­
p a t o r y f u n c t i o n s r a t h e r t h a n t ex tua l f o r m s . T h e y d e r i v e f r o m d ia ­
l o g u e r a t h e r t h a n t h e m o n o p h o n i e in terna l dialect ic o f t h e a u t h o r 
w i t h h i s t ex t . E v e n t h o u g h A d o r n o a r g u e s that the essay, by m e a n s o f 
n e g a t i v e dia lect ics , a i m s at the l iqu idat ion o f all v i e w p o i n t s , it c a n n o t 
a c h i e v e this g o a l s o l o n g as it is m o n o p h o n i e , p r o j e c t e d f r o m t h e v i e w ­
p o i n t o f a s i n g l e a u t h o r . It e x p r e s s e s o n l y t h e c o g n i t i v e u t o p i a o f t h e 
a u t h o r ( K a u f f m a n n 1981 :343—53) - U n l i k e n e g a t i v e d ia lect ics , t h e o p ­
p o s i t i o n s o f d i a l o g u e n e e d n o t b e h e l d in u n r e s o l v e d s u s p e n s i o n w i t h ­
o u t t h e poss ibi l i ty o f t r a n s c e n d e n c e , b u t l ike n e g a t i v e dia lect ics , p o s t ­
m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y d o e s n o t pract ice synthes i s w i t h i n t h e t ex t . T h e 
s y n o p t i c transit is a n o n s y n t h e t i c t r a n s c e n d e n c e that is e v o k e d by, n o t 
i m m a n e n t in , t h e text . T h e tex t has the paradox ica l capac i ty to e v o k e 
t r a n s c e n d e n c e w i t h o u t synthes i s , w i t h o u t c r e a t i n g w i t h i n i tse l f f o r m a l 
d e v i c e s a n d c o n c e p t u a l s trateg ies o f t r a n s c e n d e n t a l o r d e r . I n c o m ­
m o n w i t h A d o r n o 's p r o g r a m , it avo ids any s u p p o s i t i o n o f a h a r m o n y 
b e t w e e n t h e l o g i c a l - c o n c e p t u a l o r d e r o f t h e t ex t a n d t h e o r d e r o f 
t h i n g s , a n d it a t t e m p t s to e l i m i n a t e t h e subject -object n e x u s by r e f u s ­
i n g t h e poss ibi l i ty o f the ir s e p a r a t i o n or o f t h e d o m i n a n c e o f o n e o v e r 
t h e o t h e r in t h e f o r m o f the t e x t - a s - m i r r o r - o f - t h o u g h t . It a c c o m ­
p l i s h e s a c o g n i t i v e u t o p i a n o t o f t h e author's subjectivity o r o f t h e 

reader ' s , b u t o f t h e a u t h o r - t e x t - r e a d e r , a n e m e r g e n t m i n d that h a s n o 
i n d i v i d u a l l o c u s , b e i n g i n s t e a d a n inf inity o f poss ib le loci . 

H e r e , t h e n , is a n e w k i n d o f h o l i s m , o n e that is e m e r g e n t r a t h e r 
t h a n g i v e n , a n d o n e that e m e r g e s t h r o u g h t h e ref lexivi ty o f t ex t -
a u t h o r - r e a d e r a n d pr iv i l eges n o m e m b e r o f this trinity as t h e e x ­
c lus ive l o c u s o r m e a n s o f t h e w h o l e . M o r e o v e r , this e m e r g e n t w h o l e is 
n e i t h e r a t h e o r e t i c a l object n o r a n object o f theore t i ca l k n o w l e d g e , 
a n d is c o n s e q u e n t l y n e i t h e r e v o k e d by exp l i c i t m e t h o d s n o r t h e der i ­
v a t i o n a l s o u r c e o f pract ices . It d o e s n o t mot iva te o r e n a b l e pract ice in 
t h e e x p e c t e d m a n n e r o f the usua l theory -prac t i ce c o r r e l a t i o n . It is 
n o t , in o t h e r w o r d s , a dialect ical synthes i s o f t h e m a n i f o l d o f i m p r e s ­
s i ons t h a t n e u t r a l i z e s the ir d i f f e r e n c e s in a h i g h e r - o r d e r p a t t e r n o f 
t h e i r s a m e t y p e . It is n e i t h e r a n abstract "thing" n o r a n abs trac t ion 
f r o m "th ings ," a n d is t h u s n o t t h e p r o d u c t o f a n i n f e r e n c e w h o s e l ine 
o f d e v e l o p m e n t c o u l d b e t raced s t ep-by- s tep f r o m t h e c o n c r e t e par­
t iculars o f its o r i g i n s , t h r o u g h t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s , to its abstract a n d u n i ­
versa l t e r m i n u s . 

It g o e s a g a i n s t the g r a i n o f i n d u c t i o n , d e d u c t i o n , syn thes i s , a n d 
t h e w h o l e m o v e m e n t to "symbol ," for its m o d e o f i n f e r e n c e is a b d u c -
tive, a n d t h e e l e m e n t s it conjo ins , t h o u g h u s e d u p in the fantasy , d o 
n o t d e l i v e r u p t h e i r s e p a r a t e n e s s in the r e s o l u t i o n o f s o m e o r g a n i c to ­
tality. I n Sir W i l l i a m Hami l ton ' s way o f s p e a k i n g , t h e y are s imi lar to 
c o r r e l a t i v e s s u c h as p a r t - w h o l e a n d cause-e f fec t , t h e o n e u n t h i n k a b l e 
w i t h o u t t h e o t h e r , a c o n j u n c t i o n o f t e r m s that m u t u a l l y e x p l i c a t e b u t 
d o n o t d e t e r m i n e e a c h o t h e r or i n d u c e a synthe t i c r e d u c t i o n . T h e y 
e x p r e s s t h e "Law o f t h e C o n d i t i o n e d " : "All pos i t ive t h o u g h t l ies be­
t w e e n t w o e x t r e m e s , n e i t h e r o f w h i c h w e c a n c o n c e i v e as poss ib l e , a n d 
y e t as m u t u a l c o n t r a d i c t o r i e s , t h e o n e or t h e o t h e r w e m u s t r e c o g n i z e 
as n e c e s s a r y " ( 1 8 6 3 : 2 1 1 ) . 

J u s t as t h e m e t a p h o r o f t h e u p w a r d spiral in to t h e P la ton ic " o t h e r 
o f uni ty ," t h e "light o f r eason ," t h e "h igher , rat ional" r e a l m o f c o n ­
s c i o u s t h o u g h t a n d face less a b s t r a c t i o n — i n t o t h e f u t u r e , m i n d e x c a r ­
n a t e — i s i n a p p r o p r i a t e , s o , t o o , is the o p p o s i t e m e t a p h o r o f d e s c e n t 
" b e n e a t h t h e sur face" in to t h e P lu ton ic "other o f s epara t ion ," t h e 
" lower" g y r e o f t h e u n c o n s c i o u s , w h e r e dwe l l in m u t u a l a n t a g o n i s m 
t h e d a r k f o r c e s o f t h e irrat ional a n i m a l a n d t h e d e m o n i c rat ional p o w ­
ers o f " u n d e r l y i n g s t r u c t u r e s " — i n t o the past , in m e m o r y , t h e m i n d 
carna l a n d i n c a r n a t e . 

T h e a n c i e n t m e t a p h o r o f t h o u g h t as m o v e m e n t , a spec i e s o f m o ­
t ion , b e q u e a t h e d to us by Ar i s to t l e , is in q u e s t i o n h e r e , f o r it is t h e 
s i m u l t a n e o u s j u x t a p o s i t i o n o f t h e s e contrary m o t i o n s a n d the ir m u t u ­
ally n e u t r a l i z i n g conf l ict that e n a b l e s t h e w h o l e I s eek t o e v o k e , that 
s t i l lness at t h e c e n t e r w h e r e t h e r e is n e i t h e r h i g h e r n o r l o w e r , f o r w a r d 
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t h e i l lu s ion o f a t r a n s c e n d e n t a l , n e i t h e r t r a n s c e n d e n t a l s c i e n c e n o r 
t r a n s c e n d e n t a l r e l i g i o n c a n b e at h o m e in it, for that w h i c h is i n h o s ­
p i tab le t o t h e t r a n s c e n d e n c e by abstract ion o f t h e o n e m u s t a l so b e 
u n f r i e n d l y to t h e s imilar charac ter o f t h e o t h e r . N e i t h e r t h e scienti f ic 
i l lus ion o f real i ty n o r t h e re l i g ious real ity o f i l lus ion is c o n g r u e n t w i t h 
t h e real i ty o f fantasy in t h e fantasy reality o f t h e p o s t - m o d e r n w o r l d . 
P o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y c a p t u r e s this m o o d o f the p o s t - m o d e r n 
w o r l d , f o r it, t o o , d o e s n o t m o v e t o w a r d abstract ion , away f r o m l i fe , 
b u t back to e x p e r i e n c e . It a ims n o t to foster t h e g r o w t h o f k n o w l e d g e 
b u t to r e s t r u c t u r e e x p e r i e n c e ; n o t to u n d e r s t a n d object ive reality, for 
that is a l r e a d y e s t a b l i s h e d by c o m m o n s e n s e , n o r to e x p l a i n h o w w e 
u n d e r s t a n d , f o r that is i m p o s s i b l e , but to reass imi la te , to r e i n t e g r a t e 
t h e se l f in soc ie ty a n d to r e s t r u c t u r e the c o n d u c t o f e v e r y d a y l i fe . 

S a v e in t h e c o m m o n s e n s e w o r l d , d i s c o u r s e c a n n o t a u t o n o m o u s l y 
d e t e r m i n e its rhe tor ica l ef fects . N e i t h e r its f o r m n o r its a u t h o r i a l in ­
t e n t i o n d e t e r m i n e h o w it will b e u n d e r s t o o d , for it is i m p o s s i b l e in t e x t 
o r s p e e c h to e l i m i n a t e a m b i g u i t y a n d to s tructure total ly for all t i m e 
t h e auditor's p u r p o s e s a n d interes ts . H e r r e a d i n g a n d l i s t e n i n g a r e as 
m u c h e x p r e s s i o n s o f h e r i n t e n t i o n s a n d will as is t h e author's w r i t i n g 
a n d s p e a k i n g . N o t e v e n t h e c o n j u n c t i o n a n d c o n s e q u e n c e o f the ir 
j o i n t i n t e r e s t s a n d p u r p o s e s in a s h a r e d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n d e n y a m b i g u i t y 
a n d af f irm d e t e r m i n a t i v e m e a n i n g ; it o n l y e x p r e s s e s a t e m p o r a r y 
suf f ic iency for p r e s e n t p u r p o s e s a n d c o n d i t i o n s that will b e insuff i­
c i e n t f o r o t h e r p u r p o s e s a n d d i f f e r e n t c o n d i t i o n s . E v e n less c a n t h e 
text , by m e a n s o f its f o r m , d ic tate its i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , for it c a n n o t c o n ­
trol t h e p o w e r s o f its r e a d e r s . T h e y r e s p o n d to a t e x t o u t o f v a r i o u s 
s tates o f i g n o r a n c e , irrecept iv i ty , disbel ief , a n d hypersens i t i v i ty to 
f o r m . T h e y are i m m u n e in the first e x t r e m e to a n y n u a n c e o f f o r m , 
r e a d i n g t h r o u g h it, n o t by m e a n s o f it, u n c o n s c i o u s of it e x c e p t p e r ­
h a p s in c o n f u s i o n or a n n o y a n c e . I n the s e c o n d e x t r e m e a p a r a n o i d 
c o n v i c t i o n o f a u t h o r i a l d e c e i t f e e d s a search for h i d d e n m e a n i n g s — 
a n d t h e finding o f t h e m ; or , in o n e wi th h e i g h t e n e d sensibi l i ty to t h e 
n e c e s s a r y s t r u c t u r e s o f t h o u g h t a n d l a n g u a g e , t h e s e a r c h is less for 
t h i n g s h i d d e n by t h e a u t h o r t h a n for t h i n g s h i d d e n f r o m t h e a u t h o r 
by t h e s t r u c t u r e o f l a n g u a g e a n d t h o u g h t . O f t h e s e latter t w o , t h e o n e 
t h i n k s t h e a u t h o r a char la tan , t h e o t h e r a d u p e , b u t to b o t h t h e t e x t is 
a c o d e d s e c r e t h i d i n g a n e c e s s a r y i p n e r m e a n i n g i r r e s p o n s i v e to t h o s e 
o b s c u r i n g o r c o n c e a l i n g a p p e a r a n c e s o f o u t e r c o n t i n g e n c i e s that i m ­
pl icate a c o m m u n i t y o f bel ief . B e c a u s e the tex t c a n e l i m i n a t e n e i t h e r 
a m b i g u i t y n o r t h e subject ivity o f its a u t h o r s a n d r e a d e r s , it is b o u n d t o 
b e m i s r e a d , so m u c h so that w e m i g h t c o n c l u d e , in a p a r o d y o f B l o o m , 
I fiat t h e m e a n i n g o f the tex t is t h e s u m o f its m i s r e a d i n g s . 

S u c h m a y i n d e e d b e t h e fate o f t h e text , b u t t h e m e a n i n g o f this 

n o r back, past n o r f u t u r e , w h e n space a n d t i m e cance l e a c h o t h e r o u t 
in t h a t fami l iar fantasy w e all k n o w as the e v e r y d a y , c o m m o n p l a c e 
w o r l d , that b r e a c h in t i m e , that e v e r p r e s e n t , n e v e r p r e s e n t s i m u l ­
t a n e i t y o f real i ty a n d fantasy that is the r e t u r n to t h e c o m m o n s e n s e 
w o r l d , f loa t ing , l ike t h e L o r d B r a h m a , m o t i o n l e s s in t h e sur face l e s s 
v o i d , all po tent ia l i ty s u s p e n d e d wi th in u s in p e r f e c t rea l i za t ion , a re ­
t u r n that is n o t a c l i m a x , t e r m i n u s , stable i m a g e , o r h o m e o s t a t i c e q u i ­
l i b r i u m , b u t a r e d u c t i o n o f t e n s i o n as the m o m e n t o f t r a n s c e n d e n c e 
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y a p p r o a c h e s , d r a w s near , a n d d e p a r t s w i t h o u t h a v i n g 
a r r i v e d . A n d that is w h y t h e p o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y is a n o c c u l t 
d o c u m e n t ; it is a n e n i g m a t i c , paradox ica l , a n d eso ter ic c o n j u n c t i o n o f 
rea l i ty a n d fantasy that e v o k e s the c o n s t r u c t e d s imul tane i ty w e k n o w 
as n a i v e r e a l i s m . It c o n j o i n s real ity a n d fantasy, for it s p e a k s o f t h e 
o c c u l t in t h e l a n g u a g e o f n a i v e rea l i sm a n d o f t h e e v e r y d a y in o c c u l t 
l a n g u a g e , a n d m a k e s t h e r e a s o n o f t h e o n e t h e r e a s o n a b l e n e s s o f t h e 
o t h e r . It is a fantasy real i ty o f a real ity fantasy w h o s e a i m is to e v o k e in 
r e a d e r a n d wr i ter al ike s o m e i n t i m a t i o n o f a poss ib le w o r l d a l r e a d y 
g i v e n t o u s in fantasy a n d c o m m o n s e n s e , t h o s e f o u n d a t i o n s o f o u r 
k n o w l e d g e that c a n n o t t h e m s e l v e s b e the objects o f o u r k n o w l e d g e , 
"for as b y t h e m w e k n o w all e l se , by n o u g h t e l se can t h e y b e k n o w n . 
W e k n o w t h e m i n d e e d , b u t on ly in the fact that wi th t h e m a n d t h r o u g h 
t h e m w e k n o w " ( H a m i l t o n 1 8 6 3 : 255) . 

P o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y is a r e t u r n to t h e i d e a o f aes the t i c 
i n t e g r a t i o n as t h e r a p y o n c e c a p t u r e d in the s e n s e o f P r o t o - I n d o -
E u r o p e a n *ar- ("way o f be ing ," "orderly a n d h a r m o n i o u s a r r a n g e ­
m e n t o f t h e parts o f a who le" ) , f r o m w h i c h h a v e c o m e E n g l i s h "art," 
"rite," a n d "ritual," that family o f c o n c e p t s so c lose ly c o n n e c t e d w i t h 
t h e i d e a o f res tora t ive h a r m o n y , o f "therapy" in its or ig ina l s e n s e o f 
"ritual subs t i tu te" (cf. Hit t i te tarpan-atti), a n d wi th t h e p o e t as therâ-
pon, " a t t e n d a n t o f t h e M u s e . " P o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y is a n objec t 
o f m e d i t a t i o n that p r o v o k e s a r u p t u r e wi th t h e c o m m o n s e n s e w o r l d 
a n d e v o k e s a n aes the t i c i n t e g r a t i o n w h o s e t h e r a p e u t i c e f fec t is w o r k e d 
o u t i n t h e r e s t o r a t i o n o f t h e c o m m o n s e n s e w o r l d . U n l i k e s c i e n c e , it is 
n o t a n i n s t r u m e n t o f immorta l i ty , for it d o e s n o t h o l d o u t t h e fa lse 
h o p e o f a p e r m a n e n t , Utopian t r a n s c e n d e n c e , w h i c h c a n o n l y b e 
a c h i e v e d by d e v a l u i n g a n d fa ls i fy ing the c o m m o n s e n s e w o r l d a n d 
t h e r e b y c r e a t i n g in us a s e n s e o f p e r m a n e n t a l i e n a t i o n f r o m e v e r y d a y 
l i fe as w e l ive in c o n s t a n t e x p e c t a t i o n o f t h e m e s s i a n i c d e l i v e r a n c e 
f r o m it that c a n n e v e r c o m e , o r c o m e s o n l y w i t h d e a t h , a n d s c i e n c e 
t h u s e n c o u r a g e s u s to d i e t o o s o o n . I n s t e a d , it d e p a r t s f r o m t h e c o m ­
m o n s e n s e w o r l d o n l y in o r d e r to r e c o n f i r m it a n d t o r e t u r n us to it 
r e n e w e d a n d m i n d f u l o f o u r r e n e w a l . 

B e c a u s e t h e p o s t - m o d e r n w o r l d is a post-sc ient i f ic w o r l d w i thout 
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i n h e r e n t fa i lure t o c o n t r o l a m b i g u i t y a n d subjectivity is that it p r o ­
v i d e s g o o d r e a s o n for r e j e c t i n g the m o d e l o f scientif ic rhe tor i c , that 
C a r t e s i a n p r e t e n s e that i d e a s are ef fable in c lear , u n a m b i g u o u s , objec ­
t ive , a n d logical e x p r e s s i o n , for the i n n e r f o r m o f a t ex t is n o t log ica l , 
e x c e p t in p a r o d y , b u t p a r a d o x i c a l a n d e n i g m a t i c , n o t s o m u c h i n ­
e f fab le , as over -e f fab le , in imitably ef fable , p o s s e s s i n g a s u r p l u s o f 
e l iabi l i ty that m u s t a lways e x c e e d t h e m e a n s o f its effability, so that t h e 
in f in i te poss ibi l i ty o f its effabil i ty b e c o m e s t h e c o n d i t i o n o f its in ef­
fability, a n d t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f a tex t m u s t s t r u g g l e aga ins t this sur­
p l u s o f m e a n i n g , n o t w i t h its obscur i ty o r pover ty . 

For p o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y t h e impl i ca t ion is, i f n o t c lear , at 
least a p p a r e n t that its t e x t will b e p r o j e c t e d n e i t h e r in t h e f o r m o f this 
i n n e r p a r a d o x n o r in t h e f o r m o f a d e c e p t i v e o u t e r log ic , b u t as t h e 
t e n s i o n b e t w e e n t h e m , n e i t h e r d e n y i n g a m b i g u i t y n o r e n d o r s i n g it, 
n e i t h e r s u b v e r t i n g subject ivity n o r d e n y i n g objectivity, e x p r e s s i n g i n ­
s t e a d t h e i r i n t e r a c t i o n in t h e subject ive crea t ion o f a m b i g u o u s objec ­
t ivit ies that e n a b l e u n a m b i g u o u s subjectivity. T h e e t h n o g r a p h i c t ex t 
wil l t h u s a c h i e v e its p u r p o s e s n o t by r e v e a l i n g t h e m , b u t by m a k i n g 
p u r p o s e s poss ib le . It will b e a t e x t o f t h e physical , t h e s p o k e n , a n d t h e 
p e r f o r m e d , a n e v o c a t i o n o f q u o t i d i a n e x p e r i e n c e , a p a l p a b l e real i ty 
that u s e s e v e r y d a y s p e e c h to s u g g e s t w h a t is ine f fable , n o t t h r o u g h a b ­
s trac t ion , b u t by m e a n s o f t h e c o n c r e t e . It will b e a tex t to r e a d n o t 
w i t h the e y e s a l o n e , b u t wi th t h e ears in o r d e r to h e a r "the v o i c e s o f 
t h e p a g e s " (St. B e r n a r d , q u o t e d in Stock 1983:408) . 

Other Voices: Supplement 
Yes, but what you really mean is don't you think that how is it possible that 
what you're trying to say is .. . 

1. C o n s e n s u s in f o r m a n d c o n t e n t b e l o n g to t h e o t h e r k i n d o f 
d i s c o u r s e , a n d w h o s e ethics is n o t t h e q u e s t i o n . I f o n e is d e a f to 
t h e t u n e o n e n e e d n o t d a n c e to it, a n d b e s i d e s t h e r e is n o p r e s e n ­
ta t ion o f a n e th ic , o n l y t h e possibi l i ty o f its i n f l u e n c e . 

2. N o , t h e r e is n o i n s t a n c e o f a p o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y , 
e v e n t h o u g h all e t h n o g r a p h y is p o s t - m o d e r n in ef fect , n o r is o n e 
l ikely, t h o u g h s o m e r e c e n t wr i t ing has t h e r i g h t spirit , f o r e x a m p l e 
C r a p a n z a n o (1980), T e d l o c k (1983) a n d M a j n e p a n d B u l m e r 
( 1 9 7 7 ) . T h e p o i n t a n y w a y is n o t h o w to crea te a p o s t - m o d e r n e t h ­
n o g r a p h y o r w h a t f o r m it o u g h t to take . T h e p o i n t is that it m i g h t 
t ake a n y f o r m b u t n e v e r b e c o m p l e t e l y rea l i zed . E v e r y a t t e m p t 
will a lways b e i n c o m p l e t e , insuff ic ient , l ack ing in s o m e way, b u t 
this is n o t a d e f e c t s ince it is t h e m e a n s that e n a b l e s t r a n s c e n d e n c e . 
T r a n s c e n d e n c e c o m e s f r o m i m p e r f e c t i o n n o t f r o m p e r l e d ion . 

Post-Modern Ethnography *37 

3. N o , it is n o t a q u e s t i o n o f f o r m , o f a m a n n e r o f w r i t i n g as 
s u c h , a n d e v e n t h o u g h I s p e a k o f p o l y p h o n y a n d p e r s p e c t i v a l 
relativity, f r a g m e n t a t i o n , a n d so o n , these are n o t n e c e s s a r y c o m ­
p o n e n t s o f f o r m . T h e r e is h e r e n o aes thet ic o f f o r m . L y o t a r d 
( 1 9 7 9 : 8 0 ) n o t e s t w o possibi l i t ies . Let us call o n e "wri t ing at t h e 
l imit ," w h e r e w e s e e k to p u s h aga ins t l imits i m p o s e d by c o n v e n ­
t ions o f syn tax , m e a n i n g , a n d g e n r e , a n d let u s call the o t h e r 
"wri t ing w i t h i n the limit," wr i t ing s o c lear a n d c o m m o n s e n s i c a l 
t h a t its v e r y r e a s o n a b l e n e s s e v o k e s w h a t is b e y o n d r e a s o n . I n b o t h 
cases t h e w r i t i n g is a n t i - g e n r e , a n t i - f o r m . 

4. P e r s p e c t i v e is t h e w r o n g m e t a p h o r . It c o n j u r e s i m a g e s a p ­
p r o p r i a t e t o d e s c r i p t i v e wr i t ing , wr i t ing in t h o u g h t p i c tures o r h i ­
e r o g l y p h s . It is n o t a b u s i n e s s o f "see ing" at all, for that is t h e 
m e t a p h o r o f s c i e n c e , n o r is it a "doing"; that is t h e m e t a p h o r of 
pol i t ics . T h e r e is n o a t t e m p t to g o b e y o n d l a n g u a g e by m e a n s 
o f v i s ion a n d ac t ion . P o l y p h o n y is a bet ter m e t a p h o r b e c a u s e it 
e v o k e s s o u n d a n d h e a r i n g a n d s imul tane i ty a n d h a r m o n y , n o t p ic ­
t u r e s a n d s e e i n g a n d s e q u e n c e a n d l ine . P r o s e a c c o m p l i s h e s at 
m o s t o n l y a k i n d o f s e q u e n t i a l p o l y p h o n y unt i l the r e a d e r a d d s h i s 
v o i c e t o it. 

5. Yes, it is a f o r m o f rea l i sm; it descr ibes n o objects a n d 
m a k e s n o b r e a k b e t w e e n d e s c r i b i n g a n d w h a t is b e i n g d e s c r i b e d . 
It d o e s n o t descr ibe , for t h e r e is n o t h i n g it c o u l d d e s c r i b e . S o 
m u c h f o r t h e i d e a o f e t h n o g r a p h y as a "descr ipt ion o f reality." D e ­
s c r i p t i o n s o f real ity are o n l y imitat ions o f reality. T h e i r m o d e is 
mimetic, b u t the ir mimesis creates o n l y i l lus ions o f reality, as in t h e 
fictional real i t ies o f s c i ence . That, is t h e pr ice that m u s t b e p a i d f o r 
m a k i n g l a n g u a g e d o t h e w o r k o f t h e eyes . 

6. P e r c e p t i o n has n o t h i n g to d o wi th it. A n e t h n o g r a p h y is 
n o a c c o u n t o f a ra t iona l i zed m o v e m e n t f r o m p e r c e p t to c o n c e p t . 
It b e g i n s a n d e n d s in c o n c e p t s . T h e r e is n o o r i g i n in p e r c e p t i o n , 
n o pr ior i ty to v i s ion , a n d n o data o f observa t ion . 

7. N o , it is n o t surrea l i sm. It is t h e rea l i sm o f t h e c o m m o n -
s e n s e w o r l d , w h i c h is o n l y surrea l in t h e fictions o f s c i e n c e a n d 
in t h e s c i e n c e o f fiction. W h o s e c o m m o n s e n s e ? W h y , anybody ' s , 
w h i c h is n o t to say e v e r y b o d y ' s , as T h o m a s R e i d ( 1 8 9 5 : 6 9 2 — 7 0 1 ) 
d i d . 

8. T r a n s l a t i o n ? N o t if w e th ink o f it as f o r d i n g a s t r e a m that 
s e p a r a t e s o n e t ex t f r o m a n o t h e r a n d c h a n g i n g l a n g u a g e s in m i d ­
s t r e a m . T h i s is mimesis o f l a n g u a g e , o n e l a n g u a g e c o p y i n g a n o t h e r , 
w h i c h n e v e r m a k e s a c o p y anyway, b u t a m o r e or less c o n t o r t e d 
o r i g i n a l . T h o u g h this f o r m o f mimesis o f f e n d s less t h a n that o f vi­
s i o n , it is still a silly i d e a to s u p p o s e that o n e m i g h t r e n d e r t h e 
m e a n i n g s o f a n o t h e r folk in t e r m s a lready k n o w n to us just as i f 
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t h e o t h e r s h a d n e v e r b e e n t h e r e at all. For it is n o t for us to k n o w 
t h e m e a n i n g f o r t h e m u n l e s s it is a l ready k n o w n to us b o t h , a n d 
t h u s n e e d s n o trans la t ion , b u t o n l y a k i n d o f r e m i n d i n g . So , t h e r e is 
n o o r i g i n a t i n g t e x t t o p lay t h e part o f t h e m i s s i n g object . N o objec t 
o f a n y k i n d p r e c e d e s a n d cons tra ins the e t h n o g r a p h y . It crea tes its 
o w n objects in its u n f o l d i n g a n d t h e r e a d e r s u p p l i e s t h e rest . 

9. B u t w h a t o f t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r ? S u r e l y 
that a m o u n t s to s o m e t h i n g pr ior s ince the e t h n o g r a p h y is at t h e 
very least a r e c o r d o f that e x p e r i e n c e . N o , it is n o t a r e c o r d o f e x ­
p e r i e n c e at all; it is t h e m e a n s o f e x p e r i e n c e . T h a t e x p e r i e n c e b e ­
c a m e e x p e r i e n c e o n l y in the wr i t ing o f t h e e t h n o g r a p h y . B e f o r e 
that it wa s o n l y a d i s c o n n e c t e d array o f c h a n c e h a p p e n i n g s . N o 
e x p e r i e n c e p r e c e d e d the e t h n o g r a p h y . T h e e x p e r i e n c e was t h e 
e t h n o g r a p h y . E x p e r i e n c e is n o m o r e a n objec t i n d e p e n d e n t o f t h e 
e t h n o g r a p h y t h a n all t h e o t h e r s — b e h a v i o r , m e a n i n g s , t exts , a n d 
s o o n . 

10. N o o r i g i n o u t s i d e t h e t e x t — j u s t l i terature t h e n , o r a n o d d 
k i n d o f lit. crit.? Yes, l i terature , but n o t in t h e s e n s e o f total self-
ref lex iv i ty , o f l i t erature a b o u t itself a n d n o t h i n g e l se . A n e t h ­
n o g r a p h y d o e s n o t invite m o v e m e n t f r o m text to t ex t a l o n e . It is 
n o t j u s t a co l l ec t ion o f c l ever a l lus ions to o t h e r texts , t h o u g h it c a n 
o b v i o u s l y d o that as wel l as any o t h e r text . It e v o k e s w h a t c a n 
n e v e r b e p u t i n t o a t ex t by a n y wri ter , a n d that is t h e c o m m o n -
s e n s e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e reader . A n e t h n o g r a p h y is n o t t h e 
author ' s c o g n i t i v e u t o p i a s ince n o a u t h o r can fully c o n t r o l t h e 
reader ' s r e s p o n s e . H e r text d e p e n d s o n t h e reader's s u p p l e m e n t a ­
t i o n . T h e i n c o m p l e t e n e s s o f t h e t ex t impl i ca tes t h e w o r k o f t h e 
r e a d e r , a n d his w o r k d e r i v e s as m u c h , i f n o t m o r e , f r o m t h e ora l 
w o r l d o f e v e r y d a y e x p r e s s i o n a n d c o m m o n s e n s e u n d e r s t a n d i n g 
as it d o e s f r o m t h e w o r l d o f text . 

1 1 . P o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y d e n i e s t h e i l lus ion o f a self-
p e r f e c t i n g d i s c o u r s e . N o correc t ive m o v e m e n t s f r o m t ex t to objec t 
a n d back a g a i n in the m a n n e r o f e m p i r i c i s m , a n d n o s u p p l e m e n ­
tal, se l f -re f l ex ive m o v e m e n t s f r o m flawed sub la t ion to s c a t h e l e s s 
t r a n s c e n d e n t m a r k its c o u r s e . E a c h t ex t re ta ins a s e p a r a t e s e n s e 
w i t h i n t h e d i s c o u r s e w i t h o u t b e i n g s u b o r d i n a t e d to a g r a n d e v o l u ­
t i o n a r y m y t h o f u l t i m a t e perfect ibi l i ty . E a c h t ex t is akin t o a L e i b -
n i z ian m o n a d , p e r f e c t in its imperfect ib i l i ty . 

P o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y f o r e g o e s t h e tale o f t h e pas t as er ­
r o r a n d d e n i e s t h e m y t h o f t h e f u t u r e as u t o p i a . N o o n e b e l i e v e s 
a n y m o r e in t h e u n c o n d i t i o n e d fu ture . T h e past at least has t h e 
a d v a n t a g e o f h a v i n g b e e n . M o d e r n i s m , l ike Christ ianity , t a u g h t us 
t o v a l u e p o s t p o n e m e n t , to l ook a h e a d to a scientif ic u t o p i a , l o 
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d e v a l u e t h e past , a n d n e g a t e t h e p r e s e n t . I n contras t , t h e p o s t ­
m o d e r n w o r l d is in a s e n s e t ime les s ; past , p r e s e n t , a n d f u t u r e c o ­
e x i s t i n all d i s c o u r s e , a n d s o w e m a y say w i t h e q u a l s e n s e t h a t all 
r e p e t i t i o n s are fictive a n d all d i f f e r e n c e s are i l lus ions . W e m a y say 
that c o n s e r v a t i o n is n o t o f objects but o f t i m e . Objec t s c h a n g e , b u t 
t i m e d o e s n o t , w h i c h m a k e s it r e a s o n a b l e for u s to say that w h e n 
w e s e e t h e s a m e objec t twice it is n o t t h e s a m e . N o t h i n g is t h e 
s a m e , j u s t t i m e , w h i c h is n o t h i n g a n d n o t p e r c e i v a b l e . T o s p e a k in 
t h e l a n g u a g e o f ident i t i e s , to say "I saw the s a m e th ing ," o r "it h a s 
c h a n g e d , " o r "it has m o v e d " requ ires a c h a n g e d t i m e a n d c h a n g e ­
l e s s objec t s a n d subjects , b u t a d i s c o u r s e can m a k e all t h r e e — t i m e , 
subjec t , a n d o b j e c t — w h a t it will. It is n o t e n s l a v e d by t h e h e g e ­
m o n y o f t h e n o u n , by the p e r c e p t i o n o f c h a n g e l e s s objects by 
c h a n g e l e s s subjects . 

D i s p e r s e d a u t h o r s h i p m i r r o r s this d i s p e r s e d self, this i n c o n ­
s t a n t subject , j u s t as t h e i n c o m p l e t e n e s s o f t h e t ex t m i r r o r s t h e 
d i s s o l u t i o n o f t h e object , b u t p o s t - m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h y is n o t 
t h e r e b y a n o n y m o u s in the m a n n e r o f bureaucra t i c d i s c o u r s e o r o f 
a t e l e v i s i o n serial . It is n e i t h e r t h e DSM III (Diagnostic and Statis­
tical Manual), that terroris t b l u d g e o n o f the psychiatr ist , t h e face ­
less p o n d e r o s i t y o f "the m a n i c - d e p r e s s i v e p e r s o n a l i t y is c h a r a c t e r ­
i z e d by," n o r t h e exp lo i ta t i ve p s e u d o - n a r r a t i v e o f "Dallas," wi th its 
i n s i d i o u s hiss in t h e ears o f the p o o r of: "See, the r ich are r ich b u t 
m i s e r a b l e . " 

A n e t h n o g r a p h y is a fantasy, but it is no t , l ike t h e s e , a fiction, 
f o r t h e i d e a o f fiction enta i l s a locus o f j u d g m e n t o u t s i d e t h e fic­
t i o n , w h e r e a s a n e t h n o g r a p h y w e a v e s a locus o f j u d g m e n t w i t h i n 
itself, a n d that l o c u s , that e v o c a t i o n o f reality, is a lso a fantasy. It is 
n o t a real i ty fantasy l ike "Dallas," n o r a fantasy real ity l ike t h e 
DSM III; it is a real ity fantasy o f a fantasy reality. T h a t is to say, it 
is r e a l i s m , t h e e v o c a t i o n o f a poss ib le w o r l d o f real ity a l r e a d y 
k n o w n to u s in fantasy . 

12 . T h e critical f u n c t i o n o f e t h n o g r a p h y d e r i v e s f r o m t h e 
fact that it m a k e s its o w n c o n t e x t u a l g r o u n d i n g part o f t h e q u e s ­
t i on a n d n o t f r o m h a w k i n g p ic tures o f a l ternat ive ways o f l i fe as 
i n s t r u m e n t s o f Utopian r e f o r m . 

13 . A c o n f l i c t e d f o r m ? Yes, full o f u n r e s o l v e d confl ict , b u t n o t 
a g o n i s t i c , n o t v i o l e n t l ike s c i e n c e n o r a n i n s t r u m e n t o f v i o l e n c e 
l ike pol i t ics . It has n o n e o f the r a p e o f the scientist's " l o o k i n g at," 
o r o f t h e m a c h o b r a g g a d o c i o o f "let's see ," o r o f t h e d e p l o y m e n t o f 
a r m i e s o f a r g u m e n t , o r o f t h e s u b j u g a t i o n o f t h e w e a k in t h e pol i ­
tician's " d o i n g to ." S e e k i n g n e i t h e r the r e a s o n that m a k e s p o w e r 
n o r t h e p o w e r that m a k e s r e a s o n , it f o u n d s in t h e recept iv i ty o f 
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"l i s ten ing to" a n d in the mutua l i ty o f "talking with ." It takes its 
m e t a p h o r f r o m a n o t h e r part o f t h e s e n s o r i u m a n d r e p l a c e s t h e 
m o n o l o g u e o f t h e b u l l h o r n wi th d i a l o g u e . 

14 . I call e t h n o g r a p h y a m e d i t a t i v e v e h i c l e b e c a u s e w e c o m e 
t o it n e i t h e r as t o a m a p o f k n o w l e d g e n o r as a g u i d e to ac t i on , n o r 
e v e n f o r e n t e r t a i n m e n t . W e c o m e to it as t h e start o f a d i f f e r e n t 
k i n d o f j o u r n e y . 

T h e paper given at the Santa Fe seminar on the Making of Ethnographic Texts has 
been revised and "sandwiched" between the "Context" and "Supplement" appearing 
here. Both "Context" and "Supplement" were written after the seminar and are as 
much dialogical responses to seminar papers and discussion as they are the working out 
of themes and conflicts in these parerga to The Said and the Unsaid (Tyler 1978). 

T A L A L A S A D 

The Concept of Cultural 
Translation in British Social 
Anthropology 

Introduction 

Al l a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s are fami l iar wi th E. B . Tylor's f a m o u s def i ­
n i t i o n o f c u l t u r e : "Cul ture o r Civi l izat ion, t a k e n in its w i d e e t h n o ­
g r a p h i c s e n s e , is that c o m p l e x w h o l e w h i c h i n c l u d e s k n o w l e d g e , bel ief , 
art , m o r a l s , law, c u s t o m , a n d a n y o t h e r capabi l i t ies a n d habi ts ac­
q u i r e d by m a n as a m e m b e r o f society." It w o u l d b e i n t e r e s t i n g to t race 
h o w a n d w h e n this n o t i o n o f c u l t u r e , wi th its e n u m e r a t i o n o f "capabil­
i t ies a n d hab i t s" a n d its e m p h a s i s o n w h a t L i n t o n ca l l ed social heredity 
( f o c u s i n g o n t h e p r o c e s s o f l e a r n i n g ) , was t r a n s f o r m e d in to t h e n o t i o n 
o f a text—that is, in to s o m e t h i n g r e s e m b l i n g a n inscr ibed d i s c o u r s e . 
O n e o b v i o u s c l u e t o this c h a n g e is to b e f o u n d in the way that a n o t i o n 
o f language as t h e p r e c o n d i t i o n o f historical c o n t i n u i t y a n d social 
l e a r n i n g ("cultivation") c a m e to d o m i n a t e t h e p e r s p e c t i v e o f social a n ­
t h r o p o l o g i s t s . I n a g e n e r a l way, o f c o u r s e , s u c h a n in teres t in l a n g u a g e 
p r e d a t e s T y l o r , b u t in t h e n i n e t e e n t h a n d early t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r i e s it 
t e n d e d t o b e c e n t r a l t o var ie t ies o f nat ional i s t l i terary t h e o r y a n d e d u ­
c a t i o n (cf. E a g l e t o n 1 9 8 3 : c h . 2) ra ther t h a n to t h e o t h e r h u m a n sci­
e n c e s . W h e n a n d in w h a t ways d i d it b e c o m e crucial for Br i t i sh social 
a n t h r o p o l o g y ? I d o n o t i n t e n d to a t t e m p t s u c h a h i s tory h e r e , b u t 
m e r e l y t o r e m i n d o u r s e l v e s that t h e p h r a s e "the trans la t ion o f cul ­
tures ," w h i c h i n c r e a s i n g l y s ince t h e 1950s has b e c o m e a n a l m o s t bana l 
d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e d i s t inct ive task o f social a n t h r o p o l o g y , was n o t al­
w a y s s o m u c h in e v i d e n c e . I w a n t to stress that this a p p a r e n t shi f t is 
n o t i d e n t i c a l w i t h t h e o l d p r e - F u n c t i o n a l i s m / F u n c t i o n a l i s m p e r i o d i z a -
t i o n . N o r is it s i m p l y a m a t t e r o f a d irect in teres t in l a n g u a g e a n d 
m e a n i n g that w a s p r e v i o u s l y l ack ing (Crick 1976) . B r o n i s l a w Mali ­
n o w s k i , o n e o f t h e f o u n d e r s o f t h e so-ca l led Funct iona l i s t s c h o o l , 
w r o t e m u c h o n "pr imi t ive l a n g u a g e " a n d c o l l e c t e d e n o r m o u s q u a n -
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E v e n M a x G l u c k m a n ( 1 9 7 3 : 9 0 5 ) , r e s p o n d i n g short ly a f t e r w a r d 
to L e a c h , a c c e p t s the centra l i ty o f "cultural trans lat ion ," w h i l e p r o p o s ­
i n g a v e r y d i f f e r e n t g e n e a l o g y for that a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l pract ice . 

Yet d e s p i t e t h e g e n e r a l a g r e e m e n t with w h i c h this n o t i o n h a s b e e n 
a c c e p t e d as part o f t h e se l f -def in i t ion o f Bri t i sh social a n t h r o p o l o g y , it 
h a s r e c e i v e d little sys temat ic e x a m i n a t i o n f r o m w i t h i n t h e p r o f e s s i o n . 
O n e part ial e x c e p t i o n is R o d n e y N e e d h a m ' s Belief, Language, and Expe­
rience ( 1972) . T h i s is a c o m p l e x , scholar ly w o r k that d e s e r v e s e x t e n d e d 
t r e a t m e n t . H e r e , h o w e v e r , I w i sh to c o n c e n t r a t e o n a s h o r t e r t ex t , 
E r n e s t Gel lner ' s " C o n c e p t s a n d Society," w h i c h a p p e a r s to b e fairly 
w i d e l y u s e d in u n d e r g r a d u a t e c o u r s e s at Bri t i sh un ivers i t i e s a n d is still 
ava i lable in severa l p o p u l a r co l l ec t ions . I p r o p o s e , t h e r e f o r e , to d e v o t e 
t h e n e x t s e c t i o n to a d e t a i l e d e x a m i n a t i o n o f that essay a n d t h e n t o 
take u p s o m e p o i n t s that e m e r g e f r o m m y d i s c u s s i o n in t h e s e c t i o n s 
that fo l low. 

A Theoretical Text 

Gel lner 's " C o n c e p t s a n d Society" is c o n c e r n e d wi th the way in 
w h i c h F u n c t i o n a l i s t a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s dea l wi th p r o b l e m s of i n t e r p r e t ­
i n g a n d t r a n s l a t i n g t h e d i s c o u r s e o f a l ien soc iet ies . H i s basic a r g u m e n t 
is that (a) c o n t e m p o r a r y a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s insist o n i n t e r p r e t i n g e x o t i c 
c o n c e p t s a n d be l i e f s w i t h i n a social c o n t e x t , but that (b) in d o i n g so 
t h e y e n s u r e that a p p a r e n t l y a b s u r d or i n c o h e r e n t a s ser t ions are al­
w a y s g i v e n a n a c c e p t a b l e m e a n i n g , a n d that (c) wh i l e t h e c o n t e x t u a l 
m e t h o d o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n is in pr inc ip le val id, t h e "excess ive char i ty" 
t h a t u s u a l l y g o e s w i t h it is n o t . T h e p a p e r c o n t a i n s severa l d i a g r a m s 
i n t e n d e d to fix a n d clarify the r e l e v a n t cul tural p r o c e s s e s visually. 

G e l l n e r i n t r o d u c e s t h e p r o b l e m o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n by r e f e r e n c e to 
K u r t S a m u e l s s o n ' s Religion and Economic Action ( 1 9 6 1 ) , w h i c h is a n 
e c o n o m i c historian's attack o n t h e W e b e r i a n Protes tant -e th ic thes i s . 
S a m u e l s s o n takes i s s u e wi th t h e fact that W e b e r a n d h is s u p p o r t e r s 
h a v e r e i n t e r p r e t e d re l i g ious texts in a way that e n a b l e s t h e m to ex trac t 
m e a n i n g s that c o n f i r m t h e thes is . G e l l n e r p r e s e n t s this e x a m p l e m e r e l y 
t o b r i n g o u t m o r e sharp ly the c o n t r a s t i n g pos i t i on o f the F u n c t i o n a l i s t 
a n t h r o p o l o g i s t : 

I am not concerned, nor competent, to argue whether Samuelsson's employ­
ment, in this particular case, o f his tacit principle that one must not re­
interpret the assertions one actually finds, is valid. What is relevant here is 
that if such a principle is made explicit and generalized, it would make non­
sense of most sociological studies of the relationship of belief and conduct. We 

t i t ies o f l ingu i s t i c m a t e r i a l (proverbs , k i n s h i p t e r m i n o l o g y , m a g i c a l 
spe l l s , a n d so o n ) for a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l analysis . B u t h e n e v e r t h o u g h t 
o f h i s w o r k in t e r m s o f t h e trans la t ion o f cu l tures . 

G o d f r e y L ienhardt ' s p a p e r " M o d e s o f T h o u g h t " (1954) is poss ib ly 
o n e o f t h e e a r l i e s t — c e r t a i n l y o n e o f the m o s t s u b t l e — e x a m p l e s o f the 
u s e o f this n o t i o n o f t rans la t ion expl ic i t ly to descr ibe a centra l task o f 
soc ia l a n t h r o p o l o g y . " T h e p r o b l e m o f d e s c r i b i n g to o t h e r s h o w m e m ­
b e r s o f a r e m o t e tribe th ink t h e n b e g i n s to a p p e a r large ly as o n e o f 
t r a n s l a t i o n , o f m a k i n g t h e c o h e r e n c e pr imi t ive t h o u g h t has in t h e lan­
g u a g e s it real ly l ives in , as c lear as poss ib le in o u r o w n " (97). T h i s s tate­
m e n t is q u o t e d a n d cr i t ic ized in t h e article by E r n e s t G e l l n e r that I 
a n a l y z e in t h e n e x t s ec t ion , a n d I shall r e t u r n to it in t h e c o n t e x t o f 
Gel lner ' s a r g u m e n t . H e r e I d r a w a t t e n t i o n briefly to L ienhardt ' s u s e o f 
t h e w o r d "translat ion" to r e f e r n o t to l inguis t ic m a t t e r p e r se , b u t to 
" m o d e s o f t h o u g h t " that are e m b o d i e d in s u c h mat ter . It m a y n o t b e 
w i t h o u t s ign i f i cance , inc identa l ly , that L i e n h a r d t has a b a c k g r o u n d in 
E n g l i s h l i t erature , that h e was a pupi l o f F. R. Leavis's at C a m b r i d g e 
b e f o r e h e b e c a m e a p u p i l a n d co l laborator o f E. E. Evans-Pr i tchard' s 
at O x f o r d . 

O x f o r d is, o f c o u r s e , f a m o u s as t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l c e n t e r in Bri t ­
a i n m o s t s e l f - c o n s c i o u s a b o u t its c o n c e r n wi th "the t rans la t ion o f cul ­
tures ." T h e b e s t - k n o w n i n t r o d u c t o r y t e x t b o o k to e m e r g e f r o m that 
c e n t e r , J o h n Beatt ie 's Other Cultures (1964) , e m p h a s i z e d the centra l i ty 
o f t h e " p r o b l e m o f trans lat ion" for social a n t h r o p o l o g y a n d d is t in­
g u i s h e d (but d i d n o t s epara te ) "culture" f r o m " l a n g u a g e " in a way that 
w a s b e c o m i n g fami l iar to a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s — t h o u g h n o t neces sar i ly 
t h e r e f o r e en t i re ly c lear ( see p p . 89—90). 

It is i n t e r e s t i n g to f ind E d m u n d L e a c h , w h o has n e v e r b e e n assoc i ­
a t e d w i t h O x f o r d , e m p l o y i n g the s a m e n o t i o n in his c o n c l u s i o n to a 
h i s tor ica l s k e t c h o f social a n t h r o p o l o g y a d e c a d e later: 

Let me recapitulate. We started by emphasizing how different are "the 
others"—and made them not only different but remote and inferior. Senti­
mentally we then took the opposite track and argued that all human beings 
are alike; we can understand Trobrianders or the Barotse because their moti­
vations are just the same as our own; but that didn't work either, "the others" 
remained obstinately other. But now we have come to see that the essential 
problem is one of translation. T h e linguists have shown us that all translation | j | 
is difficult, and that perfect translation is usually impossible. And yet we know 
that for practical purposes a tolerably satisfactory translation is always pos­
sible even when the original "text" is highly abstruse. Languages are different 
but not so different as all that. Looked at in this way social anthropologists are 
engaged in establishing a methodology for the translation of cultural lan­
guage. (Leach 1973:772) 
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shall find anthropologists driven to employ the very opposite principle, the 
insistence rather than refusal of contextual re-interpretation. (20) 

B u t this m o d e s t d i s c l a i m e r o f c o m p e t e n c e a l lows t o o m a n y in ter ­
e s t i n g q u e s t i o n s t o dri f t by. T o b e g i n wi th , it calls f o r n o g r e a t c o m p e ­
t e n c e to n o t e that S a m u e l s s o n d o e s n o t h o l d to t h e p r i n c i p l e that o n e 
m u s t never r e i n t e r p r e t . N o r d o e s h e insist that t h e r e is never a s ignif i ­
c a n t c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n a re l ig ious t ex t a n d its social c o n t e x t , b u t 
o n l y that t h e c o n c l u s i o n t h e W e b e r thesis s eeks to m a k e c a n n o t b e e s ­
t a b l i s h e d . (See , e .g . , S a m u e l s s o n 1 9 6 1 : 6 g . ) T h e r e is, f u r t h e r m o r e , a 
rea l c o n t r a s t that G e l l n e r m i g h t h a v e p i c k e d u p b e t w e e n t h e S a m u e l s ­
s o n e x a m p l e a n d t h e typical anthropo log i s t ' s p r e d i c a m e n t . For e c o ­
n o m i c h i s tor ians a n d soc io log i s t s i n v o l v e d in t h e W e b e r d e b a t e , his­
torical t ex t s are a p r i m a r y d a t u m in re la t ion to w h i c h t h e social 
c o n t e x t s m u s t b e r e c o n s t r u c t e d . T h e a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l fieldworker b e ­
g i n s w i t h a social s i tuat ion w i t h i n w h i c h s o m e t h i n g is said, a n d it is t h e 
cu l tu ra l s ign i f i cance o f t h e s e e n u n c i a t i o n s that m u s t b e r e c o n s t r u c t e d . 
T h i s is n o t t o say, o f c o u r s e , that the h i s tor ian c a n e v e r a p p r o a c h his 
arch iva l mater ia l w i t h o u t s o m e c o n c e p t i o n o f its historical c o n t e x t , or 
that t h e fieldworker c a n d e f i n e the social s i tuat ion i n d e p e n d e n t l y o f 
w h a t was said w i t h i n it. T h e contras t , s u c h as it is, is o n e o f o r i e n t a ­
t i o n , w h i c h fo l l ows f r o m t h e fact that t h e h i s tor ian is given a text a n d 
t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r has to construct one. 

I n s t e a d o f inves t i ga t ing this i m p o r t a n t contras t , G e l l n e r r u s h e s 
a l o n g to d e f i n e a n d c o m m e n d w h a t h e calls " m o d e r a t e F u n c t i o n a l -
i s m " as a m e t h o d , w h i c h 

consists o f the insistence on the fact that concepts and beliefs do not exist in 
isolation, in texts or in individual minds, but in the life o f men and societies. 
T h e activities and institutions, in the context of which a word or phrase or set 
of phrases is used, must be known before that word or those phrases can be 
understood, before we can really speak o f a concept or a belief. (22) 

T h i s is we l l p u t , a n d , e v e n if it has b e e n said b e f o r e , it is w o r t h 
r e s t a t i n g . A t this p o i n t t h e r e a d e r m i g h t e x p e c t a d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e dif­
f e r e n t w a y s in w h i c h l a n g u a g e is e n c o u n t e r e d by t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r i n 
t h e field, h o w u t t e r a n c e s are p r o d u c e d , verbal m e a n i n g s o r g a n i z e d , 
r h e t o r i c a l e f fects a t ta ined , a n d cul tural ly a p p r o p r i a t e r e s p o n s e s e l ic­
i t e d . A f t e r all, W i t t g e n s t e i n h a d a lready sens i t i zed Br i t i sh p h i l o s o ­
p h e r s t o t h e c o m p l e x i t y o f l a n g u a g e - i n - u s e , a n d J. L. A u s t i n h a d se t 
u p d i s t i n c t i o n s b e t w e e n t h e d i f f e r e n t levels o f s p e e c h p r o d u c t i o n a n d 
r e c e p t i o n in a way that f o r e s h a d o w e d w h a t a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s w o u l d 
la ter call t h e e t h n o g r a p h y o f s p e a k i n g . B u t G e l l n e r h a d p r e v i o u s l y re ­
j e c t e d the s u g g e s t i o n that this p h i l o s o p h i c a l m o v e m e n t h a d a n y t h i n g 
o f v a l u e to t e a c h (see his p o l e m i c in Words and Things 1959) , a n d l ike 
o t h e r crit ics , h e always ins i s ted that its c o n c e r n with u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

e v e r y d a y l a n g u a g e was m e r e l y a d i s g u i s e for d e f e n d i n g e s t a b l i s h e d 
w a y s o f s p e a k i n g a b o u t t h e w o r l d , for d e n y i n g that it was p o s s i b l e f o r 
s u c h s p e e c h - w a y s to b e i l logical o r absurd . G e l l n e r has a lways b e e n d e ­
t e r m i n e d t o m a i n t a i n t h e d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n d e f e n d i n g a n d e x p l a i n ­
i n g " c o n c e p t s a n d be l ie f s" a n d t o w a r n a g a i n s t t h e k i n d o f a n t h r o p o ­
log ica l t rans la t ion that ru les o u t a priori the critical d i s t a n c e n e c e s s a r y 
f o r e x p l a i n i n g h o w c o n c e p t s actual ly f u n c t i o n , f o r "to u n d e r s t a n d t h e 
working o f t h e c o n c e p t s o f a society," h e wri tes , "is to u n d e r s t a n d its 
i n s t i t u t i o n s " (p . 18 ; s e e also n o t e 1 o n the s a m e p a g e ) . 

T h i s is w h y Gel lner 's b r i e f s t a t e m e n t a b o u t m o d e r a t e F u n c t i o n a l -
i s m q u o t e d a b o v e l e a d s h i m i m m e d i a t e l y t o a d i s c u s s i o n o f D u r k h e i m 's 
Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, w h i c h , b e s i d e s b e i n g " o n e o f t h e 
f o u n t a i n h e a d s o f F u n c t i o n a l i s m in g e n e r a l " (22), is c o n c e r n e d t o e x ­
p la in r a t h e r t h a n to d e f e n d c o n c e p t s — t o e x p l a i n , m o r e prec i se ly , "the 
c o m p u l s i v e n a t u r e o f o u r ca tegor ia l c o n c e p t s " (22) in t e r m s o f c e r t a i n 
co l l ec t ive p r o c e s s e s . T h u s : 

Our contemporary invocations of the functional, social-context approach to 
the study and interpretation of concepts is in various ways very different from 
Durkheim's. Durkheim was not so much concerned to defend the concepts o f 
primitive societies: in their setting, they did not need a defence, and in the 
setting of modern and changing societies he was not anxious to defend what 
was archaic, nor loath to suggest that some intellectual luggage might well be 
archaic. H e was really concerned to explain the compulsiveness o f what in 
practice did not seem to need any defence (and in so doing, he claimed he was 
solving the problem of knowledge whose solution had in his view evaded Kant 
and others, and to be solving it without falling into either empiricism or apri-
orism). Whether he was successful I do not propose to discuss: for a variety o f 
reasons it seems to me that he was not. (23) 

It is c l ear that G e l l n e r has r e c o g n i z e d the basic pro jec t o f Elemen­
tary Forms—namely, its a t t e m p t to e x p l a i n t h e c o m p u l s i v e n a t u r e o f 
soc ia l ly d e f i n e d c o n c e p t s — b u t h e m o v e s t o o hasti ly f r o m a c o n s i d e r a ­
t i o n o f w h a t m i g h t b e i n v o l v e d in s u c h a p r o b l e m to a d i smissa l o f 
D u r k h e i m ' s a t t e m p t at e x p l a n a t i o n . T h e possibi l i ty that a pr ior i de­
nunciation m a y n o t f u r t h e r the p u r p o s e s o f e x p l a n a t i o n a n y b e t t e r 
t h a n defense d o e s n o t s e e m to b e e n v i s a g e d in " C o n c e p t s a n d Society." 
I n s t e a d , t h e r e a d e r is r e m i n d e d , by way o f q u o t a t i o n f r o m L i e n h a r d t , 
that t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y a n t h r o p o l o g i s t typical ly "appears to m a k e it a 
c o n d i t i o n o f a g o o d trans la t ion that it c o n v e y s the c o h e r e n c e w h i c h h e 
a s s u m e s is t h e r e to b e f o u n d in pr imi t ive t h o u g h t " (26). S o w e h a v e 
h e r e w h a t I t h i n k is a m i s l e a d i n g c o n t r a s t — D u r k h e i m ' s a t t e m p t t o e x ­
p l a i n v e r s u s t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y anthropo log i s t ' s a t t e m p t to d e f e n d . I 
shal l r e t u r n to this p o i n t later, b u t h e r e I w a n t to insist that to a r g u e 
f o r a f o r m o f c o h e r e n c e by which a d i s c o u r s e is h e l d t o g e t h e r is n o t 
i p s o facto to jus t i fy o r d e f e n d that d i s c o u r s e ; it is m e r e l y to take a n 
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e s s e n t i a l s t e p i n t h e p r o b l e m o f e x p l a i n i n g its compulsiveness. A n y o n e 
fami l iar w i t h p s y c h o a n a l y s i s w o u l d take this p o i n t qu i t e easi ly. W e 
m i g h t p u t it a n o t h e r way: t h e cr i ter ion o f abstract " c o h e r e n c e " or 
"logical i ty" ( G e l l n e r t e n d s to u s e these a n d o t h e r t e r m s i n t e r c h a n g e ­
ably) is n o t a lways , a n d in e v e r y case , dec i s ive for a c c e p t i n g o r reject­
i n g d i s c o u r s e . T h i s is b e c a u s e , as G e l l n e r h i m s e l f correct ly o b s e r v e s , 
" L a n g u a g e f u n c t i o n s in a variety o f ways o t h e r t h a n ' r e f e r r i n g to o b ­
j e c t s ' " (25). N o t e v e r y u t t e r a n c e is a n assertion. T h e r e are m a n y t h i n g s 
that l a n g u a g e - i n - u s e d o e s , and is intended to do, w h i c h e x p l a i n s w h y w e 
m a y r e s p o n d pos i t ive ly to d i s c o u r s e that m a y s e e m i n a d e q u a t e f r o m a 
n a r r o w "logical" p o i n t o f v iew. T h e f u n c t i o n s o f a part i cu lar l a n g u a g e , 
t h e i n t e n t i o n s o f a part icu lar d i s c o u r s e , are o f c o u r s e par t o f w h a t 
e v e r y c o m p e t e n t e t h n o g r a p h e r tries to g r a s p b e f o r e h e c a n a t t e m p t 
a n a d e q u a t e t rans la t ion i n t o his o w n l a n g u a g e . 

G e l l n e r d o e s s e e m ha l f -aware o f this p o i n t , b u t qu ick ly b r u s h e s it 
a s i d e in his e a g e r n e s s to d isp lay to Funct iona l i s t a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s the ir 
" e x c e s s i v e chari ty" in cul tura l trans lat ion . 

T h e situation, facing a social anthropologist who wishes to interpret a con­
cept, assertion or doctrine in an alien culture, is basically simple. He is, say, 
faced with an assertion S in the local language. He has at his disposal the large 
or infinite set of possible sentences in his own language. . . . 

H e may not be wholly happy about this situation, but he cannot avoid it. 
T h e r e is no third language which could mediate between the native language 
and his own, in which equivalences could be stated and which would avoid the 
pitfalls arising from the fact that his own language has its own way of han­
dling the world, which may not be those of the native language studied, and 
which consequently are liable to distort that which is being translated. 

Naively, people sometimes think that reality itself could be this kind of 
mediator and "third language." . . . For a variety of powerful reasons, this is 
o f course n o good. (24—25) 

A g a i n , th is s e n s i b l e s t a t e m e n t m i g h t s e e m to s o m e r e a d e r s t o s u p ­
p o r t t h e d e m a n d that t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r m u s t try to r e c o n s t r u c t t h e 
v a r i o u s ways in w h i c h t h e "native l a n g u a g e " h a n d l e s t h e w o r l d , c o n ­
v e y s i n f o r m a t i o n , a n d cons t i tu te s e x p e r i e n c e , b e f o r e t r a n s l a t i n g a n 
a l i e n d i s c o u r s e in to t h e l a n g u a g e o f his e t h n o g r a p h i c text . B u t Gel l ­
ner's a c c o u n t p r o c e e d s in a d i f ferent , a n d very d u b i o u s , d i r e c t i o n . 

H a v i n g l o c a t e d a n e q u i v a l e n t E n g l i s h s e n t e n c e , h e c o n t i n u e s , t h e 
a n t h r o p o l o g i s t n o t i c e s that it inevi tably carries a v a l u e c o n n o t a t i o n — 
that it is , in o t h e r w o r d s , e i t h e r G o o d or B a d . "I d o n o t say ' true' o r 
'false' , for this o n l y arises w i t h r e g a r d to s o m e types o f a s ser t i on . W i t h 
r e g a r d t o o t h e r s , o t h e r d i cho tomies , , s u c h as ' m e a n i n g f u l ' a n d 'absurd' 
o r ' sens ible ' o r 'silly' m i g h t apply . I de l iberate ly u s e t h e ' G o o d ' a n d 
'Bad ' s o as t o c o v e r all s u c h poss ib le po lar a l ternat ives , w h i c h e v e r 
m i g h t b e s t a p p l y to t h e e q u i v a l e n t o f S" (27). 
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H a v e w e n o t g o t h e r e s o m e very c u r i o u s a s s u m p t i o n s , w h i c h n o 
p r a c t i c e d t rans la tor w o u l d e v e r m a k e ? T h e first is that eva lua t ive d is ­
c r i m i n a t i o n is a lways a m a t t e r o f c h o o s i n g b e t w e e n p o l a r a l ternat ives , 
a n d s e c o n d , that eva luat ive d i s t inc t ions are finally r e d u c i b l e to " G o o d " 
a n d "Bad ." C lear ly n e i t h e r o f t h e s e a s s u m p t i o n s is a c c e p t a b l e w h e n 
s ta ted as a g e n e r a l ru le . A n d t h e n t h e r e is t h e s u g g e s t i o n that t h e 
trans lator 's task necessar i ly i n v o l v e s m a t c h i n g s e n t e n c e f o r s e n t e n c e . 
B u t i f t h e sk i l l ed trans lator l o o k s first for any p r i n c i p l e o f c o h e r e n c e 
in t h e d i s c o u r s e to b e trans la ted , a n d t h e n tries to r e p r o d u c e that c o ­
h e r e n c e as n e a r l y as h e c a n in his o w n l a n g u a g e , t h e r e c a n n o t b e a 
g e n e r a l ru l e as to w h a t un i t s t h e translator will e m p l o y — s e n t e n c e s , 
p a r a g r a p h s , o r e v e n larger un i t s o f d i s c o u r s e . T o t u r n m y p o i n t 
a r o u n d : t h e a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s o f the un i t e m p l o y e d i tse l f d e p e n d s o n 
t h e p r i n c i p l e o f c o h e r e n c e . 

B u t Gel lner 's parab le o f t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t - t r a n s l a t o r r e q u i r e s t h e 
a s s u m p t i o n that it is s e n t e n c e s that t h e latter m a t c h e s , b e c a u s e that 
m a k e s it e a s i e r to d isp lay h o w the sin o f exces s ive char i ty o c c u r s . H a v ­
i n g m a d e a n init ial e q u i v a l e n c e b e t w e e n a s e n t e n c e in t h e local l a n ­
g u a g e a n d o n e in h i s o w n , t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t n o t i c e s t h a t t h e E n g l i s h 
s e n t e n c e carr ies a "Bad" i m p r e s s i o n . T h i s worr i e s t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t 
b e c a u s e , s o r u n s Gel lner 's parab le , an e t h n o g r a p h i c a c c o u n t g i v i n g 
s u c h a n i m p r e s s i o n m i g h t b e t h o u g h t to b e d i s p a r a g i n g t h e nat ives h e 
h a s s t u d i e d , a n d to d i s p a r a g e o t h e r cu l tures is a s i gn o f e t h n o c e n -
tr i sm, a n d e t h n o c e n t r i s m in t u r n is a s y m p t o m o f p o o r a n t h r o p o l o g y 
a c c o r d i n g to t h e d o c t r i n e s o f Funct iona l i s t a n t h r o p o l o g y . F u n c t i o n a l ­
ist m e t h o d r e q u i r e s that s e n t e n c e s a lways b e e v a l u a t e d in t e r m s o f 
the ir o w n socia l c o n t e x t . S o the w o r r i e d a n t h r o p o l o g i s t r e i n t e r p r e t s 
t h e o r i g i n a l s e n t e n c e , wi th a m o r e f lex ible a n d care fu l u s e o f t h e c o n ­
t e x t u a l m e t h o d , in o r d e r to p r o d u c e a " G o o d " trans la t ion . 

T h e s in o f e x c e s s i v e charity, a n d the c o n t e x t u a l m e t h o d itself, a re 
t o g e t h e r l i n k e d , G e l l n e r wri tes , to t h e re lat iv is t ic - funct ional is t v iew o f 
t h o u g h t that g o e s back to t h e E n l i g h t e n m e n t : 

T h e (unresolved) dilemma, which the thought of the Enlightenment faced, 
was between a relativistic-functionalist view of thought, and the absolutist 
claims of enl ightened Reason. Viewing man as part of nature, as enl ightened 
Reason requires, it wished to see his cognitive and evaluative activities as parts 
of nature too, and hence as varying, legitimately, from organism to organism 
and context to context. (This is the relativistic-functionalist view.) But at the 
same time in recommending life according to Reason and Nature, it wished at 
the very least to exempt this view itself (and, in practice, some others) from 
such a relativism. (31) 

Typically, Gel lner 's p h i l o s o p h i c a l f o r m u l a t i o n p r e s e n t s this " u n r e ­
s o l v e d d i l e m m a " as an abstract o p p o s i t i o n b e t w e e n t w o c o n c e p t s — " a 
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relativistic-functionalist view o f though t" and "the absolutist claims o f 
e n l i g h t e n e d Reason ." B u t how do these two "concepts" w o r k as "cor­
relates o f . . . the institutions o f [Western] society"? (cf. Ge l lne r , p . 18). 
It w o u l d not be difficult to a rgue that the claims o f "en l igh tened Rea­
son" a r e materially m o r e successful in T h i r d Wor ld count r ies than 
m a n y relativistic views, that they have exer ted grea ter authority than 
the lat ter in the d e v e l o p m e n t o f industrial economies a n d the fo rma­
tion o f na t ion states. We shall have occasion to discuss this fu r ther 
w h e n e x a m i n i n g translation as a process o f power . T h e poin t is that 
"the absolutist claims o f en l igh tened Reason" are in effect an institu­
tionalized force, and that as such it is by definit ion commi t ted to advanc­
ing in to and app rop r i a t i ng alien territory, and that its o p p o n e n t s 
(whe the r explici t ly relativistic or not) are by definit ion defensive. T h u s 
w h e n Ge l lne r cont inues on the same page to character ize this abstract 
d i l e m m a in the att i tudes o f anthropologis ts , he fails to cons ider wha t 
"cul tura l t ranslat ion" migh t involve w h e n it is cons idered as institu­
t ional ized practice g iven the wider relat ionship o f unequa l societies. 
For it is no t the abstract logic o f wha t individual Western an th ropo lo ­
gists say in their e thnograph ies , but the concre te logic o f wha t their 
coun t r i e s (and pe rhaps they themselves) do in their relat ions with the 
T h i r d Wor ld that should form the start ing point for this par t icular 
discussion. T h e d i l emmas o f "relativism" a p p e a r different ly d e p e n d ­
i n g on w h e t h e r w e think o f abstracted under s t and ing or o f historically 
s i tuated practices. 

H o w e v e r , G e l l n e r says he is not in pr inciple against an th ropo log i ­
cal relat ivism. " M y main point about to l e rance -engender ing c o n ­
tex tua l in terpreta t ion," h e writes, "is that it calls for caut ion" (32). B u t 
w h y such caut ion is rese rved for " to l e rance -engender ing" as o p p o s e d 
to in to l e rance -engender ing contex tua l interpretat ions is not ex ­
p la ined . A f t e r all, Ge l l ne r insisted earl ier that all t ranslated sentences 
are b o u n d to be rece ived ei ther as " G o o d " or as " B a d . " W h y should w e 
be suspicious only o f those that appea r " G o o d " ? I f "it is the prior de­
te rmina t ion that S, the ind igenous affirmation, be in terpre ted favour­
ably, w h i c h de te rmines j u s t how m u c h contex t will be taken into con­
s iderat ion" (33), can w e perhaps escape this vicious circulari ty by 
a d o p t i n g an unsympathetic atti tude? Ge l lne r does not address h imse l f 
d i rect ly to this possibility here , bu t o n e must assume that it canno t be 
a solut ion, especial ly in view o f the claim that " there is no th ing [sic] in 
the na tu re o f things o r societies to dictate visibly j u s t h o w m u c h con­
text is re levant to any given ut terance, or how the con tex t shou ld be 
de sc r ibed" (33). 

Ye t can this last r emark be mean t seriously? Nothing}] H o w , then, 
is c o m m u n i c a t i o n even be tween individuals in the same society ever 
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possible? W h y does one ever say to fore igners that they have mis­
u n d e r s t o o d someth ing they hea rd o r saw? Does social l ea rn ing p ro ­
d u c e n o skills in the discr iminat ion o f relevant contexts? T h e answers 
to these quest ions should be obvious , and they are connec ted with the 
fact that the anthropologis t ' s translation is no t mere ly a mat te r o f 
m a t c h i n g sentences in the abstract, bu t o f learning to live another form of 
life a n d to speak ano the r k ind o f l anguage . W h i c h contexts are re le­
van t in di f ferent discursive events is someth ing one learns in the 
course o f l iving, and even t h o u g h it is often very difficult to verba l ize 
that k n o w l e d g e , it is still k n o w l e d g e about someth ing "in the na tu re o f 
society," abou t some aspect o f l iving, that indicates (a l though it does 
not "dictate") jus t how m u c h contex t is re levant to any g iven utter­
ance . T h e point , o f course , is not that the e t h n o g r a p h e r canno t k n o w 
wha t con tex t is appropr i a t e for g iv ing sense to typical s ta tements , o r 
that he is i nduced to be m o r e chari table than he should be in translat­
i n g t h e m , bu t that his at tempts at translation may mee t with p rob lems 
roo ted in the linguistic materials he works with and the social cond i ­
t ions h e w o r k s in—both in the field and in his o w n society. M o r e o n 
this later . 

T h e latter ha l f o f Gellner 's essay is devo ted to e x a m p l e s f r o m eth­
n o g r a p h i c studies in o r d e r to display, first, excessive charity in transla­
tion, a n d then, the exp lana to ry advantages o f tak ing a critical look at 
the logic o f al ien rel igious discourse. 

T h e first set o f example s comes f rom Evans-Pri tchard 's Nuer Reli­
gion ( 1956) , in which o d d - s o u n d i n g initial translations o f N u e r reli­
g ious d iscourse , such as the notor ious s tatement that "a twin is a b i rd ," 
a re re in te rpre ted . " T h i s kind o f statement," Ge l lne r observes , 
"appears to be in conflict with the pr inciple o f identity o r non­
cont rad ic t ion , o r wi th c o m m o n sense, o r with manifest observable 
fact: h u m a n twins are not birds, and vice versa" (34). A c c o r d i n g to 
G e l l n e r , Evans-Pri tchard 's re interpreta t ion absolves N u e r t h o u g h t 
f r o m the c h a r g e o f "pre- logical mental i ty" by an arbitrary use o f the 
con tex tua l m e t h o d . T h e appa ren t absurdity is re in terpre ted to d e n y 
that N u e r beliefs conflict with manifest fact by relat ing the m e a n i n g o f 
the "absurd" s ta tement to " logical" behavior . Ge l lne r indicates how 
this is d o n e by q u o t i n g (with the del iberate omission o f one significant 
sen tence) f r o m Evans-Pr i tchard: 

no contradiction is involved in the statement which, on the contrary, appears 
quite sensible and even true, to one who presents the idea to himself in the 
Nuer language and within their system of religious thought. [He does not 
then take their statements about twins any more literally than they make and 
understand them themselves.] They are not saying that a twin has a beak, feathers, 
and so forth. Nor in their everyday relations as twins do Nuers speak of them as birds or 
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act towards them as though they were birds. (35. Sentence in brackets omitted by 
Gellner; emphasis supplied by Gellner.) 

A t this p o i n t G e l l n e r breaks o f f t h e q u o t a t i o n a n d interjects in 
m o c k d e s p a i r : "But w h a t , t h e n , would c o u n t as pre - log ica l t h o u g h t ? 
O n l y , p r e s u m a b l y , t h e b e h a v i o u r o f a total ly d e m e n t e d p e r s o n , suf fer ­
i n g f r o m p e r m a n e n t h a l l u c i n a t i o n s , w h o would treat s o m e t h i n g w h i c h 
is p e r c e p t i b l y a h u m a n b e i n g as t h o u g h it h a d all the at tr ibutes o f a 
b i r d " (35). S o e a g e r is G e l l n e r to nail u t t e r a n c e s that m u s t c o u n t as 
e x p r e s s i o n s o f "pre- log ica l t h o u g h t " ( w h y is h e so eager? ) that h e d o e s 
n o t p a u s e to c o n s i d e r carefu l ly w h a t E v a n s - P r i t c h a r d is t r y i n g t o 
d o . I n fact , E v a n s - P r i t c h a r d d e v o t e s several p a g e s to e x p l a i n i n g this 
s t r a n g e s e n t e n c e . It is p la in that h e is c o n c e r n e d to explain (in t e r m s o f 
N u e r soc ia l l i fe) , n o t to justify (in t e r m s o f W e s t e r n c o m m o n s e n s e , o r 
W e s t e r n v a l u e s ) . T h e a i m o f this k i n d o f e x e g e s i s is cer ta in ly n o t t o 
p e r s u a d e W e s t e r n r e a d e r s t o a d o p t N u e r re l i g ious pract ices . N o r d o e s 
it r u l e o u t t h e possibi l i ty that i n d i v i d u a l s p e a k e r s m a k e m i s t a k e s o r 
u t t e r absurd i t i e s in t h e i r r e l i g i o u s d i s c o u r s e w h e n e m p l o y i n g t h e i r 
t rad i t iona l ways o f t h i n k i n g . It is n o t c lear , t h e r e f o r e , w h y G e l l n e r 
s h o u l d p o i n t t o this e x a m p l e f r o m Nuer Religion to subs tant ia te his 
c h a r g e o f e x c e s s i v e char i ty o n the part o f Funct iona l i s t a n t h r o p o l o ­
g is ts . E v a n s - P r i t c h a r d is t ry ing to e x p l a i n the c o h e r e n c e that g ive s 
N u e r r e l i g i o u s d i s c o u r s e its s e n s e , n o t to d e f e n d t h a t s e n s e as h a v i n g a 
u n i v e r s a l s t a t u s — a f t e r all, Evans -Pr i t chard h i m s e l f was a C a t h o l i c 
b o t h b e f o r e a n d after his m o n o g r a p h o n N u e r r e l i g i o n was wr i t t en . 

N o w w h e t h e r E v a n s - P r i t c h a r d s u c c e e d s in e x p l a i n i n g the basic c o ­
h e r e n c e o f N u e r r e l i g i o u s d i s c o u r s e is, o f c o u r s e , a n o t h e r q u e s t i o n . 
S e v e r a l Br i t i sh a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s — f o r e x a m p l e , R a y m o n d Firth (1966) 
— ( t h o u g h n o t , to m y k n o w l e d g e , any N u e r t h e m s e l v e s ) h a v e d i s p u t e d 
a s p e c t s o f Evans-Pr i tchard's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . B u t s u c h d i s a g r e e m e n t s 
ar e still a b o u t d i f f e r e n t ways o f m a k i n g s e n s e o f N u e r r e l i g i o u s d i s ­
c o u r s e , n o t a b o u t t o o m u c h o r t o o little "charity" in trans la t ion . I n fact 
c o n t r a r y t o Gel lner 's a l l e g a t i o n s , Evans-Pri tchard's e x e g e s i s does m a k e 
q u i t e exp l i c i t a p p a r e n t "contradict ions ," or at least a m b i g u i t i e s , in 
N u e r c o n c e p t s — f o r e x a m p l e , b e t w e e n t h e n o t i o n o f "a s u p r e m e a n d 
o m n i p r e s e n t b e i n g " a n d that o f "lesser spirits ," b o t h o f w h i c h are cate ­
g o r i z e d as kwoth. A n d it is prec ise ly b e c a u s e Evans -Pr i t chard insists o n 
k e e p i n g t h e d i f f e r e n t s e n s e s o f kwoth t o g e t h e r as parts o f " o n e c o n ­
c e p t " a n d d o e s n o t treat t h e m as h o m o n y m s (as M a l i n o w s k i m i g h t 
h a v e d o n e by r e l a t i n g the w o r d to d i f f e r e n t c o n t e x t s o f u s e ) that 
t h e N u e r c o n c e p t o f spiri t m i g h t b e said t o b e "contradictory ." B u t 
w h e t h e r t h e ident i f i ca t ion o f a m b i g u i t i e s a n d "contradic t ions" in t h e 
bas ic c o n c e p t u a l r e p e r t o i r e o f a l a n g u a g e p r o v i d e s o b v i o u s e v i d e n c e 
o f "pre- log ica l t h o u g h t " is, o f c o u r s e , a d i f f erent i s s u e — I w o u l d s u g -
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g e s t that o n l y s o m e o n e wi th a very na ive u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f w h a t was 
i n v o l v e d in trans la t ion c o u l d th ink that it d o e s . 

Yet Gel lner 's d i s c o u r s e typical ly e v a d e s the i s sues it s e e m s to b e 
ra i s ing , in a style that s e e k s to h u r r y t h e r e a d e r a l o n g o v e r a ser ies o f 
a r c h l y p h r a s e d d i sc la imers : 

I do not wish to be misunderstood: I am not arguing that Evans-Pritchard's 
account of N u e r concepts is a bad one. (Nor am I anxious to revive a doctrine 
of pre-logical mentality a la Lévy-Bruhl.) O n the contrary, I have the greatest 
admiration for it. What I am anxious to argue is that contextual interpreta­
tion, which offers an account of what assertions "really mean" in opposition to 
what they seem to mean in isolation, does not by itself clinch matters. (38) 

N o w w h o w o u l d h a v e c l a i m e d it did? Certa in ly E v a n s - P r i t c h a r d d o e s 
no t . I n a n y case t h e o p p o s i t i o n b e t w e e n a "contextua l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n " 
a n d o n e that is n o t c o n t e x t u a l is ent ire ly s p u r i o u s . N o t h i n g has m e a n ­
i n g "in i so lat ion ." T h e p r o b l e m is a lways , w h a t k i n d o f c o n t e x t ? 

B u t that is s o m e t h i n g G e l l n e r n e v e r d i scusses , e x c e p t by s u g g e s t ­
i n g that t h e a n s w e r m u s t i n v o l v e a v ic ious c i r c u l a r i t y — o r by u t t e r i n g 
r e p e a t e d w a r n i n g s aga ins t "excess ive" charity ( w h e n is chari ty n o t "ex­
cess ive"?) . H e a p p e a r s u n a w a r e that for t h e trans lator the p r o b l e m o f 
d e t e r m i n i n g t h e r e l e v a n t k i n d o f c o n t e x t in e a c h case is s o l v e d by skill 
in t h e u s e o f t h e l a n g u a g e s c o n c e r n e d , n o t by a n a pr ior i "att i tude" o f 
i n t o l e r a n c e o r t o l e r a n c e . A n d skill is s o m e t h i n g that is learned—that 
is, s o m e t h i n g that is necessar i ly c ircular, but n o t v ic ious ly so . W e are 
d e a l i n g n o t wi th a n abstract m a t c h i n g o f two sets o f s e n t e n c e s , b u t 
wi th a social pract ice r o o t e d in m o d e s o f l ife. A trans lator m a y m a k e 
m i s t a k e s , o r h e m a y k n o w i n g l y m i s r e p r e s e n t s o m e t h i n g — m u c h as 
p e o p l e m a k e mis takes or lie in e v e r y d a y l ife. B u t w e c a n n o t p r o d u c e a 
g e n e r a l p r i n c i p l e for i d e n t i f y i n g s u c h t h i n g s , part icularly n o t t h r o u g h 
w a r n i n g s to b e care fu l o f "the c o n t e x t u a l m e t h o d o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . " 

A n d s o to a n o t h e r o f Gel lner's c h a r m i n g d i sc la imers : "To say all 
th i s i s n o t t o a r g u e f o r a s cep t i c i sm o r a g n o s t i c i s m c o n c e r n i n g w h a t 
m e m b e r s o f a l i e n l a n g u a g e s m e a n , still less to a r g u e for a n a b s t e n t i o n 
f r o m t h e c o n t e x t u a l m e t h o d o f in t erpre ta t ion . ( O n the contrary , I 
shal l a r g u e f o r a fu l ler u s e o f it, fu l ler in the s e n s e o f a l l o w i n g for t h e 
poss ib i l i ty that w h a t p e o p l e m e a n is s o m e t i m e s absurd . )" (39). T h e 
c h a r m o f this s t a t e m e n t cons is t s in Gel lner's c h e e k y a p p r o p r i a t i o n o f 
h i s o p p o n e n t ' s m e t h o d to s t r e n g t h e n his o w n dis t inct ive pos i t i on . 

B u t b e f o r e t h a t is d o n e , w e are g i v e n f u r t h e r e x a m p l e s o f t h e 
t o l e r a n c e - e n g e n d e r i n g c o n t e x t u a l m e t h o d at work in Leach's Political 
Systems of Highland Burma. T h u s a c c o r d i n g to L e a c h , K a c h i n state­
m e n t s a b o u t t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l w o r l d are "in t h e last analys is , n o t h i n g 
m o r e t h a n ways o f d e s c r i b i n g t h e f o r m a l re la t ionsh ips that ex i s t 
b e t w e e n real p e r s o n s a n d real g r o u p s in o r d i n a r y K a c h i n soc ie ty" 
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lar s t a t e m e n t s (or t h e y w o u l d n o t u s e it), a n d it m a k e s s e n s e a l so , al­
t h o u g h o f a d i f f e r e n t k i n d , to G e l l n e r , w h o states that by d e c e i v i n g its 
u s e r s it s o m e h o w u p h o l d s a social s tructure . S e n s e or n o n s e n s e , l ike 
t r u t h o r f a l s e h o o d , a p p l i e s to statements a n d n o t to abstract c o n c e p t s . 
T h e r e s e e m s to m e n o e v i d e n c e h e r e o f a "nonsens ica l" c o n c e p t , b e ­
c a u s e t h e r e is n o analys is o f socially s i tuated s t a t e m e n t s . 

B u t t h e r e is a lso a m o r e i m p o r t a n t fa i lure e v i d e n t in this e x a m p l e : 
t h e lack o f a n y a t t e m p t to e x p l o r e its coherence—that w h i c h m a k e s its 
social e f f ec t s u c h a p o w e r f u l possibil i ty. O f c o u r s e , pol i t ical d i s c o u r s e 
e m p l o y s l ies , ha l f - t ruths , log ica l trickery, a n d s o o n . Yet that is n o t 
w h a t g i v e s it its compulsive character , any m o r e t h a n t h e u s e o f t r u e o r 
c l ear s t a t e m e n t s d o e s , a n d c o m p u l s i v e n e s s is prec i se ly w h a t is i n v o l v e d 
in Gel lner 's e x a m p l e . It is n o t t h e abstract logical s tatus o f c o n c e p t s 
that is r e l e v a n t h e r e , b u t t h e way in w h i c h specif ic pol it ical d i s c o u r s e s 
s e e m t o m o b i l i z e o r d i r e c t the b e h a v i o r o f p e o p l e w i t h i n g i v e n cu l tura l 
s i tua t ions . T h e c o m p u l s i v e n e s s o f "bobility" as a pol i t ical c o n c e p t is a 
f e a t u r e n o t o f gul l ib le m i n d s b u t o f c o h e r e n t d i s c o u r s e s a n d prac t i ces . 
T h a t is w h y it is essent ia l for a trans lator o f p o w e r f u l polit ical i d e o l o ­
g i e s to a t t e m p t to c o n v e y s o m e t h i n g o f this c o h e r e n c e . T o m a k e non­
s e n s e o f t h e c o n c e p t is to m a k e n o n s e n s e o f t h e society. 

Gel lner 's final e x a m p l e c o m e s f r o m his o w n fieldwork a m o n g t h e 
c e n t r a l M o r o c c a n B e r b e r s , a n d is i n t e n d e d to c l i n c h the a r g u m e n t 
t h a t a n u n c h a r i t a b l e c o n t e x t u a l i s t m a k e s be t t er s e n s e o f t h e soc ie ty h e 
d e s c r i b e s by e m p h a s i z i n g t h e i n c o h e r e n c e o f its c o n c e p t s : " T w o c o n ­
c e p t s a r e re l evant ," h e wri tes , "baraka a n d agurram (pi. igurramen). 
Baraka is a w o r d w h i c h c a n m e a n s i m p l y ' e n o u g h ' , b u t it a l so m e a n s 
p l e n i t u d e , a n d a b o v e all b l e s s e d n e s s m a n i f e s t e d a m o n g s t o t h e r t h i n g s 
in p r o s p e r i t y a n d t h e p o w e r to c a u s e prosper i ty in o t h e r s by s u p e r ­
n a t u r a l m e a n s . A n agurram is a p o s s e s s o r o f baraka" (43). 

Igurramen—translated as "saints" in Gel lner's later w r i t i n g s ( e .g . , 
1 9 6 9 ) — a r e a fairly p r i v i l e g e d a n d inf luent ia l m i n o r i t y in t h e tribal s o ­
c ie ty o f c e n t r a l M o r o c c a n B e r b e r s w h o act as foc i o f r e l i g i o u s v a l u e s 
a n d a l so as m e d i a t o r s a n d arbitrators a m o n g s t t h e tribal p o p u l a t i o n 
w i t h w h o m t h e y l ive. " T h e local be l i e f is that they are s e l e c t e d b y G o d . 
M o r e o v e r , G o d m a k e s h i s c h o i c e m a n i f e s t by e n d o w i n g t h o s e w h o m 
h e h a s s e l e c t e d w i t h cer ta in character is t ics , i n c l u d i n g m a g i c a l p o w e r s , 
a n d g r e a t g e n e r o s i t y , prosper i ty , a cons ider - the - l i l i e s a t t i tude , pac i ­
fism, a n d s o f o r t h " (43). 

T h i s is Gel lner 's "translat ion." B u t his t o o - f l u e n t u s e o f a r e l i g i o u s 
v o c a b u l a r y w i t h s t r o n g , a n d p e r h a p s irre levant , Chr i s t ian o v e r t o n e s 
m u s t p r o m p t d o u b t s a n d q u e s t i o n s at this po in t . W h a t prec i se ly are 
t h e b e h a v i o r a n d d i s c o u r s e s t rans la t ed h e r e as "a cons ider - the - l i l i e s at­
t i tude ," " m a k e s his c h o i c e mani fes t ," a n d " e n d o w i n g , " for i n s t a n c e ? 
D o the B e r b e r s be l i eve that G o d endows the ir "saints" w i t h d i spos i -

( q u o t e d o n p . 40). A t this p o i n t G e l l n e r i n t e r v e n e s : "It is pos s ib l e to 
d i s c e r n w h a t has h a p p e n e d . Leach's e x e g e t i c p r o c e d u r e s h a v e a l so 
s a v e d t h e K a c h i n s f r o m b e i n g c r e d i t e d wi th w h a t they appear to b e say­
i n g " a n d t h u s m a d e it poss ib le "to attr ibute m e a n i n g to a s ser t ions 
w h i c h m i g h t o t h e r w i s e b e f o u n d to lack it" (41) . G e l l n e r g o e s o n to 
insist that h e is n o t c o n c e r n e d to d i s p u t e Leach's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , b u t 
m e r e l y "to s h o w h o w t h e r a n g e o f c o n t e x t , a n d t h e m a n n e r in w h i c h 
t h e c o n t e x t is s e e n , necessar i ly af fect t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n " (41) . T h i s is a 
s ign i f i cant r e m a r k , b e c a u s e it is i n d e e d n o t Leach's r e d u c t i o n i s m to 
w h i c h G e l l n e r objects (we shall find h i m ins i s t ing o n it h i m s e l f later in 
c o n n e c t i o n wi th B e r b e r re l i g ious i d e o l o g y ) b u t to the fact that this e x ­
a m p l e o f r e d u c t i o n i s m — w h i c h G e l l n e r m i s l e a d i n g l y calls " c o n t e x -
t u a l i s m " — s e e m s to d e f e n d , ra ther than to attack, t h e cu l tura l d is ­
c o u r s e c o n c e r n e d . 

Gel lner ' s d e m o n s t r a t i o n o f h o w "the uncharitable m a y b e ' c o n t e x -
tualist ' in t h e s e c o n d , d e e p e r a n d be t t er s e n s e " (42) b e g i n s by p r e s e n t ­
i n g a f ict i t ious w o r d in a hct i t ious s o c i e t y — t h e w o r d "boble ," u s e d in a 
w a y r e m a r k a b l y l ike t h e E n g l i s h w o r d "noble ." T h u s w e are to ld that it 
c a n b e a p p l i e d to p e o p l e w h o actual ly d isplay certa in habi tua l f o r m s 
o f c o n d u c t , as wel l as to p e o p l e w h o o c c u p y a part icu lar soc ia l s tatus 
i r r e s p e c t i v e o f the ir b e h a v i o r . "But t h e p o i n t is: t h e society in q u e s t i o n 
d o e s n o t d i s t i n g u i s h two concepts, b o b l e (a) a n d b o b l e (b). It o n l y u s e s 
t h e w o r d b o b l e t o u t c o u r t " (42). T h e log ic o f bobi l i ty is t h e n a n a l y z e d 
f u r t h e r t o s h o w h o w 

bobility is a conceptual device by which the privileged class of the society in 
question acquires some of the prestige of certain virtues respected in that so­
ciety, without the inconvenience o f needing to practice it, thanks to the fact 
that the same word is applied either to practitioners of those virtues or to oc­
cupiers of favoured positions. It is, at the same time, a manner of reinforcing 
the appeal o f those virtues, by associating them, through the use of the same 
appellation, with prestige and power. But all this needs to be said, and to say it 
is to bring out the internal logical incoherence of the concept—an incoher­
ence which, indeed, is socially functional. (42) 

I n fact t h e c o n c e p t o f "bobility" is n o t s h o w n to b e incoherent—even if 
it b e a c c e p t e d that t h e a m b i g u i t y o f t h e word a l lows it to b e u s e d in 
pol i t ica l d i s c o u r s e t o c o n s o l i d a t e t h e l eg i t imacy o f a r u l i n g class ( a n d 
t h e r e f o r e , in pr inc ip l e , a l so to u n d e r m i n e that l eg i t imacy) . Gel lner 's 
sat i s f ied c o n c l u s i o n to his fictional e x a m p l e is sure ly far t o o hasty: 
" W h a t this s h o w s , h o w e v e r , is that the over -char i tab le i n t e r p r e t e r , d e ­
t e r m i n e d to d e f e n d t h e c o n c e p t s h e is i n v e s t i g a t i n g f r o m t h e c h a r g e 
o f l og i ca l i n c o h e r e n c e , is b o u n d to m i s d e s c r i b e t h e social s i tuat ion . To 
make sense of the concept is to make nonsense of the society" (42, e m p h a s i s 
a d d e d ) . Clear ly t h e w o r d "bobility" m a k e s s e n s e to its u s e r s in part in i 
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d o n o t k n o w as t h e a g e n t — i n fact, the s u r r o u n d i n g t r i b e s m e n t h e m ­
se lves . T h e igurramen are "se lected" ( for a part icu lar social ro le? for a 
m o r a l v ir tue? f o r a r e l i g i o u s dest iny?) by the p e o p l e . T h e "se lect ion" 
a p p e a r s to b e vox Dei a n d is in reality vox populi. O r is it? 

I n real i ty the social p r o c e s s d e s c r i b e d by the a n t h r o p o l o g i s t as "se­
l ec t ion" is t h e l o c u s o f a vox o n l y if it is p r e t e n d e d that that p r o c e s s 
c o n s t i t u t e s a cu l tura l text . For a tex t m u s t h a v e a n a u t h o r — t h e o n e 
w h o m a k e s his v o i c e h e a r d t h r o u g h it. A n d if that v o i c e c a n n o t b e 
God's , it m u s t b e s o m e o n e e l s e ' s — t h e people ' s . T h u s G e l l n e r t h e a t h e ­
ist ins ists o n a n s w e r i n g a t h e o l o g i c a l q u e s t i o n : w h o s p e a k s t h r o u g h 
h is tory , t h r o u g h society? I n this part icular case , t h e a n s w e r d e p e n d s 
o n t h e t ex t c o n t a i n i n g at o n c e t h e "real," u n c o n s c i o u s m e a n i n g a n d its 
a p p r o p r i a t e t rans la t ion . T h i s f u s i o n o f s ignif ier a n d s ign i f i ed is e s p e ­
cial ly e v i d e n t in t h e way in w h i c h the Is lamic c o n c e p t o f baraka is m a d e 
t o s o u n d r e m a r k a b l y l ike t h e Chris t ian c o n c e p t o f g r a c e as p o r t r a y e d 
by a n e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y skept ic , so that the c o n d i t i o n s d e f i n i n g t h e 
agurram's baraka a re r e f e r r e d to wi th a k n o w i n g G i b b o n i a n s m i l e as 
" s t i g m a t a " — a n d by that d e f t s ign , a p o r t i o n of the B e r b e r cu l tura l 
t ex t is at o n c e c o n s t r u c t e d ( m a d e u p ) a n d d e s i g n a t e d ( s h o w n u p ) 
w i t h i n Gel lner 's text , as e x q u i s i t e a u n i o n o f w o r d a n d t h i n g as a n y to 
b e f o u n d in all his wr i t ings . 

B u t soc ie ty is n o t a tex t that c o m m u n i c a t e s i tse l f to the sk i l l ed 
r e a d e r . It is p e o p l e w h o speak . A n d t h e u l t imate m e a n i n g o f w h a t 
t h e y say d o e s n o t r e s i d e in s o c i e t y — s o c i e t y is t h e cul tura l c o n d i t i o n in 
w h i c h s p e a k e r s act a n d are a c t e d u p o n . T h e p r i v i l e g e d p o s i t i o n that 
G e l l n e r a c c o r d s h i m s e l f for d e c o d i n g the real m e a n i n g o f w h a t t h e 
B e r b e r s say ( r e g a r d l e s s o f w h a t they th ink they say) c a n b e m a i n t a i n e d 
o n l y by s o m e o n e w h o s u p p o s e s that trans lat ing o t h e r c u l t u r e s is e s ­
sent ia l ly a m a t t e r o f m a t c h i n g wr i t ten s e n t e n c e s in t w o l a n g u a g e s , 
s u c h that t h e s e c o n d set o f s e n t e n c e s b e c o m e s the "real m e a n i n g " o f 
t h e first—an o p e r a t i o n t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t a l o n e c o n t r o l s , f r o m field 
n o t e b o o k to p r i n t e d e t h n o g r a p h y . I n o t h e r w o r d s , it is the p r i v i l e g e d 
p o s i t i o n o f s o m e o n e w h o d o e s not , a n d can af ford n o t to , e n g a g e in a 
g e n u i n e d i a l o g u e w i t h t h o s e h e o r s h e o n c e l ived w i t h a n d n o w writes 
a b o u t (cf. A s a d , e d . 1973 : 17 ) . 

I n t h e m i d d l e o f his article , w h e n d i s c u s s i n g a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l re la ­
t iv i sm, G e l l n e r c o m p l a i n s that " a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s w e r e relativistic, to l er ­
ant , c o n t e x t u a l l y - c o m p r e h e n d i n g vis-à-vis t h e savages w h o are a f t er 
all s o m e d i s t a n c e away, but absolut ist ic , in to l erant vis-à-vis the ir i m m e ­
d i a t e n e i g h b o u r s o r p r e d e c e s s o r s , t h e m e m b e r s o f o u r o w n soc i e ty 
w h o d o n o t s h a r e the ir c o m p r e h e n d i n g o u t l o o k a n d are t h e m s e l v e s 
' e t h n o c e n t r i c ' . . ." (31) . 

W h y h a v e I tr ied t o insist in this p a p e r t h a t a n y o n e c o n c e r n e d 
with t rans la t ing f r o m o t h e r c u l t u r e s m u s t l ook for c o h e r e n c e in d i s -

t i o n a l character i s t i c s s u c h as "great g e n e r o s i t y a n d pacif i sm," o r d o 
t h e y t a k e it r a t h e r that t h e s e characterist ics are conditions o f saintl i-
n e s s , o f t h e c l o s e n e s s o f igurramen to G o d ? D o t h e B e r b e r s real ly b e ­
h a v e as t h o u g h r e l i g i o u s a n d m o r a l virtues w e r e "mani f e s ta t ions" o f 
d i v i n e c h o i c e ? W h a t d o t h e y say a n d h o w d o they b e h a v e w h e n p e o p l e 
fail to d i sp lay t h e v ir tues t h e y ought to have? By w h o m is a n agurram's 
b e h a v i o r c o n c e p t u a l i z e d as a "cons ider- the- l i l i es a t t i tude ," g i v e n that 
h e h a s b o t h fami ly a n d p r o p e r t y , a n d that this fact is t a k e n by t h e B e r ­
b e r s t o b e per fec t ly in o r d e r ? G e l l n e r d o e s n o t g i v e t h e r e a d e r t h e 
r e l e v a n t e v i d e n c e for a n s w e r i n g t h e s e i m p o r t a n t q u e s t i o n s , w h o s e s ig­
n i f i c a n c e f o r h i s t rans la t ion will e m e r g e in a m o m e n t . 

T h e reality of the situation is, however, that the igurramen are in fact se­
lected by the surrounding ordinary tribesmen who use their services, by being 
called to perform those services and being preferred to the rival candidates 
for their performance. What appears to be vox Dei is in reality vox populi. 
Moreover, the matter of the blessed characteristics, the stigmata [sic] of 
agurram-hood is more complicated. It is essential that successful candidates to 
agurram status be credited with these characteristics, but it is equally essential, 
at any rate with regard to some of them, that they should not really possess 
them. For instance, an agurram who was extremely generous in a consider-
the-lilies spirit would soon be impoverished and, as such, fail by another cru­
cial test, that of prosperity. 

T h e r e is here a crucial divergence between concept and reality, a diver­
gence which moreover is quite essential for the working of the social system. 
( 4 3 - 4 4 ) 

I t is n o t at all c lear f r o m t h e a c c o u n t g i v e n by G e l l n e r w h a t is 
m e a n t by t h e s t a t e m e n t , " T h e local be l i e f is that t h e y are s e l e c t e d by 
G o d " — " s e l e c t e d " f o r w h a t exact ly? For b e i n g arbitrators? B u t arbitra­
t i on m u s t b e in i t ia ted by o n e or o t h e r m e m b e r o f t h e tribal soc ie ty , 
a n d that fact c a n h a r d l y b e u n k n o w n to the t r i b e s m e n . For b e i n g p a ­
cific? B u t pac i f i sm is a v ir tue , n o t a r e w a r d . For w o r l d l y s u c c e s s a n d 
p r o s p e r i t y ? B u t that c a n n o t b e a local definition o f sa int l iness , or t h e 
F r e n c h co lon ia l ru lers w o u l d h a v e b e e n r e g a r d e d as m o r e saint ly t h a n 
a n y agurram. 

I t is real ly n o g r e a t e x p l a n a t o r y a c h i e v e m e n t f o r a E u r o p e a n a n ­
t h r o p o l o g i s t to i n f o r m his a g n o s t i c a n d / o r m o d e r n E u r o p e a n r e a d e r s 
t h a t t h e B e r b e r s b e l i e v e in a part icu lar k i n d o f d i r e c t i n t e r v e n t i o n o f 
t h e d e i t y in the ir affairs, that they are o f c o u r s e m i s t a k e n in this be l ie f , 
a n d t h a t this m i s t a k e n b e l i e f c a n h a v e social c o n s e q u e n c e s . I n this 
k i n d o f e x e r c i s e w e d o n o t l e a r n what t h e y be l i eve , b u t o n l y that w h a t 
t h e y b e l i e v e is q u i t e w r o n g : thus , the B e r b e r s b e l i e v e that G o d "se­
lects" igurramen; w e k n o w G o d d o e s n o t ex is t (or if s o m e o f us still "be­
l i eve" h e d o e s , w e "know" h e d o e s n o t i n t e r v e n e direct ly in s e c u l a r his­
tory) ; e r g o t h e "selector" m u s t b e a n o t h e r a g e n t w h o m the t r i b e s m e n 
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A care fu l r e a d i n g o f Gel lner's p a p e r s h o w s that a l t h o u g h h e 
ra i ses a n u m b e r o f i m p o r t a n t q u e s t i o n s , h e n o t o n l y fails to a n s w e r 
t h e m , b u t m i s s e s s o m e o f t h e m o s t crucial aspect s o f t h e p r o b l e m w i t h 
w h i c h t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r is e n g a g e d . T h e m o s t i n t e r e s t i n g o f t h e s e , it 
s e e m s to m e , is t h e p r o b l e m o f w h a t o n e m i g h t call " u n e q u a l - l a n ­
g u a g e s " — a n d it is this I w a n t n o w to d i scuss in s o m e detai l . 

A l l g o o d t rans la t ion seeks to r e p r o d u c e the s t ruc ture o f a n a l i e n 
d i s c o u r s e w i t h i n t h e translator's o w n l a n g u a g e . H o w that s t r u c t u r e 
(or " c o h e r e n c e " ) is r e p r o d u c e d will, o f c o u r s e , d e p e n d o n t h e g e n r e 
c o n c e r n e d ("poetry," "scientific analysis ," "narrative," etc . ) , o n t h e re ­
s o u r c e s o f t h e translator's l a n g u a g e , as well as o n t h e in teres t s o f t h e 
t r a n s l a t o r a n d / o r his r e a d e r s h i p . Al l success fu l trans lat ion is p r e m i s e d 
o n t h e fact that it is a d d r e s s e d w i t h i n a specif ic l a n g u a g e , a n d t h e r e ­
f o r e a l so t o a speci f ic set o f pract ices , a specif ic f o r m o f l i fe. T h e fur ­
t h e r t h a t f o r m o f l i fe is f r o m t h e or ig ina l , t h e less m e c h a n i c a l is t h e 
r e p r o d u c t i o n . A s Wal ter B e n j a m i n w r o t e : " T h e l a n g u a g e o f a transla­
t i on c a n — i n fact m u s t — l e t i tself g o , so that it g ives vo ice to t h e intentio 
o f t h e o r i g i n a l n o t as r e p r o d u c t i o n b u t as h a r m o n y , as a s u p p l e m e n t 
t o t h e l a n g u a g e in w h i c h it e x p r e s s e s itself, as its o w n k i n d o f intentio" 
( 1 9 6 9 : 7 9 ) . It is, inc identa l ly , for t h e r e a d e r to eva lua te that intentio, 
n o t f o r t h e t rans la tor t o p r e e m p t t h e e v a l u a t i o n . A g o o d trans la t ion 
s h o u l d a lways p r e c e d e a cr i t ique . A n d we c a n t u r n this a r o u n d by say­
i n g t h a t a g o o d cr i t ique is always a n "internal" cri t ique-—that is, o n e 
b a s e d o n s o m e s h a r e d u n d e r s t a n d i n g , o n a j o i n t l ife, wh ich it a i m s to 
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c o u r s e s , a n d ye t d e v o t e d so m a n y p a g e s to s h o w i n g that Gel lner's t ex t 
is l a r g e l y i n c o h e r e n t ? T h e r e a s o n is qu i te s i m p l e : G e l l n e r a n d I s p e a k 
t h e s a m e l a n g u a g e , b e l o n g to t h e s a m e a c a d e m i c p r o f e s s i o n , l ive in 
t h e s a m e society. I n t a k i n g u p a critical s tance toward his t ex t I a m 
contesting w h a t h e says, n o t translating it, a n d t h e radical d i f f e r e n c e b e ­
t w e e n t h e s e two activit ies is prec i se ly w h a t I insist o n . Still, t h e p u r p o s e 
o f m y a r g u m e n t is n o t to e x p r e s s an at t i tude o f " into lerance" t o w a r d 
a n " i m m e d i a t e n e i g h b o u r , " b u t to try a n d ident i fy i n c o h e r e n c e s in his 
t e x t t h a t call f o r r e m e d y , b e c a u s e t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l task o f trans la­
t i o n d e s e r v e s to b e m a d e m o r e c o h e r e n t . T h e p u r p o s e o f this criti­
c i s m , t h e r e f o r e , is to f u r t h e r a col lect ive e n d e a v o r . Cri t ic iz ing "savages 
w h o a r e af ter all s o m e d i s t a n c e away," in a n e t h n o g r a p h i c m o n o g r a p h 
t h e y c a n n o t r e a d , d o e s n o t s e e m t o m e t o h a v e t h e s a m e k i n d o f p u r ­
p o s e . I n o r d e r for cr i t ic ism to b e r e s p o n s i b l e , it m u s t a lways be a d ­
d r e s s e d t o s o m e o n e w h o c a n c o n t e s t it. 

e n l a r g e a n d m a k e m o r e c o h e r e n t . S u c h a c r i t i q u e — n o less t h a n t h e 
o b j e c t o f c r i t i c i s m — i s a p o i n t o f v iew, a (contra) version, h a v i n g o n l y 
p r o v i s i o n a l a n d l i m i t e d author i ty . 

W h a t h a p p e n s w h e n t h e l a n g u a g e s c o n c e r n e d are s o r e m o t e that 
it is v e r y diff icult to rewr i te a h a r m o n i o u s intentio? R u d o l f P a n n w i t z , 
q u o t e d i n t h e B e n j a m i n essay o n w h i c h I h a v e j u s t d r a w n , m a k e s t h e 
f o l l o w i n g o b s e r v a t i o n : 

Our translations, even the best ones, proceed from a wrong premise. T h e y 
want to turn Hindi, Greek, English into German instead of turning German 
into Hindi, Greek, English. Our translators have a far greater reverence for 
the usage of their own language than for the spirit of the foreign works. . . . 
T h e basic error of the translator is that he preserves the state in which his own 
language happens to be instead of allowing his language to be powerfully af­
fected by the foreign tongue. Particularly when translating from a language 
very remote from his own he must go back to the primal elements of language 
itself and penetrate to the point where work, image, and tone converge. H e 
must expand and deepen his language by means of the foreign language. 
(1969 :80 -81 ) 

T h i s call t o t r a n s f o r m a l a n g u a g e in o r d e r to trans late t h e c o h e r ­
e n c e o f t h e or ig ina l , p o s e s a n i n t e r e s t i n g c h a l l e n g e to t h e p e r s o n satis­
fied w i t h a n a b s u r d - s o u n d i n g trans la t ion o n t h e a s s u m p t i o n that t h e 
o r i g i n a l m u s t h a v e b e e n equa l ly a b s u r d : the g o o d trans la tor d o e s n o t 
i m m e d i a t e l y a s s u m e that u n u s u a l diff iculty in c o n v e y i n g t h e s e n s e o f 
a n a l i e n d i s c o u r s e d e n o t e s a fault in t h e latter, b u t i n s t e a d crit ical ly 
e x a m i n e s t h e n o r m a l state o f his or h e r own l a n g u a g e . T h e r e l e v a n t 
q u e s t i o n t h e r e f o r e is n o t h o w t o l e r a n t a n attitude t h e trans la tor o u g h t 
t o d i s p l a y t o w a r d t h e or ig ina l a u t h o r (an abstract e th ica l d i l e m m a ) , 
b u t h o w s h e c a n test t h e t o l e r a n c e o f h e r o w n l a n g u a g e for a s s u m i n g 
u n a c c u s t o m e d f o r m s . 

B u t th i s p u s h i n g b e y o n d t h e l imits o f one's hab i tua l u s a g e s , th is 
b r e a k i n g d o w n a n d r e s h a p i n g o f one's o w n l a n g u a g e t h r o u g h t h e p r o ­
c e s s o f t r a n s l a t i o n , is n e v e r a n easy b u s i n e s s , in par t b e c a u s e (if I m a y 
b e a l l o w e d a h y p o s t a t i z a t i o n ) it d e p e n d s o n t h e w i l l i n g n e s s o f t h e 
translator's language to subject i tself to this t r a n s f o r m i n g p o w e r . I at­
t r i b u t e , s o m e w h a t fictitiously, vo l i t ion to t h e l a n g u a g e b e c a u s e I w a n t 
t o e m p h a s i z e that t h e m a t t e r is large ly s o m e t h i n g t h e trans la tor c a n ­
n o t d e t e r m i n e by i n d i v i d u a l activity (any m o r e t h a n t h e i n d i v i d u a l 
s p e a k e r c a n affect t h e e v o l u t i o n o f his or h e r l a n g u a g e ) — t h a t it is g o v ­
e r n e d by ins t i tu t iona l ly d e f i n e d p o w e r re la t ions b e t w e e n t h e l a n ­
g u a g e s / m o d e s o f l i fe c o n c e r n e d . T o p u t it c r u d e l y : b e c a u s e t h e l a n ­
g u a g e s o f T h i r d W o r l d s o c i e t i e s — i n c l u d i n g , o f c o u r s e , t h e soc i e t i e s 
that social a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s h a v e tradi t ional ly s t u d i e d — a r e "weaker" i n 
re la t ion to W e s t e r n l a n g u a g e s (and today, espec ia l ly to E n g l i s h ) , t h e y 
are m o i e l ikely to s u b m i t to forc ible t r a n s f o r m a t i o n in t h e t rans la t ion 
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p r o c e s s t h a n t h e o t h e r way a r o u n d . T h e r e a s o n f o r this is, first, that in 
t h e i r p o l i t i c a l - e c o n o m i c re la t ions wi th T h i r d W o r l d c o u n t r i e s , West ­
e r n n a t i o n s h a v e t h e g r e a t e r ability to m a n i p u l a t e t h e latter. A n d , s ec ­
o n d , W e s t e r n l a n g u a g e s p r o d u c e a n d d e p l o y desired k n o w l e d g e m o r e 
r e a d i l y t h a n T h i r d W o r l d l a n g u a g e s d o . ( T h e k n o w l e d g e that T h i r d 
W o r l d l a n g u a g e s d e p l o y m o r e easi ly is n o t s o u g h t by W e s t e r n soc ie t i e s 
in q u i t e t h e s a m e way, or for the s a m e reason . ) 

T a k e m o d e r n A r a b i c as a n e x a m p l e . S ince t h e early n i n e t e e n t h 
c e n t u r y t h e r e h a s b e e n a g r o w i n g v o l u m e o f mater ia l t rans la ted f r o m 
E u r o p e a n l a n g u a g e s — e s p e c i a l l y F r e n c h a n d E n g l i s h — i n t o Arab ic . 
T h i s i n c l u d e s scientif ic t ex t s as wel l as "social sc ience ," "history," "phi­
l o s o p h y , " a n d "l i terature." A n d f r o m t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y , A r a b i c 
as a l a n g u a g e h a s b e g u n as a resu l t to u n d e r g o a t r a n s f o r m a t i o n ( lex­
ical, g r a m m a t i c a l , s e m a n t i c ) that is far m o r e radical t h a n a n y t h i n g 
t o b e i d e n t i f i e d in E u r o p e a n l a n g u a g e s — a t r a n s f o r m a t i o n that h a s 
p u s h e d it to a p p r o x i m a t e t o the latter m o r e c lose ly t h a n in t h e past . 
S u c h t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s s ignal inequal i t i e s in the p o w e r (i .e. , in t h e ca­
pacities) o f t h e r e s p e c t i v e l a n g u a g e s in re la t ion to t h e dominant f o r m s 
o f d i s c o u r s e that h a v e b e e n a n d are still b e i n g trans la ted . T h e r e a re 
var ie t i e s o f k n o w l e d g e to b e learnt , b u t also a h o s t o f m o d e l s t o b e 
i m i t a t e d a n d r e p r o d u c e d . I n s o m e cases k n o w l e d g e o f t h e s e m o d e l s is 
a p r e c o n d i t i o n for t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f m o r e k n o w l e d g e ; in o t h e r cases 
it is a n e n d i n itself, a m i m e t i c g e s t u r e o f p o w e r , a n e x p r e s s i o n o f d e ­
s ire for t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . A r e c o g n i t i o n o f this w e l l - k n o w n fact r e m i n d s 
u s that indus tr ia l cap i ta l i sm t r a n s f o r m s n o t o n l y m o d e s o f p r o d u c t i o n 
b u t a l so k i n d s o f k n o w l e d g e a n d styles o f life in the T h i r d W o r l d . A n d 
wi th t h e m , f o r m s o f l a n g u a g e . T h e resul t o f h a l f - t r a n s f o r m e d sty les 
o f l i fe will m a k e for a m b i g u i t i e s , w h i c h an unski l l fu l W e s t e r n t rans ­
lator m a y s impl i fy in t h e d i rec t ion o f his o w n "strong" l a n g u a g e . 

W h a t d o e s this a r g u m e n t i m p l y f o r the a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l c o n c e p t 
o f cu l tura l trans lat ion? T h a t p e r h a p s t h e r e is a g r e a t e r st i f fness in e t h ­
n o g r a p h i c l inguis t ic c o n v e n t i o n s , a g r e a t e r intr ins ic res i s tance t h a n 
c a n b e o v e r c o m e by i n d i v i d u a l e x p e r i m e n t s in m o d e s o f e t h n o g r a p h i c 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 

I n h i s p e r c e p t i v e essay " M o d e s o f T h o u g h t , " w h i c h G e l l n e r criti­
c i zes f o r m a k i n g over -char i tab le a s s u m p t i o n s a b o u t t h e c o h e r e n c e o f 
"pr imi t ive t h o u g h t , " L i e n h a r d t has this to say: 

W h e n we live with savages and speak their languages, learning to represent 
their experience to ourselves in their way, we come as near to thinking like 
them as we can without ceasing to be ourselves. Eventually, we try to represent 
their conceptions systematically in the logical constructs we have been brought 
u p to use; and we hope, at best, thus to reconcile what can be expressed in 
their languages, with what can be expressed in ours. We mediate between 
their habits of thought, which we have acquired with them, and those of our 

own society; in doing so, it is not finally some mysterious "primitive philoso­
phy" that we are exploring, but the further potentialities of our thought and 
language. ( 1 9 5 4 : 9 6 - 9 7 ) 

I n t h e field, as L i e n h a r d t r ight ly s u g g e s t s , t h e p r o c e s s o f t r a n s l a t i o n 
takes p lace at t h e very m o m e n t t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r e n g a g e s w i t h a s p e ­
cific m o d e o f l i f e — j u s t as a ch i ld d o e s in l e a r n i n g to g r o w u p w i t h i n a 
spec i f ic c u l t u r e . Fie l earns to find his way in a n e w e n v i r o n m e n t , a n d a 
n e w l a n g u a g e . A n d l ike a ch i ld h e n e e d s to verba l i ze explicitly w h a t 
t h e p r o p e r way o f d o i n g t h i n g s is, b e c a u s e that is h o w l e a r n i n g p r o ­
c e e d s . (Cf. A . R. Lur ia o n "synpraxic s p e e c h " in Lur ia a n d Y u d o v i c h 
1 9 7 1 : 5 0 . ) W h e n t h e c h i l d / a n t h r o p o l o g i s t b e c o m e s a d e p t at a d u l t 
w a y s , w h a t h e has l earnt b e c o m e s implicit—as a s s u m p t i o n s i n f o r m i n g 
a s h a r e d m o d e o f l ife, wi th all its r e s o n a n c e s a n d areas o f unclar i ty . 

B u t l e a r n i n g t o l ive a n e w m o d e of l ife is n o t the s a m e as l e a r n i n g 
a b o u t a n o t h e r m o d e o f l ife. W h e n a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s r e t u r n to the ir 
c o u n t r i e s , t h e y m u s t wri te u p "their p e o p l e , " a n d t h e y m u s t d o s o in 
t h e c o n v e n t i o n s o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a lready c i r c u m s c r i b e d (a l ready 
"wri t ten a r o u n d , " " b o u n d e d " ) by their d i sc ip l ine , ins t i tut ional l i fe , 
a n d w i d e r society . "Cultural translat ion" m u s t a c c o m m o d a t e i tse l f to a 
d i f f e r e n t l a n g u a g e n o t on ly in t h e s e n s e o f E n g l i s h as o p p o s e d to 
D i n k a , o r E n g l i s h as o p p o s e d to Kabbashi Arabic , b u t a lso in t h e s e n s e 
o f a Br i t i sh , m i d d l e class , a c a d e m i c g a m e as o p p o s e d to t h e m o d e s o f 
l i fe o f t h e "tribal" S u d a n . T h e st i f fness o f a p o w e r f u l e s t a b l i s h e d 
s t r u c t u r e o f l i fe , w i t h its o w n d i scurs ive g a m e s , its o w n "s trong" l a n ­
g u a g e s , is w h a t a m o n g o t h e r t h i n g s finally d e t e r m i n e s t h e e f f ec t ive ­
n e s s o f t h e t rans la t ion . T h e trans la t ion is a d d r e s s e d to a very spec i f ic 
a u d i e n c e , w h i c h is w a i t i n g to r e a d about a n o t h e r m o d e o f l i fe a n d t o 
m a n i p u l a t e t h e t e x t it r e a d s a c c o r d i n g to e s t a b l i s h e d ru le s , n o t t o 
l e a r n to live a n e w m o d e o f l i fe . 

I f B e n j a m i n was r i g h t in p r o p o s i n g that t rans la t ion m a y r e q u i r e 
n o t a m e c h a n i c a l r e p r o d u c t i o n o f the or ig inal b u t a h a r m o n i z a t i o n 
w i t h its intentio, it fo l lows that t h e r e is n o r e a s o n w h y this s h o u l d b e 
d o n e o n l y in the s a m e m o d e . I n d e e d , it c o u l d b e a r g u e d that "trans­
la t ing" a n a l i en f o r m o f l ife, a n o t h e r cu l ture , is n o t always d o n e b e s t 
t h r o u g h t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l d i s c o u r s e o f e t h n o g r a p h y , that u n d e r 
cer ta in c o n d i t i o n s a d r a m a t i c p e r f o r m a n c e , the e x e c u t i o n o f a d a n c e , 
o r t h e p l a y i n g o f a p i e c e o f m u s i c m i g h t b e m o r e apt. T h e s e w o u l d all 
b e productions o f t h e or ig ina l a n d n o t m e r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s : t rans ­
f o r m e d i n s t a n c e s o f t h e or ig ina l , n o t author i ta t ive t ex tua l r e p r e s e n t a ­
t i ons o f it (cf. H o l l a n d e r 1959) . B u t w o u l d they b e t h o u g h t o f by m o s t 
social a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s as val id e x e r c i s e s in t h e "translat ion o f cu l ture"? 
I t h i n k n o t , b e c a u s e t h e y all raise a n ent ire ly d i f f e r e n t d i m e n s i o n o f 
( h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n the a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l "work" a n d its a u d i e n c e , 
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t h e q u e s t i o n o f d i f f e r e n t uses (pract ices) , as o p p o s e d m e r e l y to d i f fer ­
e n t writings and readings ( m e a n i n g s ) o f that work . A n d as social a n ­
t h r o p o l o g i s t s w e are t r a i n e d to translate o t h e r cu l tura l l a n g u a g e s as 
t ex t s , n o t to i n t r o d u c e o r e n l a r g e cu l tura l capac i t ies , l e a r n t f r o m 
o t h e r w a y s o f l iv ing , in to o u r o w n . It s e e m s to m e very l ikely t h a t t h e 
n o t i o n o f c u l t u r e as text has r e i n f o r c e d this v iew o f o u r task, b e c a u s e it 
fac i l i tates t h e a s s u m p t i o n that trans lat ion is essentially a m a t t e r o f ver ­
bal r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 

Reading Other Cultures 

T h i s inequa l i ty in t h e p o w e r o f l a n g u a g e s , t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e 
fact t h a t the a n t h r o p o l o g i s t typical ly writes a b o u t a n i l l i terate ( o r at 
a n y ra te n o n - E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g ) p o p u l a t i o n for a large ly a c a d e m i c , 
E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g a u d i e n c e , e n c o u r a g e s a t e n d e n c y I w o u l d n o w l ike 
to d i s c u s s : t h e t e n d e n c y to r e a d the implicit in a l i en c u l t u r e s . 

A c c o r d i n g t o m a n y social a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , t h e objec t o f e t h n o ­
g r a p h i c t rans la t ion is n o t t h e historical ly s i tuated s p e e c h (that is t h e 
task o f t h e fo lk lor i s t o r t h e l inguis t ) , b u t "culture," a n d t o t rans la te 
c u l t u r e t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t m u s t first r e a d a n d t h e n re inscr ibe t h e i m ­
plici t m e a n i n g s that l ie b e n e a t h / w i t h i n / b e y o n d s i tuated s p e e c h . M a r y 
D o u g l a s p u t s this nice ly: 

T h e anthropologist who draws out the whole scheme of the cosmos which is 
implied in [the observed] practices does the primitive culture great violence if 
he seems to present the cosmology as a systematic philosophy subscribed to 
consciously by individuals. . . . So the primitive world view which I have de­
fined above is rarely itself an object of contemplation and speculation in the 
primitive culture. It has evolved as the appanage of other social institutions. 
To this extent it is produced indirectly, and to this extent the primitive culture 
must be taken to be unaware of itself, unconscious of its own conditions. 
( . 1 9 6 6 : 9 1 ) 

O n e d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n the a n t h r o p o l o g i s t a n d t h e l ingu i s t i n t h e 
m a t t e r o f t rans la t ion is p e r h a p s this: that w h e r e a s t h e latter is i m m e ­
d ia te ly f a c e d wi th a specif ic p i e c e o f d i s c o u r s e p r o d u c e d w i t h i n t h e 
soc ie ty s t u d i e d , a d i s c o u r s e that is then t e x t u a l i z e d , t h e f o r m e r m u s t 
c o n s t r u c t t h e d i s c o u r s e as a cul tural t ex t in t e r m s o f m e a n i n g s implicit 
in a r a n g e o f pract ices . T h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f cul tural d i s c o u r s e a n d its 
t r a n s l a t i o n t h u s s e e m to b e facets o f a s ing le act. T h i s p o i n t is b r o u g h t 
o u t in Doug las ' s c o m m e n t s o n h e r o w n trans lat ions o f t h e m e a n i n g s o f 
t h e p a n g o l i n cul t a m o n g the Lele : 

T h e r e are n o Lele books o f theology or philosophy to state the meaning o f the 
cult. T h e metaphysical implications have not been expressed to me in so many 
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words by Lele, nor did I even eavesdrop a conversation between diviners 
covering this ground. . . . 

What kind o f evidence for the meaning of this cult, or of any cult, can be 
sensibly demanded? It can have many different levels and kinds of meaning. 
But the one on which I ground my argument is the meaning which emerges 
out o f a pattern in which the parts can incontestably be shown to be regularly 
related. N o one member of the society is necessarily aware of the whole pat­
tern, any more than speakers are able to be explicit about the linguistic pat­
terns they employ. ( 1 9 6 6 : 1 7 3 — 74) 

I've s u g g e s t e d e l s e w h e r e (Asad 1983a) that the a t t r ibut ion o f i m ­
pl ic i t m e a n i n g s to a n a l i en pract ice regardless of whether they are acknowl­
edged by its agents is a character is t ic f o r m of t h e o l o g i c a l e x e r c i s e , w i t h 
a n a n c i e n t h is tory . H e r e I w a n t to n o t e that r e f e r e n c e to t h e l ingu i s t i c 
p a t t e r n s p r o d u c e d by s p e a k e r s d o e s n o t m a k e a g o o d a n a l o g y b e c a u s e 
l ingu i s t i c patterns are n o t m e a n i n g s to b e trans la ted , t h e y are r u l e s t o 
b e sys t emat i ca l ly d e s c r i b e d a n d a n a l y s e d . A nat ive s p e a k e r is a w a r e o f 
h o w s u c h p a t t e r n s s h o u l d b e p r o d u c e d e v e n w h e n h e c a n n o t verba l i ze 
t h a t k n o w l e d g e expl ic i t ly in t h e f o r m of rules . T h e a p p a r e n t lack of 
abi l i ty t o verba l i ze s u c h social k n o w l e d g e d o e s n o t necessar i ly cons t i ­
t u t e e v i d e n c e o f u n c o n s c i o u s m e a n i n g s (cf. D u m m e t t 1981 ) . T h e c o n ­
c e p t of " u n c o n s c i o u s m e a n i n g " b e l o n g s to a t h e o r y o f the r e p r e s s i v e 
u n c o n s c i o u s , s u c h as Freud's , in w h i c h a p e r s o n m a y b e said to " k n o w " 
s o m e t h i n g u n c o n s c i o u s l y . 

T h e b u s i n e s s o f i d e n t i f y i n g u n c o n s c i o u s m e a n i n g s i n t h e task o f 
"cul tural t rans la t ion" is t h e r e f o r e p e r h a p s be t t er c o m p a r e d t o t h e ac­
tivity o f t h e p s y c h o a n a l y s t t h a n to that o f t h e l inguis t . I n d e e d Br i t i sh 
a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s h a v e s o m e t i m e s p r e s e n t e d the ir w o r k in prec i s e ly 
t h e s e t e r m s . T h u s D a v i d Pocock , a p u p i l o f Evans-Pri tchard's , wr i t e s : 

In short, the work of the social anthropologist may be regarded as a highly 
complex act of translation in which author and translator collaborate. A more 
precise analogy is that of the relation between the psychoanalyst and his sub­
ject. T h e analyst enters the private world of his subject in order to learn the 
grammar of his private language. If the analysis goes no further it is no differ­
ent in kind from the understanding which may exist between any two people 
w h o know each other well.[!] It becomes scientific to the extent that the private 
language o f intimate understanding is translated into a public language, how­
ever specialized from the layman's point of view, which in this case is the lan­
guage o f psychologists. But the particular act o f translation does not distort 
the private experience of the subject and ideally it is, at least potentially, ac­
ceptable to him as a scientific representation of it. Similarly, the model of 
N u e r political life which emerges in Professor Evans-Pritchard's work is a sci­
entific model meaningful to his fellow-sociologists as sociologists, and it is 
effective because it is potentially acceptable to the Nuer in some ideal situation in 
which they could be. supposed to be interested in themselves as men living in society. T h e 
collaboration of natural scientists may from this point of view be seen as devel-
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oping language enabling certain people to communicate with increasing sub­
tlety about a distinct area of natural phenomena which is defined by the name 
o f the particular science. Their science is, in the literal meaning of the term, 
their commonsense , their common meaning. To move from this c o m m o n 
sense to the "common sense" of the wider public involves again an act o f 
translation. T h e situation of social anthropology, or sociology in general, is 
not at this level so very different. T h e difference lies in the fact that so­
ciological phenomena are objectively studied only to the extent that their sub­
jective meaning is taken into account and that the people studied are poten­
tially capable of sharing the sociological consciousness that the sociologist has 
of them. (1961:88—89; emphasis added) 

I h a v e q u o t e d this r e m a r k a b l e p a s s a g e in full b e c a u s e it states very l u ­
c id ly a p o s i t i o n that is, I th ink , b r o a d l y acceptab le to m a n y a n t h r o p o l ­
og i s t s w h o w o u l d o t h e r w i s e c o n s i d e r t h e m s e l v e s to b e e n g a g e d in v e r y 
d i f f e r e n t k i n d s o f e n t e r p r i s e . I h a v e q u o t e d it a l so b e c a u s e t h e n a t u r e 
o f t h e c o l l a b o r a t i o n b e t w e e n "author a n d translator" is neat ly b r o u g h t 
o u t in t h e s u b s e q u e n t r e f e r e n c e to t h e p s y c h o a n a l y s t as scientist: i f t h e 
a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l trans lator , l ike t h e analyst , has final author i ty in d e ­
t e r m i n i n g t h e subject's m e a n i n g s — i t is t h e n the f o r m e r w h o b e c o m e s 
the real author o f t h e latter. In this v iew, "cultural trans lat ion" is a 
m a t t e r o f d e t e r m i n i n g impl ic i t m e a n i n g s — n o t the m e a n i n g s t h e na ­
t ive s p e a k e r actual ly a c k n o w l e d g e s in his s p e e c h , n o t e v e n t h e m e a n ­
i n g s t h e na t ive l i s t ener necessar i ly accepts , but t h o s e h e is "potent ia l ly 
c a p a b l e o f s h a r i n g " wi th scientif ic author i ty "in s o m e ideal s i tuat ion": 
it is w h e n h e c a n say, for e x a m p l e , wi th G e l l n e r , that vox Dei is in rea l ­
ity vox populi, that h e ut ters the t rue m e a n i n g o f his tradi t iona l d is ­
c o u r s e , a n essent ia l m e a n i n g o f his c u l ture . T h e fact that in that "ideal 
s i tuat ion" h e w o u l d n o l o n g e r b e a M u s l i m B e r b e r t r i b e s m a n , b u t 
s o m e t h i n g c o m i n g to r e s e m b l e P r o f e s s o r G e l l n e r , d o e s n o t a p p e a r to 
w o r r y s u c h cu l tura l translators . 

T h i s p o w e r to create m e a n i n g s for a subject t h r o u g h t h e n o t i o n o f 
t h e "implicit" or the "unconsc ious ," to authorize them, has o f c o u r s e 
b e e n d i s c u s s e d for t h e ana lys t -ana lysand r e l a t i o n s h i p (e .g . , r e c e n t l y in 
M a l c o l m 1982) . It h a s n o t , to m y k n o w l e d g e , b e e n c o n s i d e r e d w i t h re ­
g a r d t o w h a t t h e cul tura l translator d o e s . T h e r e are , o f c o u r s e , i m p o r ­
tant d i f f e r e n c e s in t h e case o f t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t . It m a y b e p o i n t e d 
o u t that t h e latter d o e s n o t impose h is trans lat ion o n t h e m e m b e r s o f 
t h e soc i e ty w h o s e cu l tura l d i s c o u r s e h e unrave l s , that his e t h n o g r a p h y 
is t h e r e f o r e n o t author i ta t ive in the way the analyst's case s tudy is. T h e 
a n a l y s a n d c o m e s t o t h e analyst , o r is r e f e r r e d t o t h e lat ter by t h o s e 
w i t h a u t h o r i t y o v e r h i m , as a p a t i e n t in n e e d o f h e l p . T h e a n t h r o p o l o ­
gist , b y contras t , c o m e s to t h e soc ie ty h e wants to r e a d , h e s e e s h i m s e l f 
as a l e a r n e r , n o t as a g u i d e , a n d h e w i t h d r a w s f r o m t h e soc ie ty w h e n 
h e h a s a d e q u a t e i n f o r m a t i o n to inscr ibe its c u l t u r e . H e d o e s not c o n -
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s i d e r t h e society , a n d n e i t h e r d o its m e m b e r s c o n s i d e r t h e m s e l v e s to 
b e , sick: t h e soc ie ty is n e v e r subject to t h e anthropo log i s t ' s author i ty . 

B u t th i s a r g u m e n t is n o t q u i t e as conc lus ive as it may s e e m at first 
s ight . It r e m a i n s t h e case that t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r ' s t r a n s l a t i o n / r e p r e -
s e n t a t i o n o f a par t i cu lar c u l t u r e is inevi tably a t ex tua l c o n s t r u c t , t h a t 
as r e p r e s e n t a t i o n it c a n n o t n o r m a l l y b e c o n t e s t e d by the p e o p l e to 
w h o m it is a t t r ibuted , a n d that as a "scientific text" it e v e n t u a l l y b e ­
c o m e s a p r i v i l e g e d e l e m e n t in the potent ia l s tore o f historical m e m o r y 
f o r t h e n o n l i t e r a t e soc ie ty c o n c e r n e d . I n m o d e r n a n d m o d e r n i z i n g 
s o c i e t i e s , i n s c r i b e d r e c o r d s h a v e a g r e a t e r p o w e r to s h a p e , to r e f o r m , 
s e l v e s a n d ins t i tu t ions t h a n folk m e m o r i e s d o . T h e y e v e n c o n s t r u c t 
fo lk m e m o r i e s . T h e anthropo log i s t ' s m o n o g r a p h m a y r e t u r n , r e t r a n s ­
l a t e d , i n t o a "weaker" T h i r d W o r l d l a n g u a g e . In the l o n g r u n , t h e r e ­
f o r e , it is n o t t h e p e r s o n a l author i ty o f t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r , b u t t h e s o ­
cial a u t h o r i t y o f his e t h n o g r a p h y that mat ters . A n d that a u t h o r i t y is 
i n s c r i b e d in t h e ins t i tu t iona l i zed forces of industr ia l capital is t soc i e ty 
( see p a g e 158 a b o v e ) , w h i c h are cons tant ly tending to p u s h t h e m e a n ­
i n g s o f v a r i o u s T h i r d W o r l d soc ie t ies in a s i n g l e d i rec t i on . T h i s is n o t 
t o say that t h e r e ar e n o res i s tances to this t e n d e n c y . B u t "res i s tance" in 
i t se l f i n d i c a t e s t h e p r e s e n c e o f a d o m i n a n t force . 

I m u s t stress I a m n o t a r g u i n g that e t h n o g r a p h y plays a n y g r e a t 
r o l e in t h e r e f o r m a t i o n o f o t h e r cu l tures . I n this r e s p e c t t h e e f fec t s o f 
e t h n o g r a p h y c a n n o t b e c o m p a r e d w i t h s o m e o t h e r f o r m s o f r e p r e ­
s e n t i n g s o c i e t i e s — f o r e x a m p l e , t e lev i s ion films p r o d u c e d in the West 
t h a t a r e s o l d t o T h i r d W o r l d c o u n t r i e s . ( T h a t a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s r e c o g ­
n i z e t h e p o w e r o f t e l ev i s ion is re f lec ted , inc identa l ly , in the i n c r e a s i n g 
n u m b e r o f a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l films b e i n g m a d e for the m e d i u m in Brit ­
ain. ) Still less c a n t h e effects o f e t h n o g r a p h y c o m p a r e wi th the pol i t i ­
cal , e c o n o m i c , a n d mil i tary cons tra in t s o f the w o r l d s y s t e m . M y p o i n t 
is o n l y that t h e p r o c e s s o f "cultural translat ion" is inevi tably e n m e s h e d 
in c o n d i t i o n s o f p o w e r — p r o f e s s i o n a l , nat iona l , in t erna t iona l . A n d 
a m o n g t h e s e c o n d i t i o n s is the author i ty o f e t h n o g r a p h e r s to u n c o v e r 
t h e impl i c i t m e a n i n g s o f s u b o r d i n a t e soc ie t ies . G i v e n that that is so , 
t h e i n t e r e s t i n g q u e s t i o n for e n q u i r y is n o t w h e t h e r , a n d if s o t o w h a t 
e x t e n t , a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s s h o u l d b e relativists o r rat ional is ts , critical o r 
c h a r i t a b l e , t o w a r d o t h e r cu l tures , but h o w p o w e r e n t e r s i n t o t h e p r o ­
ce s s o f "cultural t rans la t ion ," s e e n b o t h as a d i scurs ive a n d as a n o n -
d i s c u r s i v e pract i ce . 

Conclusion 

For s o m e y e a r s I h a v e b e e n e x e r c i s e d by this p u z z l e . H o w is it 
that t h e a p p r o a c h e x e m p l i f i e d by Gellner's p a p e r r e m a i n s attract ive to 
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so m a n y a c a d e m i c s in sp i te o f its b e i n g d e m o n s t r a b l y faulty? Is it p e r ­
h a p s b e c a u s e t h e y a r e i n t i m i d a t e d by a style? W e k n o w , o f c o u r s e , t h a t 
a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , l ike o t h e r a c a d e m i c s , l e a r n n o t m e r e l y to u s e a s cho l ­
arly l a n g u a g e , b u t to f ear it, to a d m i r e it, to b e capt iva ted by it. Yet th i s 
d o e s n o t q u i t e a n s w e r the q u e s t i o n b e c a u s e it d o e s n o t tell u s why s u c h 
a s c h o l a r l y style s h o u l d c a p t u r e so m a n y in te l l i gent p e o p l e . I n o w p u t 
f o r w a r d this t en ta t ive s o l u t i o n . W h a t w e h a v e h e r e is a style easy t o 
t e a c h , to l e a r n , a n d to r e p r o d u c e (in e x a m i n a t i o n a n s w e r s , a s s e s s m e n t 
e s says , a n d d i s ser ta t ions ) . It is a style that faci l i tates t h e t e x t u a l i z a t i o n 
o f o t h e r c u l t u r e s , that e n c o u r a g e s t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f d i a g r a m m a t i c 
a n s w e r s to c o m p l e x cu l tura l q u e s t i o n s , a n d that is wel l s u i t e d t o ar­
r a n g i n g f o r e i g n cu l tura l c o n c e p t s in c learly m a r k e d h e a p s o f " s e n s e " 
o r " n o n s e n s e . " A p a r t f r o m b e i n g easy to t e a c h a n d to imi ta te , this s ty le 
p r o m i s e s vis ible resu l t s that c a n readi ly b e g r a d e d . S u c h a style m u s t 
s u r e l y b e at a p r e m i u m in a n e s tab l i shed univers i ty d i s c i p l i n e that as ­
p i r e s t o standards o f sc ient i f ic objectivity. Is t h e p o p u l a r i t y o f this s ty le , 
t h e n , n o t a re f l ec t ion o f the k i n d o f p e d a g o g i c ins t i tu t ion w e inhab i t? 

A l t h o u g h it is n o w m a n y years s ince Gel lner's p a p e r w a s first p u b ­
l i s h e d , it r e p r e s e n t s a doc tr ina l pos i t i on that is still p o p u l a r today . 
I h a v e in m i n d t h e s o c i o l o g i s m a c c o r d i n g to w h i c h r e l i g i o u s i d e o l o g i e s 
a r e sa id to g e t the ir real m e a n i n g f r o m t h e polit ical o r e c o n o m i c s truc­
t u r e , a n d t h e s e l f - c o n f i r m i n g m e t h o d o l o g y a c c o r d i n g to w h i c h this r e ­
d u c t i v e s e m a n t i c p r i n c i p l e is e v i d e n t t o t h e (author i ta t ive ) a n t h r o p o l o ­
gis t a n d n o t to t h e p e o p l e b e i n g wr i t t en abo.ut. T h i s p o s i t i o n t h e r e f o r e 
a s s u m e s that it is n o t o n l y poss ib le but n e c e s s a r y for t h e a n t h r o p o l o ­
gis t to act as t rans la tor a n d critic at o n e a n d t h e s a m e t i m e . I r e g a r d 
th i s p o s i t i o n as u n t e n a b l e , a n d th ink that it is re la t ions a n d prac t i ce s 
o f p o w e r that g ive it a m e a s u r e o f viability. (For a critical d i s c u s s i o n o f 
th i s p o s i t i o n as it re la tes to Is lamic history, s ee A s a d 1980.) 

T h e p o s i t i v e p o i n t I h a v e tr ied to m a k e in t h e c o u r s e o f m y i n t e r ­
r o g a t i o n o f Gel lner 's t ex t has to d o wi th w h a t I h a v e ca l l ed t h e i n e q u a l ­
ity o f l a n g u a g e s . I h a v e p r o p o s e d that t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l e n t e r p r i s e 
o f c u l t u r a l t rans la t ion m a y b e vit iated by t h e fact that t h e r e are a s y m ­
m e t r i c a l t e n d e n c i e s a n d p r e s s u r e s in the l a n g u a g e s o f d o m i n a t e d a n d 
d o m i n a n t soc ie t ies . A n d I h a v e s u g g e s t e d that a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s n e e d to 
e x p l o r e t h e s e p r o c e s s e s in o r d e r to d e t e r m i n e h o w far t h e y g o i n d e ­
fining t h e poss ibi l i t ies a n d t h e l imits o f e f f ec t ive t rans la t ion . 

I n addition to the members of the Santa Fe seminar who discussed an early draft 
of this article—and especially Paul Rabinow, who commented on it at length—I wish to 
thank Tanya Baker, John Dixon, Rodney Needham, and Keith Nield for their helpful 
criticism. 

G E O R G E E . M A R C U S 

Contemporary Problems 
of Ethnography in 
the Modern World System 

E t h n o g r a p h i e s h a v e always b e e n wr i t ten in t h e c o n t e x t o f 
h i s tor i c c h a n g e : t h e f o r m a t i o n o f state sy s t ems a n d the e v o l u t i o n 
o f a w o r l d pol i t ical e c o n o m y . B u t a s ide f r o m t h e u s e o f a f e w wel l -
e s t a b l i s h e d t e c h n i q u e s for t a k i n g i n t o a c c o u n t c h a n g e , h is tory , a n d p o ­
litical e c o n o m y , 1 e t h n o g r a p h e r s o f a n i n t e r p r e t i v e b e n t — m o r e in ter -

1. The two most common modes for self-consciously fixing ethnography in his­
toric time are what I shall call the salvage mode and the redemptive mode. In the sal­
vage mode, the ethnographer portrays himself as "before the deluge," so to speak. 
Signs of fundamental change are apparent, but the ethnographer is able to salvage a 
cultural state on the verge of transformation. This rhetoric is most transparent when a 
succession of ethnographers writing on the same cultural subject position themselves 
historically in the same momentous way; each ethnographer is "before the deluge," but 
nonetheless each finds a culture he or she can relate to previous representations without 
much sensitivity to historical change between periods of fieldwork. In the redemptive 
mode, the ethnographer demonstrates the survival of distinctive and authentic cultural 
systems despite undeniable changes. The redemption of cultural authenticity is often 
undertaken and measured against some imputed pre-modern or pre-capitalist state— 
the "golden age" motif—or else a spatial, rather than temporal, preserve is found for 
cultural authenticity amidst transformation—the anthropologist's Odyssey up-river or 
to the back country to situate fieldwork where "they still do it." Rabinow's Moroccan 
fieldwork (1977) as epic journey employs this narrative posture, but in the end, he ex­
plodes the illusion that the pure ethnographic subject can be found even in the back 
country. I n his recent sophisticated Samoan ethnography, Shore (1982) elides the his­
toric context by this move of finding spatially a place for ethnography free of the un­
wanted complications of a compellingly present world-historical political economy. 
There are many similar examples of magisterial ethnographies that make their contri­
butions at the cost of such maneuvers. What is finally shaking ethnography free of these 
ahistorical modes of taking account of the historical contexts of its production are ex­
periments either oriented explicitly to locating their subjects within the framework of 
historicist world-system perspectives or probing the nature of historical consciousness 
in their subjects' lives. The latter kind of experiment, involving the simultaneous repre­
sentation of multiple temporal perspectives, opens up ethnography to issues of history 
and historical narrative in unprecedented ways, which go far beyond merely embed­
ding ethnographic subjects more effectively in Western historical narratives. Renato 
Rosaldo's recent account (1980) of the Ilongot histories is a key experiment in this vein. 
He, too, ends with a "before the deluge" motif, but the sense of being on the verge of 
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e s t e d in p r o b l e m s o f cu l tura l m e a n i n g t h a n in social a c t i o n — h a v e n o t 
g e n e r a l l y r e p r e s e n t e d t h e ways in w h i c h c lose ly o b s e r v e d cu l tura l 
w o r l d s a r e e m b e d d e d in larger , m o r e i m p e r s o n a l sys tems . N o r h a v e 
t h e y p o r t r a y e d t h e r o l e o f t h e s e w o r l d s in t h e sort o f e v e n t s a n d p r o ­
ce s se s that m a k e his tory , so to speak , p e r h a p s b e c a u s e e t h n o g r a p h y as 
d e s c r i p t i o n h a s n e v e r b e e n part icularly a m b i t i o u s in this way. C h a n g e 
a n d t h e l a r g e r f r a m e w o r k s o f local pol i t ics h a v e usua l ly b e e n t r e a t e d in 
s e p a r a t e theore t i ca l o r c o n c e p t u a l d i s c o u r s e wi th s o m e e t h n o g r a p h i c 
deta i l a d d e d f o r i l lustrat ion . T h e descr ip t ive s p a c e o f e t h n o g r a p h i e s 
i t se l f has n o t s e e m e d a n a p p r o p r i a t e c o n t e x t for w o r k i n g t h r o u g h c o n ­
c e p t u a l p r o b l e m s o f this l a r g e r o r d e r . T h e w o r l d o f larger s y s t e m s a n d 
e v e n t s h a s t h u s o f t e n b e e n s e e n as ex terna l ly i m p i n g i n g o n a n d b o u n d ­
i n g little w o r l d s , b u t n o t as in tegra l to t h e m . 

I n a n t h r o p o l o g y a n d all o t h e r h u m a n sc i ences at t h e m o m e n t , 
" h i g h " t h e o r e t i c a l d i s c o u r s e — t h e b o d y o f i d e a s that au thor i ta t i ve ly 
u n i f y a f i e l d — i s in disarray. T h e m o s t i n t e r e s t i n g a n d p r o v o c a t i v e t h e o ­
ret ical w o r k s n o w are prec i se ly t h o s e that p o i n t to pract ice ( see O r t n e r 
1984), that is, t o a b o t t o m - u p r e f o r m u l a t i o n o f classic q u e s t i o n s , w h i c h 
h i n g e s o n h o w t h e p r e v i o u s l y t a k e n - f o r - g r a n t e d facts o f h i g h t h e o r y 
a r e to b e r e p r e s e n t e d . 2 T h e s e w o r k s cons t i tu te r e n e w e d assaults o n 
posi t iv is t p e r s p e c t i v e s , r e a r m e d by the pos twar h e r m e n e u t i c , p h e -
n o m e n o l o g i c a l , a n d semio t i c fa sh ions in C o n t i n e n t a l p h i l o s o p h y that 
a r e finally h a v i n g a n i m p a c t o n A n g l o - A m e r i c a n social t h o u g h t . T h e 
c o n c e p t s o f s t r u c t u r e o n w h i c h such p e r s p e c t i v e s d e p e n d e d are real ly 
p r o c e s s e s that m u s t b e u n d e r s t o o d f r o m the p o i n t o f v iew o f t h e actor , 
a rea l i za t ion that raises p r o b l e m s o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n a n d p r e s e n t s o p ­
p o r t u n i t i e s f o r i n n o v a t i o n in wr i t ing a c c o u n t s o f social reality. 

T h i s shi f t o f theore t i ca l c o n c e r n t o w a r d p r o b l e m s o f m i c r o s o c i a l 
d e s c r i p t i o n a n d c o n t e x t u a l i t y can hard ly b e a t tr ibuted to in te l l ec tua l 

fundamental transformation is far more convincing in his text because it grows out of 
an account in which the forms of Ilongot historic consciousness intersecting with our 
privileging of global world history have been the unrelieved focus. 

2. During the mid-1970s, this practice-focused attack on positivist high theory was 
itself conducted within the genre of abstract theoretical discussion, separate from, and 
pointing to, genres of practice. By the 1980s, this critique has moved to a suspension of 
paradigmatic authority and a questioning of the utility of system building in favor of 
free play and experimentation in the specific rendering of accounts of social life. A per­
fect example of the shift in emphasis toward the more substantively ethnographic and 
experimental among the "high" theory treatments of the challenge to positivism is the 
evolving work of Richard J. Bernstein. In his The Restructuring of Social and Political The­
ory, published in 1976, Bernstein, like Anthony Giddens (1979), monitors the challenge 
to predominant Anglo-American social theory and endorses the apparent evolution of 
a new kind of theory. In his Beyond Objectivism and Relativism: Science, Hermeneutics, and 
Practice, published in 1983, Bernstein focuses strongly on practice. Significantly, he 
ends with a plea for the production of open-ended dialogic works, which is precisely 
where the most radically experimental ethnographies have been heading. 
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f a s h i o n s a l o n e . E v e n c o n t i n u i n g e f forts to bu i ld m a c r o p e r s p e c t i v e s 
a r e i n f u s e d wi th c o n c e r n s a b o u t mat ter s o f m i c r o d e s c r i p t i o n a n d i n ­
t e r p r e t a t i o n . I n the field o f pol it ical e c o n o m y , w h i c h can b e s e e n as a 
c o n t i n u i n g c o m m e n t a r y u p o n w o r l d c o n d i t i o n s in t e r m s m o s t re l e ­
v a n t t o W e s t e r n o f f i c ia ldom a n d statecraft , t h e m a j o r r e c e n t i n n o v a ­
t ion in e f forts at m a c r o s y s t e m b u i l d i n g has b e e n t h e w o r l d - s y s t e m 
p e r s p e c t i v e i n t r o d u c e d by I m m a n u e l Wal lers te in d u r i n g t h e ear ly 
1970s . T h e a d e q u a c y o f Wallerstein's c e n t e r - p e r i p h e r y f o r m u l a t i o n 
a n d h is o v e r v i e w i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f history are the subject o f l ively d e ­
ba te , d e p e n d e n t s ignif icant ly o n d i scuss ions o f local s i tuat ions . T h e 
i m p o r t a n t i n f l u e n c e a n d a p p e a l o f his work has b e e n t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n 
o f a f r a m e w o r k for the i n t i m a t e reassoc ia t ion o f h i s tory a n d social 
t h e o r y . T h i s has as its pract ical r e search i m p e r a t i v e t h e d o i n g o f local-
leve l s t u d i e s o f p r o c e s s e s a n d the ir social c o n s t r u c t i o n — i n o t h e r 
w o r d s , o f e t h n o g r a p h y sens i t ive t o its c o n t e x t o f h is tor ical pol i t ica l 
e c o n o m y . 3 

W h a t t h e a p p r o p r i a t e facts o f social t h e o r y are a n d h o w to r e p r e ­
s e n t t h e m c o m b i n i n g b o t h i n t e r p r e t a t i o n a n d e x p l a n a t i o n is t h u s a 
c u r r e n t top ic o f w i d e s p r e a d interes t that c a n b e p o s e d rhetor ica l ly 
a n d r e p e t i t i v e l y in theore t i ca l d i s c o u r s e , but c a n o n l y b e p u r s u e d in 
t h e d o i n g o f fieldwork a n d the wr i t ing o f e t h n o g r a p h y . T h i s is w h y 
e t h n o g r a p h y — h i t h e r t o wide ly v i e w e d o u t s i d e a n t h r o p o l o g y as m a r ­
g ina l in b o t h its pract ice ( m e r e descr ip t ion ) a n d its subject m a t t e r ( the 
p r i m i t i v e , t h e e x o t i c , a l ien o t h e r ) — h a s b e e n a p p r o p r i a t e d by a n u m ­
b e r o f f ie lds that s o m e t i m e s r e c o g n i z e a n t h r o p o l o g y ' s labor in this 
v i n e y a r d , a n d s o m e t i m e s d o n o t . 4 

3. This move toward the ethnographic in American academic political economy, I 
would argue, is related to a widely perceived decline of the post-World War I I interna­
tional order in which America has held a hegemonic position and to an undermining of 
the American form of the welfare state itself. A sense of profound transition in the 
foundations of domestic and international reality, as seen from the American perspec­
tive, has in turn been reflected intellectually in a widespread retreat from theoretically 
centralized and organized fields of knowledge. Goals of organizing scholarly practice in 
such diverse fields as history, the social sciences, literature, art, and architecture have 
given way to fragmentation and a spirit of experimentation that aims to explore ways to 
evoke and represent diversity in social life—to convey the richness of experience, to 
probe the meaning of details of everyday life, to remember symbols and associations 
long forgotten. Among the vehicles of experimentation, precocious in relation to this 
trend, is ethnography in anthropology. 

4. At the present moment, anthropology both attracts and repels those caught by 
the spirit of experimentation in a diversity of fields. It is ethnography that primarily 
attracts. We find philosophers, literary critics, historians, and political economists read­
ing ethnographies of the Balinese and Azande, not out of intrinsic interest in the sub­
ject mailer, bui for their distinctive textual devices and modes of exploring theoretical 
issues in I he process of ethnographic representation itself. I t is the traditional subject 
mailer of anthropology—the primitive or alien other—that primarily repels, or, rather, 
underfills ihe full potential of anthropology's relevance in a widespread intellectual 
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T h i s p a p e r e x p l o r e s h o w t h e c o n v e n t i o n s o f e t h n o g r a p h i c w r i t i n g 
a n d t h e e n t h o g r a p h i c p o s t u r e o f author i ty m e r g e in s i n g l e t ex t s w i t h 
t h e k i n d o f analyt ic tasks o f m a c r o s o c i a l t h e o r y m e n t i o n e d a b o v e . I n ­
d e e d , e t h n o g r a p h y h a s s h o w n t h e effects o f m a j o r e v e n t s a n d l a r g e 
s y s t e m s o n t h e e v e r y d a y l ife o f t h o s e usual ly p o r t r a y e d as v ic t ims ( the 
subjec t s o f e t h n o g r a p h y h a v e usual ly b e e n v ic t ims , or , b e c a u s e o f 
m o d e r n e n t h o g r a p h y ' s c o m m i t m e n t to social cr i t ic ism, t h e y h a v e at 
l east b e e n p o r t r a y e d as s u c h ) , but it has rare ly b e e n d i r e c t e d to a n ­
s w e r i n g m a c r o s o c i o l o g i c a l q u e s t i o n s a b o u t the causes o f e v e n t s o r t h e 
c o n s t i t u t i o n o f m a j o r s y s t e m s a n d p r o c e s s e s , usua l ly r e p r e s e n t e d m o r e 
f o r m a l l y a n d abstract ly in o t h e r c o n c e p t u a l l a n g u a g e s . 5 1 shal l a d d r e s s 

trend, which it has long anticipated. The figure of the primitive or the alien other is no 
longer as compelling as it was in similar experimental periods (e.g., the late nineteenth 
century and the 1920s and 1930s). Global homogenization is more credible than ever 
before, and though the challenge to discover and represent cultural diversity is strong, 
doing so in terms of spatio-temporal cultural preserves of otherness seems outmoded. 
Rather, the strongest forms of difference are now defined within our own capitalist cul­
tural realm, gender and lifestyle constructs being two prominent fields of representa­
tion for exploring difference. The Samoan or Trobriand islander, juxtaposed to us, is 
no longer as convincing or believable a figure for an alternative way of being as he once 
was in a less saliently perceived world order of interpenetrating common concerns. 
What is more, linked to this perception of the declining significance of the primitive is 
the notion that anthropology is losing its raison d'etre. I t is unfortunate, and certainly 
an artifact of current intellectual moods, both that strong evidence running counter to 
perceptions of homogenization is ignored for lack of interest, and that anthropology 
has been received in such a limited way, associated more with its exotic subject matter 
than with its distinctive mode of understanding reality. 

5. A sense of experimentation pervades contemporary ethnographic writing even 
among those who continue to write well within the tradition of realist conventions. 
What motivates experiments is the recognition of a much more complex world, which 
challenges the traditional modes of representing cultural difference in ethnographic 
writing. I view the experimental responses to this challenge as moving in two divergent 
directions. One trend of experimentation is intensely concerned with getting at the rep­
resentation of authentic other-cultural experience, with going beyond existing inter­
pretive or symbolic perspectives on cultural meaning toward the most deep-seated and 
radical level at which difference can be evoked. Some of these experiments, those that 
fix on differing cultural constructions of the person, remain true to realist conventions. 
Others shift more radically to modernist concerns with textual form; other cultural 
experience can only be evoked or represented by a fundamental change in the way we 
think about the construction of ethnographic texts. Dialogic interchanges between eth­
nographer and other, the sharing of textual authority with subjects themselves, auto­
biographical recounting as the only appropriate form for merging other cultural expe­
rience with the ethnographer's own—these are all attempts to change radically the way 
the conventional subject matter of ethnography has been constituted in order to convey 
authentically other cultural experience. 

T h e other trend of experimentation, and the one to which I limit myself in this 
paper, is relatively well satisfied with the means interpretive anthropology has devel­
oped to represent cultural difference, but instead explores new and more effective ways 
in which ethnographic texts can take account of the manner in which world-historical 
political economy constitutes their subjects. These experiments remain well within real­
ist conventions, but they are no less innovative in the kinds of texts they generate. 
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Ethnography and the Invisible Hand 

S i n c e t h e m i d - 1 9 7 0 s there has b e e n n o s h o r t a g e o f w o r k s a d ­
d r e s s i n g w h a t A n t h o n y G i d d e n s (1979) has ca l l ed t h e centra l p r o b ­
l e m s o f social t h e o r y : t h e i n t e g r a t i o n o f ac t ion p e r s p e c t i v e s , s t a n d i n g 
f o r t h e pos i t iv i s t p a r a d i g m p r e d o m i n a n t in p o s t w a r A n g l o - A m e r i c a n 
social t h o u g h t , wi th m e a n i n g p e r s p e c t i v e s , s t a n d i n g for t h e in ter ­
p r e t i v e p a r a d i g m , w h i c h has ef fect ive ly c h a l l e n g e d it. B u t f e w s u c h 
w o r k s h a v e b e e n p o s e d as t h e o r i e s o f pract ice , e l i d i n g for t h e m o m e n t 
t h e p e n c h a n t in W e s t e r n social t h o u g h t for abstract , a l l - e n c o m p a s s i n g 
p a r a d i g m a t i c s t r u c t u r e s to t h e o r y (Bourd ieu ' s Outline of a Theory of 
Practice [ 1 9 7 7 ] is p e r h a p s t h e key, a n d m o s t inf luent ia l , e x c e p t i o n ) . 
E v e n r a r e r a re w o r k s ful ly r e c o g n i z i n g that t h e c h a l l e n g e o f in ter ­
p r e t i v e a p p r o a c h e s d o e s n o t real ly p o s e a p r o b l e m of g r a n d t h e o r e t i ­
cal s y n t h e s i s so m u c h as p r o b l e m s o f t ex tua l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 6 

P e r h a p s t h e m o s t soph i s t i ca ted s t a t e m e n t o f t h e i n t i m a t e l i n k a g e 
b e t w e e n k n o w l e d g e o f m o d e r n soc ie ty a n d its r e p r e s e n t a t i o n in real ist 
g e n r e s o f w r i t i n g is i n t h e w o r k s o f Br i t i sh l i terary a n d cu l tura l crit ic 
R a y m o n d W i l l i a m s . It is w o r t h q u o t i n g h i m at l e n g t h f r o m a b o o k -
l e n g t h ser i e s o f i n t e r v i e w s that s u r v e y his wr i t ings : 

It is very striking that the classic technique devised in response to the impos­
sibility of understanding contemporary society from experience, the statistical 

6. One recent volume that does seem to locate the problem of integrating systems 
and meaning perspectives in that of textual representation is Advances in Social Theory 
and Methodology, edited by K. Knorr-Cetina and A. V. Cicourel (1981). As Knorr-Cetina 
frames the problem, advances in the study of microprocesses during the past decade or 
so have overwhelmed those in the study of macrosystems. The question then is not how 
micro and macro perspectives can be equally integrated, but how macro perspectives 
can be brought back into accounts of microsituations and processes. Knorr-Cetina re­
views three techniques for integrating micro and macro levels textually. First, the 
macrosystem may be portrayed as the mere summation of microsituations or processes. 
Second, the macro may be represented as a result of the totality of unintended conse­
quences emanating from the multitude of microsituations. Third , macrosystems may 
be represented as they are subtly imagined or registered within the ongoing life pro­
cesses of an intensely studied and interpreted microsituation. Knorr-Cetina dismisses 
the first technique, as do I . O f the remaining two, she finds the third most attractive and 
least problematic:. 

in de ta i l o n e m a j o r variety o f s u c h c o n t e m p o r a r y e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n 
w i t h t h e e t h n o g r a p h i c g e n r e — n a m e l y , its c o n t r i b u t i o n to t h e u n d e r ­
s t a n d i n g o f t h e o p e r a t i o n o f capital ist polit ical e c o n o m y . T h e g e n e r a l 
p o i n t s m a d e in t h e n e x t s ec t ion a b o u t the t ex tua l s tra teg ies o f s u c h 
e x p e r i m e n t s will t h e n b e d e v e l o p e d by an e x t e n d e d c o m m e n t a r y o n 
Paul Willis's Learning to Labour ( 1981 ) . 
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m o d e of analysis, had its precise origins within the period o f which you are 
speaking. For without the combination of statistical theory . . . and arrange­
ments for collection of statistical data . . . the society that was emerging out of 
the industrial revolution was literally unknowable. I tried to develop this con­
trast in The Country and the City between the knowable community, a term used 
with irony because what is known is shown to be incomplete, and the new 
sense of the darkly unknowable. . . . New forms had to be devised to pene­
trate what was rightly perceived to be to a large extent obscure. . . . From the 
industrial revolution onwards, qualitatively altering a permanent problem, 
there has deve loped a type o f society which is less interprétable from experi­
e n c e — m e a n i n g by experience a lived contact with the available articulations, 
including their comparison. T h e result is that we have become increasingly 
conscious of the positive power of techniques of analysis, which at their maxi­
m u m are capable of interpreting, let us say, the movements of an integrated 
world economy, and of the negative qualities of a naive observation which can 
never gain knowledge of realities like these. . . . Experience becomes a for­
bidden word, whereas what we ought to say about it is that it is a limited word, 
for there are many kinds of knowledge it will never give us, in any of its ordi­
nary senses. 

T h e general problem which has exercised many producers—perhaps more 
often in plays than in novels—is whether to break with the realist tradition 
altogether or to try to extend it. I think there is a case for seeing how far cer­
tain areas which the bourgeois form typically excluded could now be inte­
grated in the novel. . . . That has produced extreme complications for the 
traditional form because it did depend, in my view, on the idea of a knowable 
community, and now we are faced with the .fact that this cannot be called 
a community and is not knowable in former ways. T h e result is an extreme 
crisis of form. . . . But I think that a much more extensive theoretical discus­
sion of the possibilities in all the available forms is necessary. . . . Alongside 
this theoretical debate we need a lot of examples of practice, so that people 
can see how far a particular form can be taken. We must be very experimental 
about i t . (Williams i g 8 i : 1 6 4 - 6 5 , 2 7 2 - 7 3 ) 

For this e x p e r i m e n t a l a n d e t h n o g r a p h i c m o m e n t in t h e h i s t o r y o f 
W e s t e r n social theory , Wi l l iams has prec i se ly d e f i n e d tex t c o n s t r u c t i o n 
as t h e cruc ib le for i n t e g r a t i n g t h e m a c r o in to t h e m i c r o , c o m b i n i n g 
a c c o u n t s o f i m p e r s o n a l sys tems i n t o r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f loca l l i fe as 
cu l tura l f o r m s b o t h a u t o n o m o u s a n d c o n s t i t u t e d by the l a r g e r o r d e r . 
It is n o t i m p o r t a n t that Wi l l iams is ta lk ing a b o u t t h e n o v e l , w h e r e a s w e 
a r e d e a l i n g wi th e t h n o g r a p h y a n d in terpre t ive analys is . W i t h t h e lat­
t er in f a s h i o n , pract ical p r o b l e m s o f d e s c r i p t i o n a n d e x p o s i t i o n h a v e 
b e c o m e m u c h l ike t h e p r o b l e m s o f the socialist realist n o v e l in t h e 
t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , Will iams's p r i m a r y c o n c e r n . 

W i l l i a m s s h a r e s t h e E n g l i s h Marxis t t radi t ion , a n d part icu lar ly its 
e m p h a s i s o n c u l t u r e , w i th t h o s e w h o s e e m to b e p r o d u c i n g t h e m o s t 
s o p h i s t i c a t e d real ist e t h n o g r a p h y , sens i t ive to p r o b l e m s o f cu l tura l 

m e a n i n g , y e t in s i s t en t o n e m b e d d i n g analyses o f e v e r y d a y l i fe in 
M a r x i s t p e r s p e c t i v e s o n capital ist pol it ical e c o n o m y . H e h a s o b v i o u s l y 
b e e n a m a j o r i n f l u e n c e o n Marxi s t scholars o f cu l ture , e spec ia l ly t h o s e , 
s u c h as Paul Wil l is , w h o h a v e f o u n d a t ex tua l m e d i u m in e t h n o g r a p h y . 
W i l l i a m s d e f i n e s t h e p r o b l e m for t h o s e e t h n o g r a p h e r s c o n c e r n e d as 
wr i t er s e q u a l l y w i t h f o r m s o f l ife a n d w o r l d sys tems . 

G i v e n t h e past c o m m i t m e n t o f a n t h r o p o l o g y to hol i s t ic r e p r e s e n ­
ta t ion a n d a l lus ion in e t h n o g r a p h y , h o w m i g h t an a d e q u a t e a c c o u n t 
b e c o n s t r u c t e d in t h e t e r m s w e h a v e so far d i s c u s s e d ? W h a t is h o l i s m 
o n c e t h e l i n e b e t w e e n the local w o r l d s o f subjects a n d t h e g loba l w o r l d 
o f s y s t e m s b e c o m e s radical ly b lurred? H o w , t h e n , is t h e r e p r e s e n t a ­
t iona l s p a c e o f t h e realist e t h n o g r a p h y to b e textual ly b o u n d e d a n d 
c o n t a i n e d in t h e c o m p e l l i n g r e c o g n i t i o n o f the l arger s y s t e m s c o n t e x t s 
o f a n y e t h n o g r a p h i c subjects? T w o m o d e s o f text c o n s t r u c t i o n s u g g e s t 
t h e m s e l v e s . 

First, by s e q u e n t i a l narrat ive a n d the ef fect o f s imul tane i ty , t h e 
e t h n o g r a p h e r m i g h t try in a s ing le text to r e p r e s e n t m u l t i p l e , b l ind ly 
i n t e r d e p e n d e n t loca les , e a c h e x p l o r e d e t h n o g r a p h i c a l l y a n d m u t u a l l y 
l i n k e d by t h e i n t e n d e d a n d u n i n t e n d e d c o n s e q u e n c e s o f act ivit ies 
w i t h i n t h e m . I f t h e i n t e n t w e r e m e r e l y to d e m o n s t r a t e r a n d o m in ter -
d e p e n d e n c i e s by w h i c h e v e r y o n e is u n e x p e c t e d l y c o n n e c t e d t o e v e r y ­
o n e e l s e in t h e m o d e r n w o r l d , if on ly y o u l o o k e d h a r d e n o u g h , this 
w o u l d b e a n a b s u r d a n d po in t l e s s p r o j e c t — t o s h o w , say, t h e c o n n e c ­
t i o n b e t w e e n m e n t a l h e a l t h in A m e r i c a a n d the pr ice o f tea in C h i n a . 
R a t h e r , t h e p o i n t o f this k i n d o f project w o u l d b e to start w i t h s o m e 
p r i o r v i e w o f a s y s t e m a n d to p r o v i d e a n e t h n o g r a p h i c a c c o u n t o f it, 
by s h o w i n g t h e f o r m s o f local life that t h e sys t em e n c o m p a s s e s , a n d 
t h e n l e a d i n g t o n o v e l o r r e v i s e d v i ews o f t h e n a t u r e o f t h e s y s t e m it­
self, t r a n s l a t i n g its abstract qual i t ies in to m o r e ful ly h u m a n t e r m s . 

M a r k e t s ( A d a m Smith's invis ible h a n d ) a n d capital ist m o d e s o f 
p r o d u c t i o n , d i s t r i b u t i o n , a n d c o n s u m p t i o n (Marx's v e r s i o n o f t h e in ­
vis ible h a n d — c o m m o d i t y fe t i sh i sm) are p e r h a p s t h e m o s t o b v i o u s 
v i e w s o f s y s t e m s as objects for e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n wi th mul t i - l oca le e t h ­
n o g r a p h i e s . T h e s e w o u l d e x p l o r e two or m o r e locales a n d s h o w t h e i r 
i n t e r c o n n e c t i o n s o v e r t i m e a n d s i m u l t a n e o u s l y . W h i l e t h e r e a r e t e x t s 
l ike this in fiction ( for e x a m p l e , A l e k s a n d e r Solzheni tsyn's The First 
Circle), I k n o w o f n o n e in the l i terature o f e t h n o g r a p h y . H o w e v e r , 
s u c h m u k i - l o c a l e e t h n o g r a p h y is o f t e n e v o k e d these days , e spec ia l ly 
a m o n g cer ta in pol i t ical e c o n o m i s t s , as a sort o f ideal for e x p e r i m e n t a ­
t i o n in real is t e t h n o g r a p h y . 

T h e diff icult ies o f wr i t ing s u c h a w o r k are wel l i l lustrated by ex is t ­
i n g j o u r n a l i s t i c a c c o u n t s that d o a p p r o x i m a t e the e t h n o g r a p h i c , s u c h 
as S t e p h e n Fay's Beyond Greed (1982), a n inqu iry in to t h e r e c e n t at-
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a r e . I n h i s s t u d y o f w o r k i n g class y o u t h in a s c h o o l s e t t ing , Wil l i s 
wr i t e s in t h e s e c o n d m o d e o f strategical ly s i tuated e t h n o g r a p h y , d i s ­
c u s s e d in t h e n e x t s ec t i on . H e r e it is i n t e r e s t i n g to n o t e that Wil l i s a n d 
o t h e r e t h n o g r a p h e r s w h o wr i t e expl ic i t ly w i t h i n t h e M a r x i s t t h e o r e t i ­
cal t r a d i t i o n (e .g . , M i c h a e l T a u s s i g in The Devil and Commodity Fetishism 
in South America) h a v e t h e p o w e r f u l a d v a n t a g e o f p l a c i n g the l a r g e r 
o r d e r i n t h e b a c k g r o u n d w h i l e f o c u s i n g in tense ly u p o n a c lose ly o b ­
s e r v e d l o c a l e as e t h n o g r a p h i c subject . B e c a u s e famil iarity, o r at least 
a c q u a i n t a n c e , w i t h the Marx i s t f r a m e w o r k can b e a s s u m e d o n t h e par t 
o f t h e r e a d e r , m u c h o f t h e w o r k o f i n v e n t i n g a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e 
l a r g e r o r d e r is a c c o m p l i s h e d m e r e l y by o r i e n t i n g or r e f e r r i n g t h e s i tu­
a t e d e t h n o g r a p h y to i s sues o f Marx i s t theory . T h e Marxi s t s y s t e m is 
there, s o t o s p e a k , t o b e i n v o k e d . A c o m m i t m e n t to it by t h e e t h ­
n o g r a p h e r m a k e s it avai lable as a n i m a g e o f s y s t e m w o r k e d i n t o t h e 
e t h n o g r a p h y . (I a m n o t , o f c o u s e , s u g g e s t i n g that this is w h y t h e c o m ­
m i t m e n t is m a d e by a wri ter , a n d in the c u r r e n t f r a g m e n t a t i o n o f 
p a r a d i g m s , s o m e v e r s i o n o f a Marxis t f r a m e w o r k is avai lable t h r o u g h 
m o r e ec lec t i c f o r m s o f it, s u c h as w o r l d - s y s t e m theory , to s cho lars w i t h 
n o p r e v i o u s c o m m i t m e n t to M a r x i s m . ) It is the m o s t s o p h i s t i c a t e d a n d 
c o h e r e n t f r a m e w o r k for c o n c e p t u a l i z i n g m o d e r n soc ie t i es to s u r v i v e 
t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y . E x p l o r i n g the cu l tura l m e a n i n g s o f t h e p r o ­
d u c t i o n o f l abor o r c o m m o d i t y f e t i sh i sm p r o v i d e s t ex tua l m e a n s f o r 
b r i n g i n g t h e l a r g e r o r d e r in to t h e s p a c e o f e t h n o g r a p h y . 

T h u s , it m i g h t b e e x p e c t e d that wi th this a d v a n t a g e , t h e m o s t so ­
p h i s t i c a t e d e x p e r i m e n t s in e t h n o g r a p h y sens i t ive to pol i t ical e c o n o m y 
m i g h t init ial ly ar ise w i t h i n t h e Marx i s t t radi t ion , or at least a M a r x i s t 
f r a m e w o r k , a n d this s e e m s to b e the case . O f c o u r s e , e v e n t u a l l y t h e 
r e a d y - m a d e M a r x i s t c o n s t r u c t may n o t b e an a d v a n t a g e . It is a s h o r t 
c u t that c a n l eave m a n y o f t h e a m b i g u i t i e s in Marx i s t m a c r o - s y s t e m 
c o n c e p t s u n p a c k e d , e v e n t h o u g h e t h n o g r a p h e r s are w o r k i n g crea ­
t ive ly w i t h i n it. F u r t h e r m o r e , it can s t a n d in t h e way o f t h e p o s s i b l e 
i n v e n t i o n o f n e w s y s t e m p e r s p e c t i v e s w o r k i n g u p f r o m e t h n o g r a p h y . 
C o n v e r s e l y , e t h n o g r a p h i c projects potent ia l ly p r o v i d e p o w e r f u l in t er ­
n a l cr i t iques a n d a d a p t a t i o n s o f the Marx i s t t h e o r y o f cap i ta l i sm t o 
c h a n g i n g g l o b a l c o n d i t i o n s . I n a n y case , t h e Marx i s t s y s t e m i m a g e r y 
r e m a i n s t h e m o s t c o n v e n i e n t a n d c o m p r e h e n s i v e f r a m e w o r k f o r e m ­
b e d d i n g s i n g l e - l o c a l e e t h n o g r a p h y in pol i t ical e c o n o m y . 

Paul Willis's Learning to Labour 

Willis's subject is, b r o a d l y s p e a k i n g , h o w best to u n d e r s t a n d la­
b o r in capital is t s o c i e t y — h o w it is c o n s t i t u t e d as cu l tura l e x p e r i e n c e . 
A s Karl Po lany i e m p h a s i z e d in The Great Transformation (1944) , t h e re -

t e m p t by t h e H u n t b r o t h e r s o f Dal las a n d the ir S a u d i al l ies to c o r n e r 
t h e w o r l d s i lver m a r k e t . T h e narrat ive c o m p l e x i t y is c o n s i d e r a b l e in 
a n a c c o u n t l ike this , w h i c h in fact is d e a l i n g w i t h the h u m a n d i m e n ­
s i o n s o f t h e o p e r a t i o n o f the invis ible h a n d , m a r k e t s , in capital ist s o ­
c ie t ies . T o tell h i s story, Fay h a s to j u g g l e o v e r a d o z e n loca les a n d 
actors ' p e r s p e c t i v e s , s i m u l t a n e o u s l y a n d b l ind ly i n f l u e n c i n g o n e a n ­
o t h e r , a n d in a d d i t i o n h e m u s t sus ta in a narrat ive s e q u e n c e o f e v e n t s . 
H e e x p l a i n s h o w c o m m o d i t y m a r k e t s work; h e s p e c u l a t e s a b o u t w h a t 
t h e H u n t s o f Da l la s a r e t h i n k i n g , as wel l as p o r t r a y i n g t h e i r soc ia l 
b a c k g r o u n d ; h e d o e s t h e s a m e for the Saud i s ; h e e x p l a i n s t h e o p e r a ­
t i ons o f f e d e r a l r e g u l a t o r y a g e n c i e s a n d o t h e r b u r e a u c r a c i e s , as we l l 
as t h e i r r e s p o n s e to e v e n t s ; h e e x p l a i n s t h e p e r s p e c t i v e s a n d a c t i o n s o f 
o t h e r m a j o r c o m m o d i t y t raders ; a n d h e d e s c r i b e s m a n - o n - t h e - s t r e e t 
a n d i n d u s t r y r e a c t i o n s to t h e crisis in the si lver m a r k e t . N o w this is t h e 
k i n d o f subject that e t h n o g r a p h y o u g h t to b e able to take o n , e s p e ­
cially i f it i n t e n d s t o say s o m e t h i n g a b o u t the c u l t u r e o f capital is t so ­
c ie t ies . Fay's b o o k is a d e m o n s t r a t i o n a n d success fu l h a n d l i n g ( for a 
j o u r n a l i s t , if p e r h a p s n o t for a n e t h n o g r a p h e r ) o f the pract ical diffi­
cu l t i e s i n c o n s t r u c t i n g a mul t i - l oca le a c c o u n t o f a s y s t e m o r a m a j o r 
social d r a m a e n c o m p a s s e d by it. 

I n t h e s e c o n d , m u c h m o r e m a n a g e a b l e , m o d e , the e t h n o g r a p h e r 
c o n s t r u c t s t h e t ex t a r o u n d a strategical ly s e l ec ted loca le , t r e a t i n g t h e 
s y s t e m as b a c k g r o u n d , albeit w i t h o u t l o s i n g s ight o f t h e fact that it 
is in t egra l ly cons t i tu t ive o f cu l tura l l ife w i th in the b o u n d e d subjec t 
m a t t e r . T h e rhe tor i ca l a n d s e l f - consc ious e m p h a s i s o n t h e s trateg ic 
a n d p u r p o s e f u l s i t u a t i n g o f e t h n o g r a p h y is a n i m p o r t a n t m o v e in 
s u c h w o r k s , l i n k i n g it to b r o a d e r i s sues o f pol it ical e c o n o m y . T h e fact 
is t h a t t h e s i tua t ing o f m o s t a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l e t h n o g r a p h y — w h y this 
g r o u p r a t h e r t h a n a n o t h e r , w h y this loca le r a t h e r t h a n a n o t h e r — h a s 
n o t b e e n a c k n o w l e d g e d as a m a j o r p r o b l e m , o r at least as a n i s sue t h a t 
re la t e s to a n y b r o a d e r a im o f r e s e a r c h . I n s t e a d , it has o f t e n b e e n d i c ­
t a t e d b y o p p o r t u n i t y . N o t so wi th a n e t h n o g r a p h y sens i t ive t o pol i t ica l 
e c o n o m y , w h i c h m u s t a n s w e r t h e q u e s t i o n , " W h y prec i se ly are y o u in 
this l o c a l e r a t h e r t h a n a n o t h e r ? " T h i s rhetor ica l s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s 
a b o u t t h e s e l e c t i o n a n d b o u n d i n g o f t h e e t h n o g r a p h i c subject s h o u l d 
b e s e e n as a pract ical f o r e s h o r t e n i n g o f the idea l , b u t less m a n a g e a b l e , 
m u l t i - l o c a l e s y s t e m s e t h n o g r a p h y . O t h e r o p t i o n s o r a l t ernat ives f o r 
s i t u a t i n g t h e e t h n o g r a p h y are always p r e s e n t . O n e is o b l i g e d t o b e 
s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y j u s t i f y i n g (or strategic) in t h e p l a c e m e n t o f e t h n o g r a ­
p h y prec i s e ly b e c a u s e o f sensit ivity to t h e b r o a d e r s y s t e m r e p r e s e n t a ­
t i o n t h a t is at s take , f o r e s h o r t e n e d by t h e pract ical a d v a n t a g e o f e t h ­
n o g r a p h y fixed in a s i n g l e locale . 

T h e s e t w o m o d e s ar e t h u s n o t m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e c o n c e p t u a l l y — 
t h e s e c o n d is a c o m p r o m i s e d v e r s i o n o f the first—but. t ex tua l ly they 
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e x p e r i e n c e r e s o n a t e s in t h e s e o t h e r critical locales ( the h o m e loca le 
a n d p a r e n t a l p e r s p e c t i v e s h o w that t h e cu l ture is g e n e r a t i o n a l l y re ­
p r o d u c e d , b u t a l so that the s c h o o l , n o t the h o m e , is its site o f f o r m a ­
t i o n ; t h e s h o p floor loca le s h o w s the c o n t i n u i t y o f o p p o s i t i o n a l c u l t u r e 
in t h e w o r k c o n t e x t a n d its very d i f f e r e n t c o n s e q u e n c e s ) . S o t h e r e is a 
v e r y spec i f ic a n d s trateg ic c i r c u m s c r i b i n g o f t h e s y s t e m p o r t r a y e d in 
t h e t ex t f o r t h e p u r p o s e s o f Willis's a r g u m e n t . H e pays s o m e a t t e n t i o n 
to m i d d l e class c u l t u r e , as m a n i f e s t e d in staff a n d o t h e r s t u d e n t s , a n d 
h e r e c o g n i z e s d is t inct p e r s p e c t i v e s for girls , West I n d i a n s , a n d A s i a n s , 
b u t m a i n l y h e k e e p s to a s c h o o l - s i t u a t e d e t h n o g r a p h y o f his t w e l v e 
n o n c o n f o r m i s t boys . 

T h i s e t h n o g r a p h y , a r r a n g e d by topical h e a d i n g s , is p r e s e n t e d as 
v e r b a t i m d i s c u s s i o n s a m o n g t h e lads , with the a u t h o r p r e s e n t as in t er ­
l o c u t o r . S t r a i g h t f o r w a r d c o m m e n t a r y e l a b o r a t i n g o n t h e d i s c o u r s e al­
t e r n a t e s w i t h c u t t i n g s o f d i a l o g u e f r o m g r o u p d i s cus s ions wi th Wil l i s . 
T h e r e are occas iona l d e s c r i p t i o n s o f t h e a t m o s p h e r e o f the s c h o o l as a 
p l a c e , b u t t h e r e p o r t i n g o f d i a l o g u e is t h e m a i n f o r m o f e t h n o g r a p h i c 
e v i d e n c e e m p l o y e d by Will is . T h e d i s t inc t iveness o f the e t h n o g r a p h y 
t h u s l ies n o t so m u c h in its s u s t a i n e d narrat ive t e c h n i q u e , b u t in its 
c o n s t r u c t i v e m o v e s : h o w it d e f i n e s topics , shifts f r o m o n e loca le to a n ­
o t h e r , j u x t a p o s e s o t h e r p e r s p e c t i v e s a n d thus b r i n g s the l arger w o r l d , 
in w h i c h t h e y o u t h s are e m b e d d e d , occas iona l ly i n t o f o c u s . 

T h e m o s t sa l i ent o r g a n i z a t i o n a l m o v e in t h e tex t is its b i f u r c a t i o n 
i n t o a first par t l abe l l ed " E t h n o g r a p h y " a n d a s e c o n d part l a b e l l e d 
"Analys i s ." Clear ly Willis sees e t h n o g r a p h y pr imar i ly as a m e t h o d , 
a n d in t ex t o r g a n i z a t i o n it m u s t b e set o f f a n d r e p r e s e n t e d as s u c h . 
T h i s first par t is p r e s u m a b l y t h e data , b u t it is as m u c h analys is as 
d e s c r i p t i o n . T h e s e c o n d part , "Analysis ," is really a theore t i ca l ref lec­
t i o n o n t h e first part , as wel l as a m a n i f e s t o for t h e v a l u e o f e t h n o g r a ­
p h y in r e s e a r c h o n pol i t ical e c o n o m y . It re l ies o n j a r g o n a n d abstrac­
t ions , b u t is rhetor ica l ly c o n s t r u c t e d u p o n r e f e r e n c e s back to t h e 
natura l i s t r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e boys ' c u l t u r e o f the first part . C lear ly 
Wil l i s s ee s t h e n e e d to abstract t h e theoret ica l c o n t r i b u t i o n o f e t h ­
n o g r a p h y f r o m t h e actual wr i t ing o f e t h n o g r a p h i c d e s c r i p t i o n . T h i s is 
n o t t h e s i m p l e d e s c r i p t i o n / t h e o r y d i c h o t o m y that s e e m s to b e p r e ­
s e n t e d . T h e r e a re t w o d i f f e r e n t levels o f analyt ic d i s c o u r s e , t h e s e c o n d 
r e l y i n g f o r its e f fect o n t h e fact o f the first p r e c e d i n g it. T h e first par t 
p r o v i d e s a c e r t a i n author i ty for t h e validity a n d authent i c i ty o f t h e 
t h e o r e t i c a l e l a b o r a t i o n s o f t h e s e c o n d part . B y s e p a r a t i n g e t h n o g r a ­
p h y f r o m ana lys i s , Wil l i s ga ins a f r e e d o m o f e x p o s i t i o n , in w h i c h his 
o w n e l a b o r a t i o n s o f t h e lads' e m b e d d e d cr i t ique o f capi ta l i sm s e e m a 
n a t u r a l e x t e n s i o n o f this cr i t ique by tak ing of f f r o m a n e t h n o g r a p h i c 
p l a t f o r m . O n l y in t h e a p p e n d i x d o e s h e self-critically d e m o n s t r a t e his 

d u c t i o n o f a n y h u m a n r e s o u r c e to a c o m m o d i t y b y m a r k e t d i s c i p l i n e 
m u s t neces sar i l y b e i n c o m p l e t e a n d a fiction. T h e r e is a n e e d to d e ­
m y s t i f y c o m m o d i t y f e t i sh i sm o f var ious sorts a n d t o u n d e r s t a n d labor 
as a fu l ly h u m a n p r o c e s s . T h e cul tural a n d social s t u d y o f w o r k i n g 
c lasses h a s b e e n t h e major rat iona le for b o t t o m - u p , e t h n o g r a p h i c 
s t u d i e s in t h e Marx i s t t rad i t ion , a n d part icularly in t h e Bri t i sh Marx i s t 
t rad i t i on . 

T h e r e is a very l o n g tradi t ion in E n g l a n d o f f o c u s i n g a t t e n t i o n o n 
t h e p r o b l e m o f t h e p o o r , e x t e n d i n g f r o m the i n c e p t i o n o f m a r k e t 
c a p i t a l i s m a n d t h e paral le l d e v e l o p m e n t o f a s c i e n c e o f e c o n o m i c s t o 
t h e p r e s e n t . T h e in i t ia t ion o f a n e t h n o g r a p h i c t rad i t ion w i t h i n M a r x ­
i s m t h r o u g h Engels 's firsthand a c c o u n t s o f the w o r k i n g class a n d fac­
tory c o n d i t i o n s in M a n c h e s t e r was jus t a c o n t i n u a t i o n o f this l ine o f 
i n q u i r y in Br i t i sh inte l l ec tua l l ife, b u t n o w e n c o m p a s s e d w i t h i n t h e 
m o s t sys temat i c a n d p o w e r f u l theoret ica l f r a m e w o r k for u n d e r s t a n d ­
i n g m o d e r n W e s t e r n polit ical e c o n o m y . T h e in teres t in t h e e v e r y d a y 
l i fe a n d c o n d i t i o n s o f t h e w o r k i n g classes has c o n t i n u e d a m o n g soc ia l 
sc ient i s t s a n d l i terary critics w h o ident i fy t h e m s e l v e s as Marx i s t s a n d 
social i s ts . Willis's s t u d y o f w o r k i n g class boys at s c h o o l is firmly a n d 
s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y w i t h i n this tradi t ion , a n d his e t h n o g r a p h y is m e a n t to 
i m p r o v e u p o n t h e qual i ty o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g class f o r m a t i o n p r o c e s s e s 
that h a v e l o n g b e e n t h e focal c o n c e r n o f Marx i s t scho lars in E n g l a n d . 

Specif ical ly , Wil l is s trategical ly locates his subject m a t t e r as t h e o p ­
p o s i t i o n a l c u l t u r e that w h i t e w o r k i n g class ma le s create in s c h o o l . H i s 
e t h n o g r a p h y is r e p l e t e wi th r e f e r e n c e s to o t h e r locales in w h i c h his 
subjec t s l ive , s u c h as the h o m e , s treet , a n d d a n c e hall , b u t h e c h o o s e s 
t h e s c h o o l e n v i r o n m e n t b e c a u s e this is w h e r e class confl ict has a day-
to -day m a n i f e s t a t i o n , a n d it is w h e r e t h e critical d e v e l o p m e n t o f c lass 
c o n s c i o u s n e s s o c c u r s a m o n g n o n c o n f o r m i s t y o u t h s , a c o n s c i o u s n e s s 
a n d se t o f o r i e n t a t i o n s t h e y take to t h e s h o p floor af ter l e a v i n g s c h o o l . 
Willis's key a r g u m e n t res ides in t h e i rony that a cu l tura l f o r m c r e a t e d 
f r o m res i s tance to d o m i n a n t class i n d o c t r i n a t i o n in the s c h o o l b e ­
c o m e s t h e a d a p t i v e m e a n s o f a c c o m m o d a t i o n to fac tory l i fe . 

Willis's e t h n o g r a p h i c f o c u s is a g r o u p o f twe lve b o y s in a w o r k i n g 
class s c h o o l , l i n k e d by f r i e n d s h i p a n d a m u t u a l r e c o g n i t i o n o f t h e c o n ­
sp iracy in the ir n o n c o n f o r m i s m . Will is n o t e s that c o n t r o l s tud ie s w e r e 
d o n e a m o n g c o n f o r m i s t b o y s o f m i d d l e - c l a s s b a c k g r o u n d , l a b e l l e d 
"ear'o les" by t h e n o n c o n f o r m i s t s , a n d also a m o n g c o n f o r m i s t w o r k i n g 
class lads . B u t t h e s e o t h e r r e f e r e n c e s are o n l y b r o u g h t occas iona l ly 
i n t o t h e text . Centra l ly h e is c o n c e r n e d wi th a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e 
o p p o s i t i o n a l c u l t u r e a m o n g his twe lve lads , a n d wi th s o m e s h i f t i n g to 
s h o p floor a n d h o m e e n v i r o n m e n t s (d i s cus s ions wi th parent s ) to s h o w 
h o w t h e focal ly r e p r e s e n t e d o p p o s i t i o n a l c u l t u r e c r e a t e d f r o m s c h o o l 
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7. Perhaps the most devastating flaw, from the perspective of a methodologically 
minded social science, is the self-fulfilling and circular manner in which Willis selected 
his sample and makes broader claims from it. Though he did control studies among 
conformist working class youth, he by fiat draws his boundary of concern around the 
manifestly cultural form of nonconformist boys without examining the process by 
which some become conformist and others do not. Rather he is interested in the given 
of nonconformism and sees it as the heart of working class consciousness and culture. 
T h e problem and process of variation do not bother him much. This is perhaps the 
ideological bias of the work. While it is an immensely attractive project to locate and 
evoke vividly a cultural form in origin and then to show its continuities in other locales, 
Willis's work is flawed. This stacking of the deck in sampling would not be so noticeable 
if Willis did not explicitly employ the rhetoric of formalist sociology's concern with 
method in his writing. Generalization from ethnography is a classic problem, and is 
even more saliently so in ethnography sensitive to political economy, but to adopt the 
methodologist's rhetoric is to weaken the suggestive power of ethnography, which is tra­
ditionally where its will to generalize has lain. 

8. Other recent works that experiment with the representation of the experience 
of ethnographic subjects and the systems of political economy that interpenetrate their 
lives are Michael Taussig's The Devil and Commodity Fetishism in South America ( 1980) and 
the paper by Daniel Bertaux and Isabelle Bertaux-Wiame (1981) on the survival of ar­
tisanal bakeries in France. The latter very much resembles Willis's effort, except that its 
subject is the petite bourgeoisie rather than the working class. Taussig's book is pre­
sented less self-consciously as ethnography and more as an argument about the folk 
critical perspective on capitalism creatively developed by those being proletarianized (in 
this, his book shares an important claim with Willis's ethnography, from which is de­
rived much of the attraction and promise of interpretive ethnography that is sensitive 
to political economy: that it can discuss and articulate for the literate middle classes 
novel and insightful critiques of society embedded in the talk and life worlds of those 
most patently victimized by capitalism). Nonetheless, Taussig depends on his authority 
as an ethnographer, even though the ethnography remains in the wings and is only 
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crit ical s u b t e x t o f h e d g e s that r u n s t h r o u g h Willis's b o o k a n d w r e s t l e s 
w i t h all t h e p r e v i o u s l y d i s c u s s e d p r o b l e m s assoc ia ted wi th t h e w r i t i n g 
o f e t h n o g r a p h i e s sens i t ive to polit ical e c o n o m y . It s trains b e t w e e n t h e 
t w o t e x t u a l m o d e s w e h a v e d i s c u s s e d : it takes the f o r m o f s trateg ica l ly 
s i t u a t e d e t h n o g r a p h y , b u t cons tant ly has t h e ideal o f m u l t i - l o c a l e e t h ­
n o g r a p h y in v iew. A s w e shall s ee , it d e v e l o p s b o t h o f the a l t ernat ive s 
f o r m e r g i n g t h e m a c r o a n d m i c r o p e r s p e c t i v e s that Kar in K n o r r -
C e t i n a ( 1981 ) r e v i e w s (see f o o t n o t e 6). It e m b r a c e s t h e c o n v e n t i o n s o f 
r e a l i s m , ye t u n d e r s t a n d s the ir l imitat ions . By t h e i n c l u s i o n o f t h e 
a b o v e m e n t i o n e d a p p e n d i x , in w h i c h t h e reac t ions o f the subjects to 
t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r ' s a c c o u n t o f t h e m are s a m p l e d , it s ignals a w a r e n e s s 
o f a p o s s i b l e h e r m e n e u t i c cr i t ique o f its c la ims, a n d o f t h e p e r s i s t i n g 
p r o b l e m o f t rans la t ing t h e oral in to t h e l iterary. Finally, it p r o v i d e s t h e 
s t r o n g e s t pos s ib l e s t a t e m e n t o f the i m p o r t a n c e o f e t h n o g r a p h y f o r 
t h e r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f h i g h t h e o r y by c o m p l e x i f y i n g t h e d e t e r m i n a t i o n 
o f e v e n t s a n d ac t ions at any p o i n t in a n abstractly c o n c e i v e d soc ia l o r ­
d e r . Wil l is d e m o n s t r a t e s w h a t statistical a p p r o a c h e s c a n n o t d o a n d 
h o w t h e y in fact overs impl i fy . T h e b o o k is wr i t ten wi th a s t r o n g c o m ­
m i t m e n t to M a r x i s t t h e o r y , b u t it r e c o g n i z e s the va lue o f s imi lar k i n d s 
o f e t h n o g r a p h i c s tud ie s b e y o n d t h e critical f o c u s u p o n t h e w o r k i n g 
c lass . It is t h u s the m o s t c o m p r e h e n s i v e m e d i t a t i o n o n a t r e n d o f e x ­
p e r i m e n t a t i o n that s e e k s to a d a p t t h e wr i t ing o f e t h n o g r a p h y t o take 
i n t o a c c o u n t l a r g e r i s sues o f pol it ical e c o n o m y a n d b r o a d e r vistas o f 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 

Willis's Main Conceptual Moves 

The idea of cultural forms forged by resistance and accommodation to 
capitalist institutions. I n o p e n i n g his s tudy, Willis says, "I v iew t h e cul ­
tura l , n o t s i m p l y as a se t o f t r a n s f e r r e d in terna l s t ruc tures (as in t h e 
u s u a l n o t i o n s o f soc ia l i sat ion) n o r as t h e pass ive resu l t o f t h e ac t i on o f 
d o m i n a n t i d e o l o g y d o w n w a r d s (as in cer ta in k inds o f M a r x i s m ) , b u t at 
l eas t in par t as t h e p r o d u c t o f co l lec t ive h u m a n prax i s" (4). A p p r o p r i ­
a te t o a M a r x i s t f o r w h o m the p r o b l e m a t i c g i v e n is t h e capital ist o v e r ­
lay u p o n h u m a n divers i ty , cu l ture is n o t w h a t p r e e x i s t s this h i s tor ic 
over lay , b u t is h o w h u m a n s w h o s e l ives are s tructural ly d e f i n e d by in ­
s t i tu t iona l ly e n a c t e d capital ist pr inc ip l e s r e s p o n d to t h e m in t h e i r 

selectively brought on stage, so to speak, to provide a legitimating rhetoric for his 
mixed-mode, self-consciously moralistic and broadly transcendent purpose. Neither 
Taussig nor Bertaux and Bertaux-Wiame have written the kind of probing, meditative 
subtext about the nature of such ethnography that Willis has. Nor have they touched as 
comprehensively on so many major issues of writing such ethnography. 

a u t h o r i a l artif ice. T h e r e h e p r e s e n t s v e r b a t i m d i a l o g u e d e p i c t i n g t h e 
b o y s ' r e a c t i o n t o the ir r e a d i n g o f his b o o k . T h e y c a n re la te t o t h e i r 
o w n w o r d s , b u t n o t to Willis's in t erpre t ive e l a b o r a t i o n s o f the ir w o r l d 
v iew. A p p r o p r i a t e l y , h e a r g u e s that this fa i lure o f r e c o g n i t i o n is i t se l f a 
v a l i d a t i o n o f t h e i r re j ec t ion o f "mental" labor , w h i c h scho lar ly p r o d ­
u c t s e m b o d y , in favor o f "manua l" labor a n d i m m e d i a t e e x p e r i e n c e , 
a n o p p o s i t i o n at t h e h e a r t o f w o r k i n g class cu l ture . T h u s , w h e t h e r i n 
fact , o n c l o s e i n s p e c t i o n , t h e theore t i ca l d i s cus s ions o f par t 2 c a n b e 
d e r i v e d f r o m t h e e t h n o g r a p h i c d i s cus s ions o f part 1 is a n o p e n q u e s ­
t i o n ; t h e p o i n t is that rhetor ica l ly t h e y are ef fect ive ly s o d e r i v e d . 

B e f o r e p r o c e e d i n g to a d i s cus s ion o f Willis's specif ic c la ims f o r 
e t h n o g r a p h y , it is w o r t h s ta t ing briefly w h y this part icu lar w o r k m e r i t s 
s o m u c h a t t e n t i o n . D e s p i t e several flaws,7 w h i c h Willis c o n f r o n t s in a 
r e v e a l i n g a f t e r w o r d a d d e d to t h e A m e r i c a n e d i t i o n , Learning to La­
bour, in its a m b i t i o n a n d g r a s p o f the p r o b l e m s o f a c h i e v i n g a t ex t that 
p r o b e s t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f its subjects w h i l e a d e q u a t e l y r e p r e s e n t i n g 
t h e l a r g e r o r d e r i n w h i c h t h e y are i m p l i c a t e d , s tands as t h e state o f t h e 
art f o r e t h n o g r a p h i e s that r e m a i n wi th in realist (or, as Will is ca te ­
g o r i z e s t h e m , natural is t ) c o n v e n t i o n s o f w r i t i n g . 8 T h e r e is a self-
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a r e s i s t a n c e - a n d - a c c o m m o d a t i o n v i e w o f p r o l e t a r i a n c u l t u r e , e v e n 
t h o u g h h e d o e s o v e r p l a y t h e o f f - s tage i m a g e o f pre-capi ta l i s t c u l t u r a l 
p u r i t y a m o n g his subjects ; the latter strains to inves t pos i t ive m e a n i n g 
a n d richness in a cu l tura l f o r m that s e e m s ent ire ly o p p o s i t i o n a l . ) 

Finally, Will is m a k e s a s t r o n g a r g u m e n t for t h e i rreduc ib i l i ty a n d 
a u t o n o m y o f t h e cu l tura l level o f analys is , very s imi lar to t h e f o u n d a ­
t iona l p o s t u l a t e o f s u c h A m e r i c a n cul tural theor is t s as Dav id S c h n e i d e r 
a n d Cl i f ford G e e r t z . T h e r e is a re i fy ing bias built in to this p o s t u l a t e . 
I n Willis's b o o k it b e c o m e s m o r e a p p a r e n t as h e m o v e s f r o m e t h ­
n o g r a p h i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n to the m o r e abstractly analyt ic s e c t i o n , a n d 
e s p e c i a l l y w h e n h e m a k e s a s t r o n g p lea in the a f t e r w o r d for t h e v a l u e 
o f t h e e t h n o g r a p h i c as a n a p p r o a c h wi th in M a r x i s m . For Wil l is , this 
radical ins is tence o n the irreducibility a n d the a u t o n o m y o f the cultural, 
at w h a t e v e r cos t in re i f icat ion, is a s a f e g u a r d aga ins t the p e n c h a n t in 
W e s t e r n (or b o u r g e o i s ) social t h o u g h t to d e v a l u e o r m a r g i n a l i z e w h a t 
t h e c u l t u r a l e m p h a s i z e s : t h e c o n c r e t e n e s s a n d c o m m o n s e n s i c a l i t y o f 
e v e r y d a y l i fe , in tractable to f o r m u l a t i o n s o f s tructural d e t e r m i n a t i o n 
as a p r i v i l e g e d m o d e o f d i s c o u r s e in b o u r g e o i s soc ie ty ( w h i c h a lso i n ­
fec t s m u c h Marx i s t wr i t ing) . As Willis states: 

T h e main point here, though, is not to attempt an exact taxonomy of 
"cultural forms" or a rigorous theoretical conceptualization of "the cultural." 
What I want to emphasize in the general approach of this book is the way that 
the field of symbolic and material, lived relations should be represented in 
their own concreteness, at their own level, without continually reducing them, 
mechanistically, to basic determining structures. Social reproduction and con­
tradiction must be shown not as abstract entities, but as embedded dynam­
ically within the real lives of real people in a way that is not simple "corre­
spondence" or "reflection" of unchanged, somehow "deeper" structures. . . . 
Agents ' intentions do not proceed from themselves, but are bound up in the 
complex way in which structures are inhabited through "cultural forms". . . . 

T h e role of ethnography is to show the cultural viewpoint of the op­
pressed, their "hidden" knowledges and resistances as well as the basis on 
which entrapping "decisions" are taken in some sense of liberty, but which 
nevertheless help to produce "structure." This is, in part, the project o f show­
ing the capacities of the working class to generate, albeit ambiguous, complex, 
and often ironic, collective and cultural forms of knowledge not reducible to 
the bourgeois forms—and the importance of this is as one of the bases for 
political change. ( 1 9 8 1 : 2 0 1 — 3 ) 

T h u s , l ike t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l e t h n o g r a p h e r , Willis d e f i n e s a n a u t o n o ­
m o u s c u l t u r e c o n c e p t that faci l i tates the au thent i c d e p i c t i o n o f h u m a n 
d ivers i ty a n d d i f f e r e n c e aga ins t t h e bias to e l i d e it, b u t his a g e n d a , u n ­
l ike t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t ' s , has a se l f - consc ious ly pol i t ical d e f i n i t i o n . 
F u r t h e r m o r e , in Willis's a g e n d a , the s t a g i n g o f t h e cul tural for t|he 

e v e r y d a y l i fe a n d e x p e r i e n c e . A cul tura l f o r m t h u s arises f r o m a 
g r o u p ' s class p o s i t i o n in a n ins t i tut ional o r d e r , a n d its r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 
a n d analys i s a r e t h e p u r p o s e o f e t h n o g r a p h i c r e s e a r c h a n d wr i t ing . 
For Wil l i s , t h e radical n a t u r e o f e t h n o g r a p h y is that it e n d s by r e d e f i n ­
i n g capital is t s t r u c t u r e i tself in h u m a n t e r m s — t o e l u c i d a t e cu l tura l 
f o r m s d e m o n s t r a t e s w h a t t h e h u m a n m e a n i n g s o f s t ruc ture are . 

I n th is , Wil l is is very c lose to c u r r e n t n o t i o n s o f c u l t u r e i n f o r m i n g 
t h e w r i t i n g o f e t h n o g r a p h y in A m e r i c a n a n t h r o p o l o g y . B u t w h e r e 
Wil l i s radical ly d i v e r g e s f r o m a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l c o n s t r u c t i o n s o f c u l t u r e 
f o r t h e p u r p o s e s o f wr i t ing a b o u t it is in his v iew o f its in tegra l ly in ter ­
stitial a n d cons t i tu t ive charac ter b o u n d u p wi th a g i v e n o r d e r o f pol i t i ­
cal e c o n o m y . C u l t u r e is n o t sui g e n e r i s , b u t is class c u l t u r e o r s u b ­
c u l t u r e , e n t a i l i n g its f o r m a t i o n in historic p r o c e s s — i t o r i g i n a t e s in 
p r o c e s s e s o f re s i s tance a n d a c c o m m o d a t i o n to historical ly m o m e n t o u s 
t r e n d s o f ins t i tu t ion b u i l d i n g . A cul tural f o r m is t h u s f o r g e d i n class 
conf l ic t . 

N o w this v i e w o f c u l t u r e suits Willis very wel l , b e c a u s e w o r k i n g 
c lasses as d i s t inc t ive cu l tura l f o r m s — m e a t f o r t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r — a r e 
p u r e i n v e n t i o n s o f a part icular w o r l d historical s y s t e m o f pol i t ical 
e c o n o m y . I n t h e industr ia l West , class c u l t u r e is the o n l y c u l t u r e that 
d e f i n e s t h e f o r m o f l ife o f m a n y p e o p l e . A n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , specia l i s ts in 
t h e s t u d y o f t h o s e o n t h e m a r g i n s o f wor ld historical t r e n d s e m a n a t ­
i n g f r o m t h e West , are a c c u s t o m e d to s t a g i n g c u l t u r e as a n i n t e g r a l 
s p a t i o - t e m p o r a l i so late , n o t w i t h o u t its o w n in terna l c o n t r a d i c t i o n s , 
b u t at l east w i t h its o w n in tegr i ty against t h e w o r l d , s o to speak . T h i s is 
m u c h d i f f e r e n t f r o m the Marxis t e m p h a s i s , w h i c h v i ews c u l t u r e as a 
p r o d u c t o f s t r u g g l e ; t h e r e is n o s e l f - c o n t a i n e d in tegr i ty e n t a i l e d in t h e 
c o n c e p t ; it is a f u n c t i o n o f cr i t ique a n d a c c e p t a n c e in t h o u g h t a n d ac­
t i o n a m o n g t h o s e var ious ly s i tuated in a s y s t e m o f pol i t ical e c o n o m y , 
w h i c h is n o t finally m o n o l i t h i c , o n c e v i e w e d f r o m t h e p e r s p e c t i v e o f 
an e t h n o g r a p h y o f cul tural f o r m s , but r a t h e r a divers i ty o f r e s p o n s e s 
to t h e e n a c t e d p r i n c i p l e s o f capital ist pol it ical e c o n o m y . 

T h e p r o b l e m for c o n t e m p o r a r y e t h n o g r a p h i c e x p e r i m e n t s in a n ­
t h r o p o l o g y is h o w to synthes i ze t h e s e two e m p h a s e s in the t ex tua l r e p ­
r e s e n t a t i o n o f c u l t u r e , s ince a r o u n d t h e w o r l d a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s o f t e n 
d e a l t h e s e days wi th subjects for w h o m b o t h e m p h a s e s apply . T h e a n ­
t h r o p o l o g i c a l bias is to e m p h a s i z e or g ive priori ty real i ty to t h e p r e ­
capita l i s t d i m e n s i o n s o f t h e l ives o f e t h n o g r a p h i c subjects . Willis's v i e w 
o f c u l t u r e is a n i m p o r t a n t correct ive to this . C o n v e r s e l y , as w e shal l 
s e e , Willis's p r e d i c a m e n t o f h a v i n g to inves t r i c h n e s s o f m e a n i n g in 
"thin" cu l tura l f o r m s pure ly g e n e r a t e d by r e s p o n s e s to cap i ta l i sm 
is n o t f a c e d by m o s t a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s . ( C o m p a r e T a u s s i g 1980 w i t h 
Wil l is : T h e f o r m e r has a r ich b o d y o f l ore wi th w h i c h to r e p r e s e n t 
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p u r p o s e o f e t h n o g r a p h i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n is pr imar i ly a m e a n s t o t h e 
e n d o f e l u c i d a t i o n o f a n e m b e d d e d cr i t ique o f capital is t soc i e ty i n 
w o r k i n g c lass l i fe , a c o n c e p t u a l m o v e to w h i c h w e n o w t u r n . 

The ethnographer's articulation of the critical theory embedded in working 
class experience. O n e o f t h e g r e a t c u r r e n t at tract ions o f e t h n o g r a p h y to 
t r a d i t i o n s o f cu l tura l cri t ic ism in the West , a n d espec ia l ly t h e M a r x i s t 
t r a d i t i o n , is t h e m o v e t h a t Wil l is m a k e s (as d o e s T a u s s i g ) i n l e t t i n g 
e t h n o g r a p h y d e m o n s t r a t e that the m o s t p o w e r f u l a n d n o v e l cr i t ic i sms 
o f capi ta l i s t soc ie ty l ie e m b e d d e d in t h e e v e r y d a y c o n d i t i o n s a n d talk 
o f e t h n o g r a p h i c subjects , m o r e p o w e r f u l a n d n o v e l e v e n t h a n t h e c o n ­
t r i b u t i o n s o f in te l l ec tua ls w h o s e s e l f - consc ious task cu l tura l cr i t ic i sm 
h a s b e e n . T h e e t h n o g r a p h e r is the m i d w i f e , as it w e r e , w h o d e l i v e r s 
a n d ar t i cu la tes w h a t is vernacu lar ly e x p r e s s e d in w o r k i n g class l ives , 
a n d f o r t h a t m a t t e r , m i d d l e class l ives. 

H a v i n g t h e cr i t ique c o m e f r o m the subject ra ther t h a n t h e a u t h o r 
as crit ic c a n b e s e e n as a m o v e to shif t t h e respons ib i l i ty o f cr i t ic ism to 
t h o s e w h o a re r e p r e s e n t e d as social actors , a n d in so d o i n g , to find a 
n e w a n d p o w e r f u l authent ic i ty for w o r k s o f cul tural cr i t ic ism. T h e tra­
d i t i o n a l q u e s t o f e t h n o g r a p h y , in a n t h r o p o l o g y at least , for t h e "na­
tive's p o i n t o f v iew" b e c o m e s in its g u i s e o f cul tural cr i t ic ism a s e a r c h 
f o r a n a u t h e n t i c crit ical t h e o r y , e m b o d i e d in t h e l ives o f t h e v i c t i m s o f 
m a c r o s o c i a l s y s t e m s , w h o are m o s t o f t e n t h e subject o f e t h n o g r a p h y . 
I n c i d e n t a l l y , th i s m o v e a l so fulfills Knorr-Cet ina's f a v o r e d m o d e o f in ­
t e g r a t i n g t h e m a c r o wi th t h e m i c r o in that the e x t r a c t e d a n d art icu­
l a t e d crit ical t h e o r y o f t h e subject is a lso a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n e n c a p s u ­
l a t e d in t h e m i c r o - f o c u s e d e n t h o g r a p h y , o f his folk u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 
t h e m a c r o s o c i a l s y s t e m . A s Will is states: 

This is why the ethnography of visible forms is limited. T h e external, more 
obviously creative, varied and sometimes random features must be read back 
to their heart. T h e logic of living must be traced to the heart of its conceptual 
relationships if we are to understand the social creativity of a culture. This 
always concerns, at some level, a recognition of, and action upon, the particu­
larity of its place within a determinate social structure. 

One of the most profound reasons why this social creativity cannot be 
expressed rationally at the surface o f the culture is that it is truly only half the 
story. It really does not proceed with a pure expressive purpose from the cen­
ter o f the culture. We must posit the penetration [Willis's jargon for perceptive 
understandings of capitalist reality in the lads' own idiom] as a clean and co­
herent insight in order to say what it is, but the concrete forms of cultures, as 
ethnography insistently reminds us, do not allow single pure dynamics. In 
their very formation these "insights" are distorted, turned and deposited into 
other forms—such as subjective affirmation of manual labour—which make 
it hard to believe there has ever been, or could ever be, even a noi ion of a 
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rational kernel, never mind that it should be easily expressed. This means, 
amongst other things, that we must distinguish between the level of the cul­
tural and the level o f practical consciousness in our specification o f creativity 
and rationality. (1981:121—22) 

T h u s , Wil l i s d e f i n e s t h e a p p r o p r i a t e f u n c t i o n o f t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r a s 
m i d w i f e . T h e lads e m b o d y t h e critical ins ight s , b u t in a n e n g a g e d , 
s t u n t e d way, w h i c h t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r c a n reg is ter . T h u s , it is f o r t h e 
e t h n o g r a p h e r to b r i n g o u t a n d clarify the ins ights as wel l as to e x p l a i n 
w h y t h e y m a y l ead to u n i n t e n d e d c o n s e q u e n c e s or i n a c t i o n . A s Wil l i s 
says , "It is t h e a p p a r e n t cu l tura l a s c e n s i o n o f the w o r k i n g class w h i c h 
b r i n g s t h e he l l o f its o w n real p r e s e n t " (122) . 

I t is w o r t h r e m a r k i n g o n w h y this p o s t u r e o f t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r as 
m i d w i f e to i n d i g e n o u s critical t h e o r y is s u c h a n a p p e a l i n g m o v e in 
M a r x i s t cu l tura l analys i s , e spec ia l ly in its per s i s t ing f o c u s o n t h e w o r k ­
i n g class (historical ly wel l d e f i n e d in E n g l a n d ) . T h i s class is t h e " c h o s e n 
p e o p l e " w h o m o s t e x p e r i e n c e the c o n t r a d i c t i o n s o f cap i ta l i sm, a n d 
t h e s tate o f w h o s e c o n s c i o u s n e s s is a m a t t e r o f p e r e n n i a l d e b a t e a m o n g 
M a r x i s t in te l l ec tua l s . A n d so Will is says, "It [ the w o r k i n g class p o t e n ­
tial f o r i n s i g h t ] is e m b e d d e d in t h e o n l y class in t h e capital is t soc ia l 
f o r m a t i o n w h i c h d o e s n o t h a v e a s tructural ly b a s e d v e s t e d in teres t in 
m y s t i f y i n g itself. . . . T h e w o r k i n g class d o e s n o t have t o b e l i e v e t h e 
d o m i n a n t i d e o l o g y . It d o e s n o t n e e d the m a s k o f d e m o c r a c y to c o v e r 
its' f a c e o f o p p r e s s i o n . T h e very e x i s t e n c e a n d c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f t h e 
m i d d l e class is d e e p l y i n t e g r a t e d in to that s t ruc ture w h i c h g ive s it 
d o m i n a n c e " (123) . 

B y his e t h n o g r a p h i c m i d w i f e r y a m o n g t h e pro le tar iat , Wil l i s r e ­
vea l s that they , a n d n o t t h e inte l l ec tuals , e m b o d y t h e m o s t p o w e r f u l 
c r i t i q u e o f c a p i t a l i s m , a n d this is as it s h o u l d b e , g i v e n t h e i r s t ra teg i c 
p o s i t i o n in M a r x i s t theory . Willis's e t h n o g r a p h y t h u s p r o p o s e s to re ­
s o l v e t h e l o n g s t a n d i n g e m b a r r a s s m e n t in M a r x i s m o f t h e n e e d f o r 
rad ica l m i d d l e class in te l l ec tua ls (or inte l lec tuals o f w o r k i n g class or i ­
g i n ) to b e t h e art icu late c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f w o r k i n g class m a s s e s . Wil l i s 
p r e s u m e s to s h o w that t h e y can s p e a k equa l ly a n d ef fect ive ly f o r 
t h e m s e l v e s (but w i t h o u t his b e i n g self-critical e n o u g h a b o u t t h e h e r -
m e n e u t i c p r o b l e m s o f rea l i z ing this c l a i m textual ly , d i s c u s s e d b e l o w ) . 

I n s u m m a r y f o r m , Willis sees the hear t o f his subjects ' cr i t ic i sm o f 
c a p i t a l i s m in t h e d i s t i n c t i o n t h e y m a k e b e t w e e n m e n t a l a n d m a n u a l 
l abor , t h e i r e l a b o r a t e re j ec t ion o f t h e f o r m e r a n d the ir e m b r a c i n g o f 
t h e latter as t h e centra l m a l e - o r i e n t e d e t h o s o f the ir cu l tura l f o r m . 
The l a d s s e e b e h i n d t h e i d e o l o g y o f s c h o o l i n g in p r e p a r i n g s t u d e n t s 

f o r w o r k to t h e rea l n a t u r e o f w o r k — t o t h e n a t u r e o f labor p o w e r , as 
a c o m m o d i t y l ike n o o t h e r , in Willis's t e r m s . M o s t i m p o r t a n t l y , t h e 
y o u t h s reject qual i f i cat ions as t h e m e a n s to social mobi l i ty . For t h e m , 
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all j o b s are t h e s a m e a n d equa l ly m e a n i n g l e s s ; t h e y take r e f u g e a n d 
sat i s fact ion in a y o u t h s u b c u l t u r e that e m p h a s i z e s a d v e n t u r e a n d vir­
i le e x p e r i e n c e . M a n u a l labor is an e m b l e m o f this e m p h a s i s — i t s t a n d s 
f o r m a s c u l i n i t y a n d o p p o s i t i o n to authori ty . T h e o p p o s i t i o n a l c u l t u r e 
at s c h o o l d e v e l o p s t h e m e a n s o f t ak ing i n f o r m a l c o n t r o l o f t h e p r o ­
d u c t i o n p r o c e s s . M o s t p r o x i m a t e l y , t h e "ear'oles," o r c o n f o r m i s t s tu ­
d e n t s , s t a n d as foi ls f o r t h e lads a n d t h e e m b o d i m e n t o f t h e w o r l d o f 
qua l i f i ca t ions l e a d i n g t o m i d d l e class myst i f icat ions o f w o r k , w h i c h 
t h e y reject . 

S o , t h e lads t u r n o u t to c o n f i r m basic Marx i s t n o t i o n s o f t h e c e n ­
tral ro l e o f t h e r e d u c t i o n o f labor to a c o m m o d i t y in capital is t p r o d u c ­
t ion . E t h n o g r a p h y in Willis's h a n d s t h u s p o w e r f u l l y va l idates M a r x i s t 
t h e o r y by a u t h e n t i c a t i n g its c la ims a m o n g the m o s t i m p o r t a n t e t h ­
n o g r a p h i c subjects o f all, t h e w o r k i n g class. M u c h o f Willis's c l a i m 
h i n g e s o n his ability to p e r s u a d e t h e r e a d e r by textua l artif ice o f 
t h e m e a n i n g f u l n e s s o f t h e boys ' n o n c o n f o r m i s t b e h a v i o r a g a i n s t t h e 
m i d d l e class t e n d e n c y to d i smis s it as m i n d l e s s d e v i a n c e , a l i e n a t i o n , o r 
d e l i n q u e n c y . W e shall c o n s i d e r b e l o w w h e t h e r t h e i n v e s t i t u r e o f t h e 
b o y s ' o p p o s i t i o n a l c u l t u r e with t h e respectabi l i ty o f m e a n i n g — t h e 
f o u n d a t i o n f r o m w h i c h g r o w s a critical t h e o r y e m b o d i e d in e v e r y d a y 
e x p e r i e n c e — i s e f fec t ive ly a c h i e v e d . 

The system beyond the ethnographic locale enacted in the irony of un­
intended consequences. T h e pos tu la te o f u n i n t e n d e d c o n s e q u e n c e s is a 
m e a n s b y w h i c h a n e t h n o g r a p h e r c a n p u s h analys is b e y o n d t h e loca le 
o f p r i m a r y fieldwork to r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f t h e m a c r o - s y s t e m ( c o n v e n ­
t iona l ly c o n c e i v e d as abstract s tructures ) in cu l tura l , s tructura l ly c o n ­
t i n g e n t t e r m s . Will is m a k e s full u s e o f this m o v e , w h i c h K n o r r - C e t i n a 
d i s c u s s e s ( see f o o t n o t e 6) as o n e o f t h e m o d e s o f b r i n g i n g m a c r o p e r ­
spec t ive s back in to t h e c u r r e n t r e i g n o f product iv i ty in m i c r o p e r s p e c ­
t ives . I n fact, t h e centra l a r g u m e n t o f the b o o k is t h e o n e a b o u t t h e 
u n i n t e n d e d c o n s e q u e n c e s o f the lads' o p p o s i t i o n a l c u l t u r e f o r m e d at 
s c h o o l : h o w t h e y systematical ly d isqual i fy t h e m s e l v e s f r o m m i d d l e 
class j o b s as t h e ironic e f fect o f class confl ict in t h e s c h o o l s ; h o w , w i t h ­
o u t c o e r c i o n , y o u t h s f u n n e l t h e m s e l v e s o n t o t h e s h o p f loor. A s Wil l i s 
c o n c l u d e s t h e e t h n o g r a p h y sec t ion o f his b o o k : 

There is also a sense in which, despite the ravages—fairly well contained at 
this point anyway—manual work stands for something and is a way o f con­
tributing to and substantiating a certain view of life which criticises, scorns 
and devalues others as well as putting the self, as they feel it, in some elusive 
way ahead o f the game. These feelings arise precisely from a sense of their 
own labour power which has been learnt and truly appropriated as insight 
and self-advance within the depths of the counter-school culture as it devel-
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ops specific class forms in the institutional context. It is difficult to think how 
attitudes of such strength and informal and personal validity could have been 
formed in any other way. It is they, not formal schooling, which carry "the 
lads" over into a certain application to the productive process. In a sense, 
therefore, there is an element of self-domination in the acceptance of subor­
dinate roles in western capitalism. However, this damnation is experienced, 
paradoxically, as a form of true learning, appropriation and as a kind of resis­
tance. How are we to understand this? ( 1 9 8 1 : 1 1 3 ) 

T h i s is t h e f r a m i n g q u e s t i o n Will is uses to o r g a n i z e his e l a b o r a t i o n s o f 
t h e s e c o n d , analys is part o f t h e b o o k . T h o u g h it is t h e n e e d f o r c a s h 
that finally p u s h e s t h e lads in to the p r o d u c t i v e proces s , it is m a s c u l i n e 
c h a u v i n i s m , f o r g e d in o p p o s i t i o n to s choo l , that a d a p t s t h e m to t h e 
s h o p floor a n d p r o v i d e s t h e l ine o f cont inu i ty b e t w e e n t h e t w o loca les . 

T h e u n i n t e n d e d - c o n s e q u e n c e s m o v e m a y b e a n ice s o l u t i o n to t h e 
p r o b l e m o f m a c r o - s y s t e m r e p r e s e n t a t i o n in e t h n o g r a p h y w h o s e spiri t 
is i n t e r p r e t i v e , b u t it is a l so t h e m o s t no tab ly h e d g e d d i m e n s i o n o f 
Willis's a c c o u n t . H e is cons tant ly h e d g i n g aga ins t t h e c ircular i ty o f 
m a k i n g a n a r g u m e n t o f s u c h g e n e r a l impl i ca t ion f r o m so smal l a 
s a m p l e a n d f r o m his r e c o g n i t i o n , but sys temat ic e l i d i n g , o f o t h e r vari­
a n t r e s p o n s e s to s c h o o l b o t h a m o n g m i d d l e class a n d c o n f o r m i s t 
w o r k i n g class lads ( see f o o t n o t e 7); h e also h e d g e s a g a i n s t t h e d a n g e r 
o f a n "oversoc ia l i zed" v i ew o f h i s o w n n o n c o n f o r m i s t subjec t s , as t h o r ­
o u g h p r o d u c t s o f t h e cu l tura l f o r m that is, finally, Willis's a b s t r a c t e d 
f o c u s o f analys i s . F u r t h e r m o r e , t h e u n i n t e n d e d - c o n s e q u e n c e s m o v e 
s e e m s v e r y c lo se to o l d - f a s h i o n e d funct iona l i s t t e l e o l o g y , a lbeit a n 
i r o n i c f o r m o f i t — a g e n t s d o w h a t they d o in their v a r i o u s c o n t e x t s , 
a n d h e y p r e s t o ! t h e r e is n e a t o r d e r in t h e sy s t em. A c e r t a i n r e c o g n i ­
t i on o f t h e m e s s i n e s s o f real l ife is s imply a d d e d to c o n v e n t i o n a l n o ­
t i o n s o f func t iona l i s t o r d e r . T h i s is i n d e e d a n i m p r o v e m e n t o n pas t 
m o v e s o f r e p r e s e n t i n g the social sy s t em, b u t it is h a r d l y a b o l d b r e a k 
w i t h e a s y n o t i o n s o f o r d e r . 

A Commentary on Textual Moves Used 
to Achieve the Above Conceptual Arguments 
Willis's H e r m e n e u t i c Sensi t iv i ty 

I would just like to mark a recognition here that, no matter how modified, 
participant observation and the methods under its aegis, display a tendency 
towards naturalism and therefore to conservatism. T h e ethnographic account 
is a supremely ex post facto product of the actual uncertainty of life. There 
develops, unwilled, a false unity which asks, "What follows next?" "How did it 
end?" "What makes sense of it?". T h e subjects stand too square in their self-
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referenced world. T h e method is also patronising and condescending—is it 
possible to imagine the ethnographic account upwards in a class society? . . . 
T h e ethnographic account, for all its biases insists upon a level of human 
agency which is persistently overlooked or denied but which increases in im­
portance all the time for other levels of the social whole. Although the world 
is never directly "knowable," and cannot empirically present itself in the way 
that the ethnographic account seems sometimes to suggest, it must neverthe­
less be specifically registered somewhere in theory if theory pretends to any 
relevance at all. (Willis 1981:194) 

A t i s sue h e r e is t h e h e r m e n e u t i c cr i t ique of Willis's c la im to h a v e 
e x t r a c t e d a w o r k i n g class critical t h e o r y f r o m t h e w o r d s a n d a c t i o n s o f 
h i s subjec t s , a t h e o r y that h a p p e n s p o w e r f u l l y to c o n f i r m M a r x i s t t h e ­
ory . W e s h o u l d recall , in this r e g a r d , t h e central c o n s t r u c t i v e m o v e o f 
Willis's t e x t — t h e d is t inct s e p a r a t i o n o f e t h n o g r a p h y f r o m analys i s . 
T h i s m o v e m a y b e a f u n c t i o n o f Willis's r e t e n t i o n o f a r h e t o r i c o f 
pos i t iv i s t s o c i o l o g i s m that r e p r e s e n t s e t h n o g r a p h y as m e r e l y a m e t h o d 
a n d t h e r e p o r t i n g o f data . N e v e r t h e l e s s , this c o n s t r u c t i v e d i v i s i o n 
m o s t i m p o r t a n t l y f r a m e s a l e g i t i m a t e d , a u t o n o m o u s analyt ic v o i c e 
t h r o u g h w h i c h Wil l is c a n d e v e l o p a theoret ica l d i s c o u r s e in a l a n g u a g e 
to w h i c h h e is a c c u s t o m e d , w h i l e re ly ing o n r e f e r e n c e back to t h e e t h ­
n o g r a p h y s e c t i o n as a s u g g e s t i o n that it is n o t real ly h i s v o i c e , b u t a 
m e d i a t i o n o f w h a t is e m b o d i e d in t h e e t h n o g r a p h y o f t h e lads , c o n ­
c e i v e d , s igni f icant ly , as v e r b a t i m in terv iew transcr ipts . S o , w e m i g h t 
say that t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f w o r k i n g class e x p e r i e n c e is n o t at all 
Willis's p r i m a r y goa l ; ra ther , Will is d e v e l o p s e t h n o g r a p h i c r e p r e s e n t a ­
t i o n s o f w o r k i n g class e x p e r i e n c e to r e f e r to it in a way that s e r v e s h i s 
t h e o r e t i c a l e x p o s i t i o n . E t h n o g r a p h y g ive s b o d y to Willis's b o o k , b u t it 
is n o t in i tse l f t h e m a i n po in t . 

T h e r e is at least a h i n t o f a s l e i g h t - o f - h a n d h e r e , a n d w h a t a h e r ­
m e n e u t i c sensit iv i ty i n c o r p o r a t e d in the narrat ive of e t h n o g r a p h y 
d o e s is to i m p o s e s t a n d a r d s o f puri tanica l h o n e s t y u p o n c la ims , s u c h 
as t h o s e at t h e hear t o f Willis's text , a b o u t w h o s p e a k s for w h o m , a n d 
w h a t is actual ly b e i n g authent ica l ly r e p r e s e n t e d . D o e s Willis's art icula­
t e d critical t h e o r y o f capi ta l i sm really c o m e f r o m the lads? D o e s t h e 
e t h n o g r a p h e r d i s c o v e r s u c h ins ights , as is a r g u e d , o r d o e s h e e v o k e 
t h e m in h i s subjects in his e n g a g e m e n t wi th t h e m , or , m o s t c r u d e l y , 
d o e s h e m e r e l y assert by fiat that w h a t h e is say ing in h i s o w n w o r d s is 
a n a c c u r a t e g lo s s o f w h a t t h e subjects h a v e said a n d m e a n t ? T h e s e are 
v e r y o l d e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l p r o b l e m s central to the pract ice o f e t h n o g r a ­
p h y , w h i c h are c u r r e n t l y b e i n g p r o b e d in the i m p a c t that h e r m e n e u t i c 
p h i l o s o p h y is h a v i n g o n a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l t h o u g h t . P e r h a p s , m o s t c e n ­
trally, t h e i s s u e is o n e o f t rans la t ing t h e oral ity o f the subjects i n t o t h e 
l i teracy o f t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r — i n this case , the talk o f t h e lads i n t o t h e 
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j a r g o n - l a d e n , d e n s e p r o s e o f Will is in his c o m m e n t a r i e s a n d t h e o r e t i ­
cal e l a b o r a t i o n s . 

G i v e n t h e disarray o f p a r a d i g m s I h a v e m e n t i o n e d , it is a s e d u c ­
t ive i d e a at t h e m o m e n t to l iberal a n d radical cu l tura l critics in s e a r c h 
o f s o m e d i r e c t i o n that the neces sary ins ights are there in t h e l ives o f 
subjec t s , to b e u n e a r t h e d by care fu l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n w i t h i n a g e n r e 
s u c h as e t h n o g r a p h y . As a resul t , the spec ia l a p p e a l o f t h e k i n d o f 
c l a i m Wil l i s m a k e s d o e s t e n d to b l u n t the s k e p t i c i s m o f h e r m e n e u t i c 
se l f -cr i t ic i sm, a n d it g e t s o f f ra ther easily. T o m a k e t h e c la im p a s s i o n ­
ate ly a n d evoca t ive ly is suff ic ient to w in o v e r m i d d l e class r e a d e r s to a 
m o v e that t rans fers t h e b u r d e n o f cri t ic ism to the subject a n d m o d i f i e s 
t h e f u n c t i o n o f t h e analyst w i th very attract ive i m p l i c a t i o n s for t h e 
c o n t e m p o r a r y p r e d i c a m e n t s o f theory . 

H o w m u c h h e r m e n e u t i c sensit iv i ty is t h e r e , t h e n , in Willis's b o o k ? 
Wil l i s is v e r y s h r e w d i n d e e d a b o u t the l imi tat ions o f e t h n o g r a p h y a n d 
t h e p o s s i b l e o b j e c t i o n s to his c la im that h e has in fact a u t h e n t i c a l l y 
s p o k e n for the lads , but t h e i m p o r t a n t p o i n t h e r e is that th i s a w a r e ­
n e s s is n o t a n in tegra l part o f his text , n o r for h i m a f o u n d a t i o n o f 
w r i t i n g e t h n o g r a p h y . A s in so m a n y real ist a c c o u n t s , h e r m e n e u t i c 
s h r e w d n e s s , w h e n it is p r e s e n t , is m a r g i n a l i z e d (as in t h e very s h r e w d 
a p p e n d i x p r e v i o u s l y d i s c u s s e d a n d in Willis's a f t e r w o r d a d m i s s i o n s 
a b o u t t h e l imi ta t ions o f na tura l i sm in e t h n o g r a p h i c a c c o u n t s — s e e t h e 
q u o t a t i o n a b o v e ) . S o whi l e h e r m e n e u t i c a l l y aware o n t h e m a r g i n s , 
Wil l i s k e e p s his d i s t a n c e f r o m his subjects; t h e sort o f e n g a g e m e n t o u t 
o f w h i c h h e r m e n e u t i c re f l ec t ion arises is o n l y a l e i t m o t i f in h i s t e x t 
a n d n o t a n in tegra l c o m p o n e n t o f e i t h e r its e t h n o g r a p h i c r e p r e s e n t a ­
t i o n s o r t h e ana lys i s that fo l l ows . 

T h e D o m i n a n t B o u r g e o i s W o r l d E v o k e d 
R a t h e r T h a n J u x t a p o s e d E t h n o g r a p h i c a l l y 

Since my main focus was on the culture of the "lads," the "ear'oles" necessarily 
became something o f a dramatic foil for their activity and creativity. . . . 
Nevertheless, the general case I am arguing is that, in different ways, all social 
agents have a hand collectively in constructing their own destiny, do ing so in a 
way which is not simply determined from outside and which often enjoys the 
labyrinthine complexity o f a "cultural form." But this cannot be said all at 
once! A n d if the ethnographic act of "giving life" to one particular "cultural 
form" seems to take life from others, to make others look anemic, then this 
should not be taken to mean that "social theory" is true only for the former. 
This book should not encourage the dismissal or marginalization of the more 
conformisi in school, but should encourage concrete research in them from 
similar perspectives lo uncover the complexity and promise of their social 
existence. (Willis 1981 :KC>7) 
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Will i s e n t e r t a i n s t h e possibi l i ty that t h e s a m e c o n c e p t u a l m o v e s h e h a s 
m a d e i n r e g a r d to t h e w o r k i n g class c o u l d b e m a d e , wi th as p r o d u c t i v e 
resu l t s , in r e g a r d to v a r i o u s s e g m e n t s o f the d o m i n a n t b o u r g e o i s i e . 
W h a t be l i e s this poss ibi l i ty is the fact that Wil l is h i m s e l f d o e s n o t 
c h o o s e to r e p r e s e n t in t h e s e e t h n o g r a p h i c ways t h e l a r g e r class w o r l d 
b e y o n d that o f his w o r k i n g class subjects , e v e n t h o u g h h e d i d d o "con­
trol" fieldwork a m o n g t h e "ear'oles" a n d the tex t is s p r i n k l e d w i t h in ­
s igh t s a b o u t t h e cu l tura l f o r m o f the d o m i n a n t class in contras t to that 
o f t h e lads . R a t h e r , i n s t e a d o f cross-class paral le l j u x t a p o s i t i o n s o f e t h ­
n o g r a p h y , h e c h o o s e s t o e v o k e t h e capital ist w o r l d in a v a g u e , p e r s o n i ­
fied way. R a t h e r t h a n d e p e n d o n t h e k i n d o f e t h n o g r a p h y h e d o e s for 
h i s foca l w o r k i n g class subjects , h e re l ies o n the e t h n o g r a p h i c a l l y u n ­
e x a m i n e d i m a g e s o f c lass - s tructured society built in to t h e t rad i t i on o f 
M a r x i s t t h e o r y . T h i s is, as I h a v e n o t e d , b o t h a n a d v a n t a g e o f w r i t i n g 
e t h n o g r a p h y w i t h i n t h e Marxi s t t rad i t ion (it p r o v i d e s a r e a d y - m a d e , 
c lass ic , a n d fami l iar m e a n s o f e v o k i n g the m a c r o s o c i a l o r d e r ) a n d a 
d i s a d v a n t a g e ( the u s e o f r e a d y - m a d e m a c r o i m a g e s t e n d s to cari ­
c a t u r e t h e dark ly u n k n o w a b l e w o r l d in contras t w i th t h e e t h n o ­
g r a p h i c a l l y e l u c i d a t e d w o r l d o f w o r k i n g class subjects) . 

R a t h e r t h a n j u x t a p o s i n g e t h n o g r a p h i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f d i f fer ­
e n t c lasses , Wil l is p r e s e n t s an e t h n o g r a p h y o f t h e w o r k i n g class , a n d 
j u s t assumes a n e t h n o g r a p h i c p e r s p e c t i v e o n t h e m i d d l e class b y c o n ­
trast ( inc identa l ly , Willis is aware o f this p r o b l e m , as i n d i c a t e d in t h e 
a b o v e q u o t a t i o n : "But this c a n n o t b e said all at once !") . T h u s , h e 
m a k e s t h e lads real , b u t h e c h o o s e s to reify the l a r g e r s y s t e m in w h i c h 
t h e y l ive. T h i s is i n c o n s i s t e n t with t h e spirit o f t h e e t h n o g r a p h i c a p ­
p r o a c h h e e l o q u e n t l y p r o m o t e s . W h a t is "the s y s t e m " f o r t h e l a d s is 
t h e other's ( the m i d d l e class) cu l tura l f o r m . T h e t ex tua l p r o b l e m h e r e 
is care fu l ly r e p r e s e n t i n g o n e f o r m o f l ife wh i l e c a r i c a t u r i n g t h o s e o f 
t h e o t h e r s b e y o n d it as "the sys tem." 

A t s take h e r e is t h e validity o f t h e " u n i n t e n d e d - c o n s e q u e n c e s " 
c o n s t r u c t i o n o f t h e s y s t e m , l i n k i n g e t h n o g r a p h i c loca les . W h i l e Wil l is 
l imits h i m s e l f in d e m o n s t r a t i n g the w o r k i n g s o f t h e s y s t e m as u n ­
i n t e n d e d c o n s e q u e n c e s to the y o u t h s ' cul tural e v o l u t i o n in t h e s c h o o l 
a n d o n t h e s h o p f loor , f o r c o n s i s t e n c y h e m u s t also a r g u e that re la­
t i o n s between c lasses , w h o s e cultural f o r m s are o f t e n s i tua ted in d i f fer ­
e n t e t h n o g r a p h i c loca les (except f o r t h e schoo l ) , a r e a l so c h a r a c t e r i z e d 
by l i n k a g e s o f u n i n t e n d e d c o n s e q u e n c e s e m a n a t i n g f r o m activity e t h ­
n o g r a p h i c a l l y r e c o u n t e d . I f all part ic ipants in t h e capital ist social or ­
d e r d e v e l o p creat ive cu l tura l f o r m s o f a c c o m m o d a t i o n a n d r e s i s t a n c e 
l ike t h e lads , t h e n h o w o n the cul tural level , c a n capi ta l i sm a n d its 
d o m i n a n t c lasses b e m a d e t o a p p e a r m o r e d i r e c t e d , i d e o l o g i c a l l y 
b o u n d , a n d i n t e n t i o n a l than t h e lads as vict ims? If t h e s y s t e m t h o r -
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I n v e s t i n g M e a n i n g in t h e Lads' Lives 

Finally, all o f Willis's c o n c e p t u a l m o v e s d e p e n d o n h i s ability to 
p e r s u a d e t h e r e a d e r that t h e y o u t h s ' c u l t u r e is in fact pos i t ive ly m e a n -
ingful a n d creat ive , that t h e y are o n to s o m e t h i n g , r a t h e r t h a n j u s t 
b e i n g t h e a l i e n a t e d class b o t h in c o n d i t i o n s o f w o r k a n d spirit . T h e 
crit ical m o v e is to d i s soc ia te t h e w o r l d o f work , w h i c h t h e lads d o 
c lear ly s e e as m e a n i n g l e s s , f r o m the w o r l d o f e x p e r i e n c e , w h i c h t h e y 
c e l e b r a t e a n d creat ive ly e l a b o r a t e as a f o r m o f rebe l l i on . B e c a u s e 
Wil l i s r e f e r s o n l y ob l ique ly to t h e r ichest c o n t e x t for t h e p e r s u a s i v e 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f w o r k i n g class c r e a t i v i t y — y o u t h p o p u l a r c u l t u r e — 
h e is le f t w i th r a t h e r th in mater ia l s t h r o u g h w h i c h to e v o k e the style 
a n d creat iv i ty o f t h e boys ' e x p e r i e n c e . T h e r e is t h u s a s t r a i n i n g a n d 
spec ia l p l e a d i n g in his r e p e a t e d praise o f the m e a n i n g f u l c o n t e n t o f 
t h e i r o p p o s i t i o n a l c u l t u r e , w h i c h , t h o u g h pass ionate ly a s s e r t e d (as if 
t h e r e w e r e m u c h m o r e to it t h a n h e c a n tell us wi th in t h e c o n f i n e s o f 
e t h n o g r a p h y ) , still r ings ho l low. For e x a m p l e , as Willis s tates: 

T h u s the whole nature of "really doing things", of being physically active 
in the world, of giving labour power in a certain way, is seen by "the lads" not 
simply as a defensive measure, or as a negative response, but as an affirmation 
and expression of what it seems has been genuinely and creatively learned. It 
speaks of a distinct maturity, a practice of ability and perspective, that others 
are felt not to have. Despite its intrinsic meaninglessness manual labour, at 
least at this period in their lives, comes to mean for "the lads" in Hammer-
town an assertion of their freedom and a specific kind of power in the world. 
( 1 9 8 1 : 104) 

O b v i o u s l y , Wil l is h a s grea t a d m i r a t i o n for t h e m e a n i n g that his s u b ­
jects a r e ab le to d e r i v e f r o m t h e m e a n i n g l e s s n e s s o f the ir p lace in s o ­
ciety. B u t in e x p r e s s i n g s u c h a d m i r a t i o n , h e c a n n o t e s c a p e s u g g e s t i n g 
t h e i n a u t h e n t i c i t y o f it a n d t h e s e l f - d e c e p t i o n i n v o l v e d , w i t h o u t a 
m u c h m o r e d i r e c t t r e a t m e n t o f w o r k i n g class p o p u l a r c u l t u r e . Wil l is 
f inally re treats f r o m h is e n t h u s i a s m for the lads' o p p o s i t i o n a l c u l t u r e s 

o u g h l y o p e r a t e s by u n w i t t i n g i n t e r d e p e n d e n c i e s a n d u n i n t e n d e d , b u t 
c o o r d i n a t e d , c o n s e q u e n c e s , t h e n it w o u l d b e difficult to sus ta in t h e 
c o n v e n t i o n a l w a y o f r e p r e s e n t i n g the d o m i n a n t class o r c lasses in 
M a r x i s t t h e o r y . A s l o n g as Will is per son i f i e s a n d car icatures t h e sys­
t e m b e y o n d t h e e t h n o g r a p h i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f the w o r k i n g class , h e 
n e e d n o t c o m e to t e r m s wi th this difficulty. If h e h a d i n s t e a d c o n ­
s t r u c t e d h i s t e x t o n cross-c lass e t h n o g r a p h i c j u x t a p o s i t i o n s , h e w o u l d 
h a v e h a d to face t h e full i m p l i c a t i o n s o f his u n i n t e n d e d c o n s e q u e n c e s 
m o r e square ly . 
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w h e n h e r e s p o n d s sympathe t i ca l ly to t h e c o m p l a i n t s o f f e m i n i s t s in 
t h e a f t e r w o r d , wr i t t en for t h e A m e r i c a n e d i t i o n o f Learning to Labour: 
w h a t m e a n i n g t h e lads' l ives h a v e f o r t h e m is bu i l t o n t h e o p p r e s s i o n 
o f w o m e n . I n t h e t e x t itself, Will is d o e s a c k n o w l e d g e in p a s s i n g t h e 
r a c i s m a n d s e x i s m that f r a m e his subjects ' o p p o s i t i o n a l c u l t u r e , c e n ­
t e r e d o n viri le mascu l in i ty , but h e d o e s n o t c o n f r o n t t h e m s e r i o u s l y 
unt i l t h e ref lect ive a f t e r w o r d . So , in a s ense , the t ex tua l m o v e o f 
i n v e s t i n g m e a n i n g in w h a t m i g h t b e v i e w e d as m e a n i n g l e s s , a n a r c h i c 
l ives , is d o n e in a "he d o t h pro tes t t o o m u c h " m a n n e r , a n d finally wi th 
c o n s i d e r a b l e a m b i v a l e n c e . Yet, as the rhe tor i c neces sary b o t h f o r c o n ­
v i n c i n g e t h n o g r a p h i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s a n d c la ims d r a w n f r o m t h e m , 
t h e s u c c e s s f u l h a n d l i n g o f this t ex tua l m o v e w o u l d s e e m f u n d a m e n t a l . 

Conclusion 

T h e book is not an attempt to give a full anthropological account of the full 
range of the whole life process of twelve individuals—which indeed would 
have had to take in much else, including their physical and emotional devel­
opment , sexuality, experience in the family, and their detailed existence in a 
whole neighbourhood and sweep of local life. I was concentrating on certain 
cultural and symbolic processes within a relatively discrete "cultural form," 
focused mainly in the school, and on the transition to work which touched 
u p o n many of these things, certainly, but not as a neutral taxonomical chart­
ing o f them. Perhaps we should call this a "cultural ethnography" to distin­
guish it from anthropological approaches. (Willis 1 9 8 1 : 217—18) 

A n t h r o p o l o g i s t s m a y b e d i s c o n c e r t e d a n d irr i tated by t h e way in 
w h i c h Wil l is as e t h n o g r a p h e r d i s tances h i m s e l f f r o m t h e s a m e p r o j e c t 
in a n t h r o p o l o g y by tr ivial iz ing the p u r p o s e o f t h e latter as n o n d i r e c t e d , 
in f l ex ib l e h o l i s m ; t a x o n o m i c d e s c r i p t i o n f o r its o w n sake , w i t h o u t a 
r e d e e m i n g p o i n t or a r g u m e n t . N o n e t h e l e s s , Will is d o e s p o s e t h e cha l ­
l e n g e f o r t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l t rad i t ion o f e t h n o g r a p h y , u n d e r l a i n 
p e r h a p s by a n u n a t t a i n a b l e idea l o f h o l i s m n o t t o b e t a k e n l iterally, to 
a p p l y e t h n o g r a p h y to projects o f b r o a d e r p u r p o s e a n d theore t i ca l s ig­
n i f i cance , l ike h i s o w n . T h i s entai ls t h e wr i t ing o f m i x e d - g e n r e t ex t s , 
s imi lar to t h o s e e n v i s i o n e d by R a y m o n d Wil l iams for social r e a l i s m , in 
w h i c h e t h n o g r a p h i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a n d author i ty w o u l d b e a variably 
sa l i en t c o m p o n e n t . C o n t r a r y to Willis's o u t m o d e d p e r c e p t i o n o f t h e 
s tate o f e t h n o g r a p h y w i t h i n a n t h r o p o l o g y , s u c h m i x e d - g e n r e t ex t s , 
s ens i t ive to b o t h the i n n e r l ives o f subjects a n d t h e n a t u r e o f w o r l d 
h i s tor ica l pol i t ical e c o n o m y , ar e a m a j o r c o n c e r n o f t h e t r e n d o f 
e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n in c o n t e m p o r a r y a n t h r o p o l o g y that w e h a v e b e e n 
d i s c u s s i n g . 
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I shal l very briefly dea l wi th t w o o t h e r k i n d s o f m i x e d - g e n r e 
tex t s in t h e m o v e t o w a r d e t h n o g r a p h i e s that a m b i t i o u s l y take o n 
p r o b l e m s o f social t h e o r y , polit ical e c o n o m y , a n d history. I n o n e k i n d 
o f t ex t , it is t h e c o n v e n t i o n s o f e t h n o g r a p h i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n t h a t are 
left in t h e b a c k g r o u n d , m a r g i n a l i z e d , o r s u b o r d i n a t e d to a p u r p o s e 
that c o n t r i b u t e s to t h e e x p l a n a t i o n o f m o m e n t o u s h is tor ic e v e n t s ; in 
t h e o t h e r k i n d o f text , e t h n o g r a p h i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n is the f o c u s , if n o t 
o b s e s s i o n , w h i l e the w o r l d o f his toric pol it ical e c o n o m y , a l t h o u g h 
b r o u g h t i n t o t h e text , ge t s subtly sh i f t ed to the b a c k g r o u n d by a strat­
e g y o f e v o c a t i o n ra ther t h a n by subs tant ive r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . I n b o t h 
c a s e s , t h e t ex t s are wr i t t en f r o m the e x p e r i e n c e o f fieldwork a n d t h e 
a u t h o r i t y d e r i v e d f r o m it, b u t t h e r e is n o s i m p l e c o r r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n 
fieldwork d o n e a n d s y m m e t r i c a l t ex t as r e p o r t a g e wr i t t en f r o m that 
e x p e r i e n c e . R a t h e r , in b o t h cases , a n d m o s t sal ient ly in t h e first, e t h ­
n o g r a p h i c de ta i l shares t ex tua l s p a c e wi th o t h e r variet ies o f w r i t i n g , 
i n c l u d i n g his tor ica l narrat ive , l i terary e x e g e s i s , a n d a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l 
c o n f e s s i o n . 

Ethnography and Revolutionary Upheaval 

T h e part icu lar c o n c e r n h e r e is h o w t h e w r i t i n g o f e t h n o g r a ­
p h y c a n b e a d a p t e d to a d d r e s s classic his toric q u e s t i o n s o f c a u s a t i o n , 
t h o s e that r e q u i r e e x p l a n a t i o n s o f major e v e n t s . T h e q u e s t i o n o f so ­
cial a n d pol i t ical r e v o l u t i o n s is a n e x c e l l e n t , p e r e n n i a l case in p o i n t . 
For t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r , m u c h d e p e n d s o n s e r e n d i p i t y a n d o p p o r ­
t u n i t y — w h e r e a n d w h e n t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r was s i tuated in r e l a t i o n to 
t h e e v e n t . E t h n o g r a p h y that has c o n c e r n e d i tself w i th g r e a t r e v o l u ­
t i ons h a s u s u a l l y b e e n s i tua ted to r e c o u n t t h e ef fects o f r e v o l u t i o n o n 
e v e r y d a y l i fe in t h e f o r m o f v i l lage s tud ie s . For m e , t h e m o s t v iv id vil­
l age - l eve l e t h n o g r a p h y r e g i s t e r i n g p o s t - r e v o l u t i o n a r y c o n d i t i o n s is 
Wi l l iam H i n t o n ' s Fanshen (1966) , wi th its s tr ik ing a c c o u n t o f h o w a rev ­
o l u t i o n a r y social t h e o r y is a p p l i e d in the reclassif icat ion a n d r e s h a p ­
i n g of local v i l lage society. 

B u t e t h n o g r a p h y c o u l d d o m u c h m o r e if e t h n o g r a p h e r s in o p ­
p o r t u n e c i r c u m s t a n c e s w r o t e a c c o u n t s o f g r e a t e r a m b i t i o n . W i t h t h e 
c a r e f u l t e x t u a l u s e o f e t h n o g r a p h i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , t h e y c o u l d e n t e r 
in to the c e n t r a l d e b a t e s a b o u t t h e o r i g i n a n d c o u r s e o f r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

Appendix: Short Takes on Other Experimental Uses of 
Ethnography in Addressing Problems of Political Economy 
and Social Theory 
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T h e m o d e r n i s t f o r m o f the essay p e r h a p s m e e t s this n e e d . It o p ­
p o s e s c o n v e n t i o n a l sys temat ic analys is , abso lves t h e wri ter f r o m hav­
i n g t o d e v e l o p t h e b r o a d e r i m p l i c a t i o n s o f his t h o u g h t (whi l e n o n e t h e ­
less i n d i c a t i n g that t h e r e are s u c h impl ica t ions ) o r o f h a v i n g to t ie 
l o o s e e n d s t o g e t h e r . T h e essayist can myst i fy the w o r l d , l eave h i s s u b ­
j e c t s ' a c t i o n s o p e n - e n d e d as to the ir g loba l i m p l i c a t i o n s , f r o m a r h e ­
torical p o s t u r e o f p r o f o u n d h a l f - u n d e r s t a n d i n g , h a l f - b e w i l d e r m e n t 
w i t h t h e w o r l d in w h i c h the e t h n o g r a p h i c subject a n d t h e e t h n o g ­
r a p h e r l ive . T h i s is t h u s a f o r m wel l su i t ed to a t i m e s u c h as t h e 
p r e s e n t , w h e n p a r a d i g m s are in disarray, p r o b l e m s intractable , a n d 
p h e n o m e n a o n l y part ly u n d e r s t o o d . It is finally a h e d g e o n t h e hol i s t ic 
c o m m i t m e n t s o f a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l e t h n o g r a p h y . T h e o p e n - e n d e d m y s ­
tery o f p h e n o m e n a partly e x p l a i n e d ("there are a lways a l t e r n a t i v e 
in t erpre ta t ions" ) is a n essent ia l f e a t u r e o f t h e r h e t o r i c o f t h e e x p e r i ­
m e n t a l p o s t u r e . U n l i k e realist e t h n o g r a p h y , w h i c h can b e back­
g r o u n d e d w h e n t h e tex t square ly a d d r e s s e s grea t e v e n t s , t h e m o d e r n ­
ist e t h n o g r a p h i c essay g r a p p l e s wi th the textua l p r o b l e m o f h o w t h e 
w o r l d is to s e r v e as b a c k d r o p o n c e c o n v e n t i o n a l t e c h n i q u e s o f real ist ic 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n are r u l e d o u t . 

P e r h a p s t h e m o s t i n t e n s i v e a n d expl ic i t re f lec t ion o n t h e essay as a 
f o r m o f w r i t i n g a p p r o p r i a t e to m o d e r n i t y is that o f T h e o d o r A d o r n o 
( see K a u f f m a n n 1981) , a n d espec ia l ly his re fusa l to i m p o s e o r d e r 
t h r o u g h w r i t i n g o n a w o r l d w h o s e e s s e n c e is its f r a g m e n t a r y c h a r a c ­
ter. R a t h e r t h a n a t t e m p t i n g to r e p r e s e n t the s y s t e m o r m a j o r e v e n t s 
by a n o r d e r l y a c c o u n t o f t h e m , to w h i c h rea l i sm is partial , t h e m o d e r n 
essay p e r m i t s , o r r a t h e r sanc t ions , the u l t imate h e d g e — i t l e g i t i m a t e s 
f r a g m e n t a t i o n , r o u g h e d g e s , a n d the s e l f - consc ious a i m o f a c h i e v i n g 
a n e f fec t that d i s turbs t h e r e a d e r . T h e essay in this m o d e r n i s t s e n s e is 
t h u s a part i cu lar ly a p p r o p r i a t e s e l f - consc ious p o s t u r e for t h e m o s t 
radica l ly e x p e r i m e n t a l e t h n o g r a p h i e s . T h e y w a n t to c h a n g e t h e c o n ­
v e n t i o n a l f o c u s in e t h n o g r a p h y a n d t h u s t h e p e r c e p t i o n o f r e a d e r s . 
A s n o t e d , t h e y shift f o c u s to t h e d ia log ic a n d the rec iproc i ty o f p e r ¬ 
s p e c t i v e s i n v o l v e d in any e t h n o g r a p h i c project . T h e y w a n t to say 
s o m e t h i n g a b o u t t h e m o d e r n w o r l d as m u c h , if n o t m o r e , by self-
c o n s c i o u s a t t e n t i o n to t h e f o r m o f the e t h n o g r a p h i c t ex t as by d i r e c t 
a t t e n t i o n to t h e b o u n d e d w o r l d o f the e t h n o g r a p h i c subject . 

T h e subt l e ty of this u s e o f t h e essay is that w h e t h e r or n o t t h e s u b ­
ject is exp l i c i t ly v i e w e d as l iv ing in a f r a g m e n t e d w o r l d s y s t e m , at t h e 
l eve l o f h e r e x p e r i e n c e a n d that o f the e t h n o g r a p h e r the b r o a d e r 
w o r l d is e v o k e d ind irec t ly t h r o u g h t h e a t t e m p t in e t h n o g r a p h i c wri t ­
i n g to c o n v e y a l i en e x p e r i e n c e . T h i s is the radical a p p r o a c h t o t h e 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f cu l tura l d i f f e r e n c e in a w o r l d w h e r e the s a l i e n c e 
o f d i f f e r e n c e h a s d i m i n i s h e d , at least a m o n g W e s t e r n m i d d l e class 

p r o c e s s e s t h e m s e l v e s . Michae l Fischer's Iran: From Religious Dispute to 
Revolution (1980) is a p r i m e , if n o t u n i q u e , e x a m p l e o f a m i x e d - g e n r e 
a c c o u n t in w h i c h t h e rhetor ica l fixing o f the e t h n o g r a p h e r ' s a u t h o r i t y 
a n d t h e care fu l i n t r o d u c t i o n o f e t h n o g r a p h i c deta i l s h a p e a n a r g u ­
m e n t d e a l i n g wi th t h e c a u s a t i o n a n d or ig ins o f r e v o l u t i o n r a t h e r t h a n 
its e f fec t s . T h e critical e t h n o g r a p h i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s are t h o s e o f 
Shi ' i te r e l i g i o u s e d u c a t i o n , w h i c h F i scher s t u d i e d in Q u m b e f o r e t h e 
r e v o l u t i o n . T h e b o o k itself o p e n s wi th t h e fixing o f e t h n o g r a p h i c a u ­
thor i ty , w i t h F i s c h e r e n g a g e d in d i s cus s ion wi th a n ayato l lah . I n d e e d , 
th i s e s tab l i shes that "he was there ," b u t it d o e s m u c h m o r e t h a n th is , 
s i n c e it is a p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e reality a n d m e d i u m o f Shi' i te i d e o l o g y 
a n d w o r l d v iew itself, i n s e p a r a b l e f r o m t h e styles o f d i s c o u r s e in w h i c h 
it is e x p r e s s e d . F r o m this b e g i n n i n g o n w a r d , t h e e t h n o g r a p h y o f Shi ' i te 
c u l t u r e is t h r e a d e d t h r o u g h a text that a l t ernates b e t w e e n h i s tor ica l 
n a r r a t i v e , m o m e n t - t o - m o m e n t r e p o r t i n g o f r e v o l u t i o n a r y e v e n t s , so ­
c io log i ca l class analys i s , t ex tua l e x e g e s i s , a n d the e t h n o g r a p h i c r e p r e ­
s e n t a t i o n o f l ife in Q u m itself. T h o u g h it is m u c h h a r d e r to p i n d o w n 
as e t h n o g r a p h y t h a n Willis's expl ic i t ly labe l led s tudy, Fischer's b o o k 
n o n e t h e l e s s d e p e n d s , as d o e s Willis's b o o k , o n strategical ly s i t u a t e d 
e t h n o g r a p h y , a n d se l f - consc ious ly so . T h u s , w h e n t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r 
takes o n d e b a t e s a b o u t m o m e n t o u s e v e n t s ( a n d t h e m a c r o s y s t e m s o f 
pol i t ica l e c o n o m y t h e y impl ica te ) , e t h n o g r a p h y i tself m o v e s f r o m c e n ­
ter p l a c e t o play a per ipate t i c ro le in text c o n s t r u c t i o n . 

Ethnography and the Modern Essay: Undermining 
Realist Representation in an Uncertain World 

A n d w h a t o f t h o s e w h o v iew t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f l a r g e r , i m ­
p e r s o n a l s y s t e m s w i t h i n the narrat ive s p a c e o f e t h n o g r a p h y as u n ­
t e n a b l e , y e t are sens i t ive to t r e n d s in polit ical e c o n o m y a n d still s e e t h e 
n e e d to e v o k e t h e m in s o m e way? T h i s is t h e p r e d i c a m e n t o f t h e m o r e 
radica l , m o d e r n i s t e x p e r i m e n t s in e t h n o g r a p h y — t h o s e t u r n i n g away 
f r o m real ist c o n v e n t i o n s t o w a r d e laborate e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n w i t h f o r m 
a n d a t t e n t i o n to rec iproc i ty o f p e r s p e c t i v e s , the d ia log i c c o n t e x t o f 
fieldwork, a n d e v e n to t h e i n c o r p o r a t i o n o f m u l t i p l e author ia l v o i c e s 
in t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l s i n g l e - a u t h o r - c o n t r o l l e d text . M u c h m o r e s t r o n g l y 
t h a n R a y m o n d Wi l l i ams , w h o h o l d s to rea l i sm, s u c h e x p e r i m e n t a l 
wr i t er s fee l that radical ly i n t e r p r e t i v e e t h n o g r a p h i e s can n e v e r g a i n 
k n o w l e d g e o f t h e real i t ies that statistics c a n — t h e y p e r h a p s d o n o t 
e v e n r e c o g n i z e t h e priori ty or p r i v i l e g e d validity o f s u c h abstract ly 
r e p r e s e n t e d real i t ies . T h e y s e e k ra ther a m e a n s o f e v o k i n g t h e w o r l d 
w i t h o u t r e p r e s e n t i n g it. 
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r e a d e r s h i p s . S u c h e t h n o g r a p h y seeks to c o n v e y the qual i ty o f its s u b ­
j ec t s ' e x p e r i e n c e , f r e e o f the m e d i a t i o n o f c u s t o m s a n d ins t i tu t ions , 
c o n c e p t s that carry a n e m b e d d e d bias t o w a r d s e e i n g o r d e r , w h e r e o n 
t h e l eve l o f e x p e r i e n c e s u c h o r d e r is n o t felt or i m a g i n e d to t h e s a m e 
d e g r e e . T h e e t h n o g r a p h y as m o d e r n essay p r o f o u n d l y d i s r u p t s t h e 
c o m m i t m e n t to h o l i s m that is at t h e hear t o f m o s t realist e t h n o g r a p h y 
a n d that is i n c r e a s i n g l y p r o b l e m a t i c (as t h e h e d g e s in Willis's t ex t ind i ­
ca te ) . It d o e s n o t p r o m i s e that its subjects are part o f a l a r g e r o r d e r . 
I n s t e a d , by t h e o p e n - e n d e d n e s s o f the f o r m , it e v o k e s a b r o a d e r w o r l d 
o f u n c e r t a i n o r d e r — t h i s is t h e p o s e the m o d e r n i s t essay cu l t ivates su ­
p r e m e l y . I n a s e n s e , w i th the a p p r o p r i a t e rhe tor ic o f the essay, m o d ­
e r n i s t e t h n o g r a p h y d e c l i n e s the p r o b l e m a t i c o f the m o d e s o f e t h ­
n o g r a p h y sens i t ive to polit ical e c o n o m y that w e h a v e d i s c u s s e d , w h i l e 
b e i n g s imi lar ly m o t i v a t e d by the p r e d i c a m e n t o f w r i t i n g e t h n o g r a p h y 
i n r e c o g n i t i o n o f a w o r l d for w h i c h the t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y e t h n o ­
g r a p h i c p a r a d i g m n o w s e e m s i n a d e q u a t e . T h e rhe tor ic o f t h e m o d e r n 
e s say as a g u i d e to c o n s t r u c t i n g e t h n o g r a p h y is m e r e l y very s t r o n g 
m e d i c i n e , c o m p a r e d to Willis's or Fischer's m o v e s to m e r g e t h e p e r ­
s p e c t i v e s o f e t h n o g r a p h y a n d pol i t ical e c o n o m y . 

A c t u a l e x a m p l e s o f e t h n o g r a p h y set in t h e rhe tor i c o f t h e m o d e r n 
essay are few, a l t h o u g h it is t h e k ind o f t ex t writers e i t h e r a sp i re to o r 
e n t e r t a i n t h e poss ibi l i ty o f a n d t h e n shy away f r o m in e x p e r i m e n t a l 
t i m e s . V i n c e n t C r a p a n z a n o ' s Tuhami: Portrait of a Moroccan ( 1980) a n d , 
m o r e recent ly , h is Waiting (1985) are p e r h a p s the m o s t p r o m i n e n t e x ­
i s t ing e x p e r i m e n t a l e t h n o g r a p h i e s that can b e v i e w e d as e m p l o y i n g 
t h e r h e t o r i c o f t h e m o d e r n essay. T h e latter w o r k in part icu lar , w h i c h 
u s e s t h e d i a l o g i c c a p t u r i n g o f m u l t i p l e vo ices to e x p o s e t h e c o n d i t i o n 
o f e n t r a p m e n t a m o n g t h e w h i t e s o f c o n t e m p o r a r y S o u t h Afr ica , re ­
vea l s t h e i n h e r e n t c o n c e r n o f s u c h m o d e r n i s t t e c h n i q u e s w i t h pol i t ica l 
e c o n o m y . Far f r o m b e i n g insu lar a n d parochia l , t h e d i s c o u r s e o f t h e 
w h i t e s in t h e p l e a s a n t S o u t h A f r i c a n c o u n t r y s i d e is full o f " k n o w i n g " 
i r o n y a b o u t the ir o w n p o s i t i o n a n d that o f the ir soc iety g lobal ly . L ike ­
w i s e , in Tuhami, t h e f o r m o f the tex t as wel l as its s u b j e c t — a spirit-
p o s s e s s e d p r o l e t a r i a n t i l e m a k e r — s e r v e s as a s t a t e m e n t a b o u t c o l o n i a l 
a n d p o s t - c o l o n i a l A l g e r i a n society. 

A s u s t a i n e d t o l e r a n c e o f i n c o m p l e t e n e s s a n d i n d e t e r m i n a t e n e s s 
a b o u t t h e o r d e r in t h e w o r l d that l ies b e y o n d t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f e t h n o ­
g r a p h i c subjects , i n t e n s e l y f o c u s e d u p o n , s e e m s to b e a key rhe tor i ca l 
m a r k e r in m o d e r n i s t e t h n o g r a p h y . For e x a m p l e , o n e c o m m o n i d e a o f 
t ex t c o n s t r u c t i o n is t o s tr ing t o g e t h e r a set o f s e p a r a t e essays d e a l i n g 
w i t h d i f f e r e n t t h e m e s o r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f t h e s a m e subject (if its ac­
tual s ty le w e r e n o t that o f the c o c k s u r e E n g l i s h essayist , c o m b i n e d 
w i t h a h e a v y d o s e o f scientist ic certainty , G r e g o r y Bateson's Naven 

[1936] m i g h t b e s e e n in its actual narrat ive s t ruc ture a n d spir i t as a n 
ear ly e x a m p l e o f the e t h n o g r a p h y as m o d e r n essay; i n d e e d it was 
w r i t t e n d u r i n g a t i m e o f p r o f o u n d g lobal u n c e r t a i n t y l ike t h e c o n t e m ­
p o r a r y p e r i o d ; t h e o d d n e s s o f Naven is its m i n g l i n g o f b e h a v i o r i s t a n d 
h e r m e n e u t i c c o n c e r n s ) . F u r t h e r m o r e , the e t h n o g r a p h y as e s say o f t e n 
d e f i n e s i t se l f as s u c h by a p r o m i n e n t m e t a c o m m e n t a r y o n t h e diffi­
cu l t i e s o f d o i n g e t h n o g r a p h y in the m o d e r n w o r l d , w h i l e d o i n g it. I n 
g e n e r a l , t h e n , it is t h e r e v e a l e d m o d e r n i s t c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f t h e e t h ­
n o g r a p h i c wr i ter , t r o u b l e d by t h e i n t e r p r e t i v e task at h a n d , that e m ­
b e d s in t h e t ex t r e f e r e n c e s to t h é b r o a d e r w o r l d s h e a n d h e r subjec t s 
s h a r e . I v i e w m o d e r n i s t e x p e r i m e n t s as the c u r r e n t o u t e r l imit to t h e 
ways e t h n o g r a p h y as a m a t t e r o f t ex tua l s trategy h a n d l e s t h e m i c r o -
m a c r o i n t e g r a t i o n p r o b l e m wi th w h i c h this p a p e r b e g a n . 



M I C H A E L M . J . F I S C H E R 

Ethnicity and the Post-Modern 
Arts of Memory 

I 
C o n c l u s i o n s a n d R e - V i s i o n s 

History as celebrated by Mnemosoune is a deciphering of the invisible, a 
geography of the supernatural. . . . It throws a bridge between the world of 
the living and that beyond to which everything that leaves the light of day 
must return. It brings about an "evocation" of the past. . . . Memory 
appears as a source of immortality. . . . JEAN-PIEKRE VERNANT 

Our period is not defined by the triumph of technology for technology's sake, 
as it is not defined by art for art's sake, as it is not defined by nihilism. It is 
action for a world to come, transcendence of its period—transcendence of 
self which calls for epiphany of the Other. EMANUEL LEVINAS 

T h i s p a p e r b r i n g s t o g e t h e r two indirect ly re la t ed e t h n o ­
g r a p h i c p h e n o m e n a o f t h e 1970s a n d t g 8 o s — t h e florescence o f e t h ­
n ic a u t o b i o g r a p h y a n d the a c a d e m i c fasc inat ion wi th t ex tua l t h e o r i e s 
o f d e f e r r e d , h i d d e n , or o c c u l t e d m e a n i n g 1 — i n o r d e r to ask w h e t h e r 

NOTE : My use of "post-modern" in this essay follows that of Jean-François Lyotard 
(1979): it is that moment of modernism that defines itself against an immediate past 
("post") and that is skeptically inquisitive about all grounds of authority, assumption, or 
convention ("modernism"). Lyotard's definition allows for cycles of modernism that de­
cay and renew, as well as drawing attention to the various techniques for questioning 
and deorienting/reorienting—techniques ranging from surrealism in the arts to devel­
opments in the natural sciences (fractals, catastrophe theory, pragmatic paradoxes, un-
decidables). Alternative definitions of post-modernism as either an unlabeled after­
math of early twentieth-century modernisms—or, as Fredric Jameson would have it, a 
retreat from politically charged modernism back into bourgeois complacency—empty 
the term of any substantive meaning and (in Jameson's case) assert unsubstantiated 
negative political evaluations. An allied usage of post-modern to that employed here, 
and to which I am also indebted, is that of Stephen Tyler (see this volume). 

1. For reasons of space, this second phenomenon will have to remain an under­
song, only alluded to periodically. "Occulted" is a key term from Stephen Tyler's essay in 
this volume, an essay with which the present paper is intended to resonate. "Deferred" 
invokes Jacques Derrida's efforts to show how metaphors depend on and create new 
displacements from meanings in other texts, how no text exists in and of itself. "Hid­
den" refers to Walter Benjamin's attempts at "revelation" or recovery of meanings sedi-
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t h e y c a n revi ta l ize o u r ways o f t h i n k i n g a b o u t h o w c u l t u r e o p e r a t e s 
a n d r e f a s h i o n o u r pract ice o f e t h n o g r a p h y as a m o d e o f cu l tura l criti­
c i s m . J u s t as t h e travel a c c o u n t a n d t h e e t h n o g r a p h y s e r v e d as f o r m s 
f o r e x p l o r a t i o n s o f t h e "primit ive" w o r l d ( see Pratt in this v o l u m e ) a n d 
t h e real ist n o v e l s e r v e d as t h e f o r m for e x p l o r a t i o n s o f b o u r g e o i s 
m a n n e r s a n d t h e se l f in early industr ia l society , so e t h n i c a u t o b i o g r a ­
p h y a n d a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l f ict ion c a n p e r h a p s serve as key f o r m s f o r 
e x p l o r a t i o n s o f plural is t , pos t - industr ia l , late t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y soc iety . 

T h e r e c e n t p r o l i f e r a t i o n o f a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l w o r k s that take e t h ­
nic i ty as a foca l p u z z l e s e e m s to b e p o o r l y a c c o m m o d a t e d w i t h i n t h e 
t r a d i t i o n a l soc io log i ca l l i t erature o n ethnic i ty . W o r k s s u c h as M a x i n e 
H o n g Kings ton ' s The Woman Warrior (1976) , M i c h a e l Arlen's Passage to 
Ararat ( 1 9 7 5 ) , a n d Mari ta Gulden's Migrations of the Heart (1983) a r e 
i n a d e q u a t e l y c o m p r e h e n d e d t h r o u g h d i scuss ions o f g r o u p so l idari ty , 
t rad i t i ona l v a l u e s , fami ly mobi l i ty , polit ical mobi l i za t ion , o r s imi lar so ­
c io log i ca l c a t e g o r i e s . I m m i g r a n t n o v e l s o f rebe l l ion aga ins t t h e fami ly , 
i n t e r m a r r i a g e , a n d a c c u l t u r a t i o n are m o r e r e l e v a n t to t h e s e so ­
c i o l o g i c a l c o n c e p t i o n s . 

W h a t t h e n e w e r w o r k s b r i n g h o m e forcefu l ly is, first, t h e p a r a d o x ­
ical s e n s e that e thn ic i ty is s o m e t h i n g r e i n v e n t e d a n d r e i n t e r p r e t e d in 
e a c h g e n e r a t i o n by e a c h i n d i v i d u a l a n d that it is o f t e n s o m e t h i n g 
q u i t e p u z z l i n g t o t h e ind iv idua l , s o m e t h i n g o v e r w h i c h h e or s h e lacks 
c o n t r o l . E thn ic i ty is n o t s o m e t h i n g that is s imply p a s s e d o n f r o m g e n ­
e r a t i o n to g e n e r a t i o n , t a u g h t a n d l e a r n e d ; it is s o m e t h i n g d y n a m i c , 
o f t e n u n s u c c e s s f u l l y r e p r e s s e d or a v o i d e d . It c a n b e p o t e n t e v e n w h e n 
n o t c o n s c i o u s l y t a u g h t ; it is s o m e t h i n g that ins t i tu t iona l i zed t e a c h ­
i n g easi ly m a k e s chauv in i s t , steri le , a n d superf ic ia l , s o m e t h i n g that 
e m e r g e s in f u l l — o f t e n l i b e r a t i n g — f l o w e r o n l y t h r o u g h s t r u g g l e . I n ­
s o f a r as e t h n i c i t y is a d e e p l y r o o t e d e m o t i o n a l c o m p o n e n t o f ident i ty , 
it is o f t e n t r a n s m i t t e d less t h r o u g h c o g n i t i v e l a n g u a g e or l e a r n i n g (to 
w h i c h s o c i o l o g y h a s a l m o s t ent ire ly restr ic ted i t se l f ) t h a n t h r o u g h 

mented in layers of language. Others who have become theoreticians of interest for the 
present mood include Harold Bloom (like Derrida, concerned with intertextuality—in 
his terms, "the anxiety of influence"); Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan (as semioticians 
interested in the dynamics of what Freud called "the soul," locating what is repressed, 
implicit, mediated, or what Tyler calls the "unsaid"); Wilhelm Dilthey, Clifford Geertz, 
and Victor Turner (as exploring constructivist understandings of symbolic meaning, in 
Geertz's phrase "models of and models for"); Hans-Georg Gadamer (for his articulation 
of meaning elicited through the juxtaposition of historical horizons and cultural tradi­
tions); Friedrich Nietzsche and Michel Foucault (for their inquiries into the hegemonic 
power of language); Max and Uriel Weinreich and Michel Serres (for their concerns 
with inter-reference and interlinguistics). I t is no coincidence that the interest in these 
authors—renewed interest in the case of Freud, Nietzsche, and Benjamin—(a reaction 
against the New Criticism of the 1960s in literature, and against Parsonianism in an­
thropology) appears contemporaneously with the florescence of ethnic autobiography, 
l i iere is a commonality of inquiry characteristic of the present moment. 
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trol , a n d y e t r e q u i r e s a n e f for t o f s e l f -de f in i t i on . 2 Ethnic i ty in its c o n ­
t e m p o r a r y f o r m is t h u s n e i t h e r , as t h e soc io log ica l l i t erature w o u l d 
h a v e it, s i m p l y a m a t t e r o f g r o u p p r o c e s s ( s u p p o r t sy s t ems) , n o r a 
m a t t e r o f t rans i t ion (ass imi lat ion) , n o r a m a t t e r o f s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d 
t r a n s m i s s i o n f r o m g e n e r a t i o n to g e n e r a t i o n (socia l izat ion) . 

I n s o m e ways , t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y r e i n v e n t i o n o f e t h n i c i d e n t i t y 
t h r o u g h r e m e m b e r i n g is n o t h i n g n e w . T h e P y t h a g o r e a n n o t i o n o f 
m e m o r y ( w h i c h fa sc ina ted Plato) a lso c o n c e i v e d o f t h e w o r l d as o n e 
o f o b l i v i o n , o f superf ic ia l a p p e a r a n c e s b e h i n d w h i c h lay t h e h i d d e n 
real i t ies . O n l y the s o u l that e n g a g e d in m e m o r y e x e r c i s e s , in re ­
c o l l e c t i o n s , in p r e s e r v i n g the k n o w l e d g e o f this w o r l d w h e n p r o c e e d ­
i n g t o t h e n e x t a n d a v o i d i n g t h e waters o f L e t h e (or A m e l e s ) w h e n 
r e t u r n i n g to this w o r l d f r o m t h e celest ial r e a l m s w o u l d b e ab le to e s ­
c a p e t h e cyc le s o f reb ir th , t h e f lux o f m e a n i n g l e s s r e p e t i t i o n s , a n d t h e 
e n t r o p y t o w a r d r e d u c t i o n s o f h u m a n b e i n g s in to m e c h a n i c a l o r b e s ­
tial c i p h e r s . O n l y t h r o u g h m e m o r y , h o n e d by c o n s t a n t e x e r c i s e a n d 
e f for t , c o u l d o n e p u r g e the sins o f past l ives, pur i fy t h e sou l , a s c e n d 
a n d e s c a p e f r o m ob l iv ious r e p e t i t i o n s . 3 

S o , t o o , c o n t e m p o r a r y e t h n i c re -creat ions are g i v e n i m p e t u s by 
t h e f ear n o t m e r e l y o f b e i n g l eve l l ed i n t o ident ica l industr ia l h o m i -
n i d s , b u t o f l o s i n g a n ethica l (celestial) v is ion that m i g h t serve to r e n e w 
t h e se l f a n d e t h n i c g r o u p as wel l as c o n t r i b u t e to a r icher , p o w e r f u l l y 
d y n a m i c p lural i s t society . I n e x p l o r i n g w h y w h i t e A m e r i c a p r o d u c e s 
b i o g r a p h i e s , w h i l e black A m e r i c a p r o d u c e s a u t o b i o g r a p h i e s , A r n o l d 
R a m p e r s a d (1983) p o i n t s o u t that a u t o b i o g r a p h y (at least in its m o s t 
p o t e n t f o r m s ) is p r e d i c a t e d o n a m o r a l v i s ion , o n a v ibrant r e l a t i o n 
b e t w e e n a s e n s e o f se l f a n d a c o m m u n i t y , o n a r e t r o s p e c t i v e o r p r o ­
p h e t i c a p p e a l to a c o m m u n i t y o f spirit , b e it r e l i g i o u s or social , o r o n 
w h a t H a n s - G e o r g G a d a m e r m i g h t call a fee l for a m o r a l t rad i t ion . 

E t h n i c a n x i e t y , that f e e l i n g w e l l i n g u p o u t o f m y s t e r i o u s d e p t h s , is 
n o t t h e o n l y i n t e r e s t i n g a s p e c t o f c o n t e m p o r a r y e x p r e s s i o n s o f e t h ­
nicity. R a t h e r , t h e y s e e m to b e a ref lex o f m o r e g e n e r a l cu l tura l p r o ­
c e s s e s . T o a W e s t e r n e r , late t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y soc ie ty g lobal ly s e e m s to 
be c h a r a c t e r i z e d by sur face h o m o g e n i z a t i o n , by t h e e r o s i o n o f p u b l i c 
e n a c t m e n t s o f t rad i t ion , by t h e loss o f ritual a n d his tor ical r o o t e d n e s s . 
C u l t u r a l e l e m e n t s s e e m to b e increas ing ly f r a g m e n t e d , vo l i t iona l , 
arbi trary m a t t e r s o f p e r s o n a l style. Ce l ebra t ions a n d rituals in t h e 
U n i t e d States , f o r in s tance , o f t e n s e e m to b e i ronic , re f l ec t ing g o o d -
n a t u r e d n o n b e l i e f , skept ical , h e d o n i s t i c , a n d c o m m e r c i a l in o v e r t o n e . 4 

A n d yet , c learly , t h e s e are reac t ions to t h e superf ic ial i t ies of s u c h sit-

•i. On Freud's usage, see Bruno Bettleheim (1983). 
3. On Pythagorean and Platonic notions of memory, see Jean-Pierre Vernant 

(111(15/1983). 
,|. Wilioml) K. Washburn, in Victor Turner, ed. ig82, 299. 

p r o c e s s e s a n a l o g o u s to the d r e a m i n g a n d t r a n s f e r e n c e o f p s y c h o ­
ana ly t i c e n c o u n t e r s . 

Second, w h a t is d i s c o v e r e d a n d r e i n v e n t e d in t h e n e w w o r k s a b o u t 
e t h n i c i t y is, p e r h a p s increas ing ly , s o m e t h i n g n e w : to b e C h i n e s e -
A m e r i c a n is n o t t h e s a m e t h i n g as b e i n g C h i n e s e in A m e r i c a . I n this 
s e n s e t h e r e is n o r o l e m o d e l for b e c o m i n g C h i n e s e - A m e r i c a n . It is a 
m a t t e r o f finding a v o i c e o r style that d o e s n o t v io late one 's s evera l 
c o m p o n e n t s o f ident i ty . I n part , s u c h a p r o c e s s o f a s s u m i n g a n e t h n i c 
i d e n t i t y is a n i n s i s t e n c e o n a plural ist , m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l , o r m u l t i -
f a c e t e d c o n c e p t o f self: o n e c a n b e m a n y d i f f e r e n t t h i n g s , a n d this 
p e r s o n a l s e n s e c a n b e a cruc ib le f o r a w i d e r social e t h o s o f p l u r a l i s m . 

Third, t h e s e a r c h or s t r u g g l e for a s e n s e o f e t h n i c ident i ty is a 
( r e - ) i n v e n t i o n a n d d i s c o v e r y o f a v i s ion , b o t h e thica l a n d f u t u r e -
o r i e n t e d . W h e r e a s t h e s earch for c o h e r e n c e is g r o u n d e d in a c o n n e c ­
t i o n t o t h e past , t h e m e a n i n g abs tracted f r o m that past , a n i m p o r t a n t 
c r i t e r i o n o f c o h e r e n c e , is a n e th ic w o r k a b l e for the f u t u r e . S u c h vi­
s i ons c a n take a n u m b e r o f f o r m s : they can b e b o t h cul tural ly speci f ic 
( e .g . , t h e biblical s trains o f black victories o v e r o p p r e s s i o n ) a n d d ia lec -
tically f o r m e d as cr i t iques o f h e g e m o n i c i d e o l o g i e s (e .g . , as a l ter­
n a t i v e s to t h e m e l t i n g p o t rhe tor i c o f ass imi lat ion to the b l a n d , n e u t r a l 
s ty le o f t h e c o n f o r m i s t 1950s). 

T w o p r e l i m i n a r y e x a m p l e s are b o t h re t rospec t ive a c c o u n t s e x ­
p r e s s i n g s u r p r i s e at t h e p o w e r o f polit ical ly c h a r g e d crysta l l izat ions . 
I n American Immigrants in Israel ( 1981) , Kev in A v r u c h q u o t e s a n A m e r i ­
c a n w h o wryly recal ls e x p l o d i n g at S D S e r s w h o a t tacked Israel in 
1967 , g i v i n g t h e m Israel's case in grea t deta i l : "At the t i m e , I d idn' t 
k n o w w h e r e that a t t i tude a n d all that i n f o r m a t i o n c a m e f r o m . " S imi ­
larly, Mar i ta G o l d e n r e m e m b e r s b e i n g in h i g h s c h o o l w h e n M a r t i n 
L u t h e r K i n g was assass inated: 

T h e days after King's death saw an invisible barricade of tensions rise between 
the white and black students at Western High School. T h e black students did 
not know then that in a few months many of us would repudiate our white 
friends, no longer finding them "relevant." Finding instead their mere pres­
ence inconsistent with a "commitment to the struggle," which is what our lives 
became overnight, (p. 15) 

T h e s e p a s s a g e s i l lustrate a lack o f expl ic i t k n o w l e d g e , a s e n s e o f t h e 
b u r i e d c o m i n g to t h e sur face , a n d the c o m p u l s i o n o f a n "id- l ike" 
f o r c e . T h e id, as F r e u d or ig ina l ly u s e d the t e r m , was m e r e l y das Es, 
t h e i t -nes s o f e x p e r i e n c e , m a d e part icularly p o t e n t for t h e G e r m a n -
s p e a k i n g ch i ld , w h o is r e f e r r e d to in the n e u t e r — d a s Kind—and w h o 
o n l y g r a d u a l l y d e v e l o p s a n a c k n o w l e d g e d , e n g e n d e r e d , i n d i v i d u a t e d 
self. T h e r e c o g n i t i o n o f s o m e t h i n g a b o u t one's essent ia l b e i n g t h u s 
s e e m s to s t e m f r o m o u t s i d e one's i m m e d i a t e c o n s c i o u s n e s s a n d c o n -
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u a t i o n s : as B e n j a m i n a n d F r e u d in d i f f er ing ways p o i n t e d o u t , l an­
g u a g e i t se l f c o n t a i n s s e d i m e n t e d layers o f e m o t i o n a l l y r e s o n a n t m e t a ­
p h o r s , k n o w l e d g e , a n d assoc ia t ions , w h i c h w h e n p a i d a t t e n t i o n to c a n 
b e e x p e r i e n c e d as d i s cover i e s a n d reve la t ions . I n d e e d , m u c h o f t h e 
c o n t e m p o r a r y p h i l o s o p h i c a l m o o d (in l i terary cri t ic ism a n d a n t h r o ­
p o l o g y , as wel l as in p h i l o s o p h y ) is to i n q u i r e i n t o w h a t is h i d d e n in 
l a n g u a g e , w h a t is d e f e r r e d by s igns , w h a t is p o i n t e d to , w h a t is re ­
p r e s s e d , impl ic i t , o r m e d i a t e d . 

W h a t t h u s s e e m initially to b e indiv idual i s t i c a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l 
s e a r c h i n g s t u r n o u t to b e reve la t ions o f t rad i t ions , r e - c o l l e c t i o n s o f 
d i s s e m i n a t e d ident i t i e s a n d o f the d i v i n e sparks f r o m the b r e a k i n g 
o f t h e ves se l s . T h e s e are a m o d e r n v e r s i o n o f the P y t h a g o r e a n arts o f 
m e m o r y : r e t r o s p e c t i o n to g a i n a v i s ion for the fu ture . I n so b e c o m i n g , 
t h e s e a r c h e s a lso t u r n o u t to b e p o w e r f u l cr i t iques o f severa l c o n t e m ­
p o r a r y rhe tor i c s o f d o m i n a t i o n . 

I n a p e r i o d w h e n the wr i t ing a n d r e c e p t i o n o f e t h n o g r a p h y are 
subjec t s o f m u c h in teres t a n d d e b a t e a m o n g a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s ( s ee 
M a r c u s a n d F i scher 1986), the p e r s p e c t i v e s o n e thnic i ty e m b o d i e d in 
a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l l i t erature s u g g e s t n e w ways o f r e a d i n g a n d w r i t i n g 
e t h n o g r a p h i e s . 

II 
D i s s e m i n a t i o n s a n d Pro -Vocat ions 

The word's power does not consist in its explicit content—if, generally 
speaking, there is such a thing—-but in the diversion that is involved in it. 

CHAIM NACHMAN BIALIK 

T h e s tra tegy o f this p a p e r is t h r e e f o l d : e t h n o g r a p h i c l i s ten­
i n g , a t t e n t i o n to cu l tura l cri t ic ism, a n d a t t e n t i o n to e x p e r i m e n t a l writ­
i n g . First o f all, t h e s trategy is to l i s ten to t h e vo ices o f severa l e t h n i c 
g r o u p s t h r o u g h a u t o b i o g r a p h i e s . A u t o b i o g r a p h y was c h o s e n b e c a u s e , 
l ike e t h n o g r a p h y , it has a c o m m i t m e n t to the actual . A u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l 
f i c t ion was also i n c l u d e d b e c a u s e t h e m o d a l i t i e s o f verac i ty in o u r a g e 
c a n n o l o n g e r (if t h e y e v e r c o u l d ) b e l imi ted to t h e c o n v e n t i o n s o f rea l ­
i s m . I n d e e d , as M u r r a y B a u m g a r t e n r ight ly p o i n t s o u t , e v e r s ince t h e 
m a s s i v e l inguis t ic d i s t u r b a n c e s o f Naz i D e u t s c h , Stalinist R u s s i a n , a n d 
o t h e r f o r m s o f t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y d o u b l e - t h i n k , i n c l u d i n g t h e d e a d e n ­
i n g l a n g u a g e o f A m e r i c a n off ic ialese, "realism as trust in l a n g u a g e is 
n o l o n g e r readi ly available"; it is as if "surrealist m o n t a g e , cubis t co l ­
l a g e , a n d ex is tent ia l i s t parable are the o n l y a p p r o p r i a t e poss ib i l i t ies" 
(1982 : 1 1 7 ) . M o r e o v e r , t h e c o n v e n t i o n s o f rea l i sm, e spec ia l ly as prac­
t i c e d i n t rad i t iona l e t h n o g r a p h y , t h e m s e l v e s c o n t a i n a n d are m a d e c o ­
h e r e n t t h r o u g h a l legor ica l m e t a p h o r s (see Cl i f ford in this v o l u m e ) . 
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I n d i r e c t i o n (v ide Bial ik above ) is i n h e r e n t in l a n g u a g e u s e a n d s h o u l d 
b e e x p l o i t e d c o n s c i o u s l y r a t h e r t h a n i g n o r e d , d e n i e d , a n d a l l o w e d to 
m i s l e a d . D u r i n g t h e past two d e c a d e s e t h n i c a u t o b i o g r a p h e r s h a v e 
p r o d u c e d bri l l iant e x p l o r a t i o n s a i m e d at r e d i s c o v e r i n g t h e s o u r c e s o f 
l a n g u a g e , a n d t h e r e b y also t h e n a t u r e o f m o d e r n reality. 

I n t h i n k i n g a b o u t h o w to r e a d , ana lyze , a n d i n t e r p r e t t h e s e c o n ­
t e m p o r a r y a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l texts , it o c c u r r e d to m e that t h e e t h n i c 
s e a r c h is a m i r r o r o f t h e bifocal i ty that has always b e e n part o f t h e 
a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l ra t iona le : s e e i n g o t h e r s against a b a c k g r o u n d o f o u r ­
se lve s , a n d o u r s e l v e s aga ins t a b a c k g r o u n d o f o t h e r s . T h e j u x t a p o s i n g 
o f e x o t i c c u s t o m s to fami l iar o n e s , o r the re la t iv iz ing o f t a k e n - f o r -
g r a n t e d a s s u m p t i o n s , has always b e e n the k i n d o f cu l tura l cr i t ic i sm 
p r o m i s e d by a n t h r o p o l o g y . T h i s bifocality, or rec iproc i ty o f p e r s p e c ­
t ives , h a s b e c o m e increas ing ly i m p o r t a n t in a w o r l d o f g r o w i n g in t er ­
d e p e n d e n c e b e t w e e n soc iet ies : m e m b e r s o f c u l t u r e s d e s c r i b e d are i n ­
c r e a s i n g l y critical r e a d e r s o f e t h n o g r a p h y . N o l o n g e r c a n rhe tor i ca l 
f i g u r e s o f t h e "pr imit ive" or t h e "exot ic" b e u s e d wi th i m p u n i t y : a u d i ­
e n c e s h a v e b e c o m e m u l t i p l e . "Bifocality" m o r e o v e r m u s t i n c r e a s i n g l y 
b e a s h o r t h a n d for "two or m o r e " c u l t u r e s in j u x t a p o s i t i o n a n d c o m ­
p a r i s o n . Succes s fu l cross -cul tura l c o m p a r i s o n r e q u i r e s at least a t h i r d 
c a s e to a v o i d s impl i s t ic b e t t e r - w o r s e j u d g m e n t s , to fos ter m u l t i p l e a x e s 
o f c o m p a r i s o n , 5 a n d to e v o k e a s e n s e o f the l arger u n i v e r s e s in w h i c h 
c u l t u r e s are s i tua ted ( see also Marcus in this v o l u m e ) . C u l t u r e s a n d 
e t h n i c i t i e s as sets are m o r e l ike fami l i e s o f r e s e m b l a n c e s t h a n s i m p l e 
t y p o l o g i c a l t rees . 

T h e e t h n i c , t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r , a n d the cross -cul tura l s c h o l a r in 
g e n e r a l o f t e n b e g i n w i t h a p e r s o n a l e m p a t h e t i c "dual tracking ," s e e k ­
i n g in t h e o t h e r c lari f icat ion for p r o c e s s e s in t h e self. O n e t h i n k s p e r ­
h a p s o f t h e g r e a t I s lamic scholar a n d Catho l i c myst ic L o u i s M a s s i g n o n , 
w h o u s e d S u f i s m as a p r o x y for his o w n d i l e m m a s in a p o s t - C h r i s t i a n , 
ant i -mys t i ca l w o r l d . E x a m p l e s c o u l d b e m u l t i p l i e d . A m o n g t h e m o s t 
s ens i t ive a n d bes t a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l w o r k s are t h o s e that b r i n g p e r s o n a l 
e n g a g e m e n t s o f this sort in to play, albeit usual ly o n l y as a s u b t e x t , 
rare ly h i g h l i g h t e d o r expl ic i t ly a c k n o w l e d g e d . O n e th inks o f t h e as so ­
c ia t ion b e t w e e n t h e late V ic tor Turner ' s e n g a g e m e n t wi th N d e m b u rit­
ual a n d s y m b o l s a n d his t u r n to Catho l i c i sm; o f Stanley Tambiah ' s 
w o r k o n B u d d h i s m in T h a i l a n d , w h i c h , u n l i k e so m u c h wr i t t en a b o u t 
l l u d d h i s m by W e s t e r n e r s , treats it wi th r e s p e c t as a p o t e n t pol i t ica l 
force , in a n o b l i q u e a t t e m p t to u n d e r s t a n d its d y n a m i c s in h i s o w n 
d o u b l e d h o m e l a n d o f Sri L a n k a ; a n d p e r h a p s e v e n o f Lév i -S trauss , 

5. This was ihr subject of a conference organized by M. C. Bateson at Coolfont, 
Wrsl Virginia, in J nut' '()H,|, under the auspices of the Intercultural Foundation, with 
support Ifoni ihr Wriiiiri (Iren Foundation, the Smithsonian Institution, and the 
( -roi |.;i'lowu I inivri nil y < '.miri lor I M e n ill!ut al Si udies. 
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w h o s e w o r k o n A m e r i c a n I n d i a n m y t h o l o g i e s m i g h t b e u n d e r s t o o d as 
an act o f a t o n e m e n t f o r a w o r l d d e s t r o y e d , paral le l to the c r e a t i o n o f 
t h e T a l m u d — t h a t is, a p r e s e r v a t i o n t o g e t h e r wi th a critical a p p a r a t u s 
p e r m i t t i n g r e g e n e r a t i v e u s e by f u t u r e g e n e r a t i o n s . 6 S u c h e n g a g e m e n t 
n e e d n o t b e e t h n i c o r re l i g ious in c o n t e n t : S t e v e n Feld's a c c o u n t i n g o f 
Kalul i ae s the t i c s , u t i l i z ing his per former ' s k n o w l e d g e a n d skills as wel l 
as h i s a c a d e m i c o n e s , is o n e o f t h e h n e s t r e c e n t e x a m p l e s . H e is ab le to 
p r o v i d e n o t m e r e l y a c o n v i n c i n g d e s c r i p t i o n but , m o r e i m p o r t a n t , a 
crit ical a p p a r a t u s 7 tha t g ives t h e r e a d e r a set o f c o n c e p t u a l too l s w i t h 
s e n s o r y a n d c o g n i t i v e bases radical ly d i f f erent f r o m o u r o w n . 

It s h o u l d b e c lear that I a m not a d v o c a t i n g a r e d u c t i v e r e a d i n g o f 
e t h n o g r a p h i e s in t e r m s o f t h e b i o g r a p h i e s o f the ir a u t h o r s . It is t r u e 
that p r o f e s s i o n a l s m a y adjust the ir r e a d i n g s o f e t h n o g r a p h i e s a c c o r d ­
i n g to the ir k n o w l e d g e o f the wri ters . T h i s m a k e s r e a d i n g r i c h e r a n d 
m o r e i n f o r m e d . It a l lows the r e a d e r to b r i n g to the text m a n y o f t h e 
n u a n c e s , tacit u n d e r s t a n d i n g s , a n d implic i t p e r s p e c t i v e s that i n f o r m e d 
t h e w r i t e r — t o b r i n g , as Plato m i g h t say, a d e a d tex t to ful ler l i f e . 8 B u t 
in t h e case o f casua l o r u n s o p h i s t i c a t e d r e a d e r s , r e a d i n g in t e r m s o f 
t h e b i o g r a p h y o f t h e wri ter c a n b e inv id ious a n d des t ruc t ive , e x p l a i n ­
i n g away t h e t e x t r a t h e r t h a n e n r i c h i n g it. W h a t I a m s u g g e s t i n g in ­
s t e a d is a r e a d i n g o f e t h n o g r a p h i e s as the j u x t a p o s i t i o n o f t w o o r 
m o r e cu l tura l t rad i t ions a n d p a y i n g a t t en t ion b o t h in r e a d i n g a n d in 
c o n s t r u c t i n g e t h n o g r a p h i e s to the ways in w h i c h the j u x t a p o s i t i o n o f 
c u l t u r a l t rad i t ions w o r k s o n b o t h t h e c o n s c i o u s a n d u n c o n s c i o u s lev­
els . For m a n y t h e s e a r c h in a n o t h e r tradi t ion , s u c h as p e r h a p s Gulden ' s 
in N i g e r i a o r m y o w n in Iran , can serve as a way o f e x p l o r i n g one 's 
o w n past , n o w d i s a p p e a r e d forever . O n e n e e d s a u t h e n t i c a n c h o r a g e s 

6. The Talmud discusses the minutiae of temple worship, a form of worship long 
gone by the time the Talmud was written. It thereby transformed what once were rules 
of ritual into a tool for developing argumentation and dialectical skills (Neusner 1981). 
So, too, Lévi-Strauss has tried to collect myths, many of which no longer function 
in their original contexts, and, by collating them and suggesting procedures for inter­
preting them, has made them live again as the subjects of intellectual discussion and, 
intellectual growth (see Handleman 1982). No one, for instance, will ever again be able 
to analyze a single incident, symbolic figure, or single myth variant apart from other 
variants and other relevant myths, or be able to ignore the notion of myth as a kind of 
language with rules of syntax and meanings generated systematically through con­
trastive differences of usage of incidents, characters, or symbols. 

7. Feld's account moves from a textual analysis of a poem built around the call of 
an abandoned child, to an analysis of the Kaluli typologies of birds based on sounds, to 
a musical analysis of songs such as those vised in the Gisaro ritual, to the Kaluli rhetori­
cal analysis of the ways words are made poetic, and to an analysis of the Kaluli vocabu­
lary and theory of music, in which sonic structure is coded in metaphors of the move­
ment of water. Kaluli music, poetry, aesthetics, and epistemology in general are built 
around sound, in striking contrast to Western epistemology, which privileges vision (see 
also Tyler 1984c). 

8. See Plato's Phaedrus and the commentary on it by Jacques Derrida in his Dis­
seminations. 
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t h a t c a n a l low a k i n d o f d u a l or m u l t i p l e t rack ing ( b e t w e e n se l f a n d 
o t h e r ) , that g e n e r a t e a r ich, s y m p a t h e t i c curios i ty for detai l a n d cu l ­
tura l log ic , that c a n b e s u b j e c t e d to m u t u a l cri t ic ism o r m u t u a l reve la ­
t i o n f r o m b o t h tradi t ions . A t t h e s a m e t i m e , o n e n e e d s a c h e c k a g a i n s t 
a s s i m i l a t i n g t h e o t h e r to t h e self, s e e i n g o n l y w h a t is s imi lar o r d i f fer ­
e n t . O n e m u s t avo id c o m p a r i s o n by strict dual is t ic contras t . A t h i r d , 
f o u r t h , o r fifth c o m p a r i s o n inevi tably invo lves m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l i t y , 
a n d a s e n s e o f l arger u n i v e r s e s o f s igni f icance . I n e t h n i c a u t o b i o g ­
r a p h i e s , t h e t ry ing o n o f a l ternat ive ident i t i e s is o n e t e c h n i q u e f o r 
a c h i e v i n g this m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l i t y . 

T h e s t ra tegy for wr i t ing this p a p e r , t h e n , has b e e n to j u x t a p o s e 
five sets o f a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l wr i t ings , t h o s e o f A r m e n i a n - A m e r i c a n s , 
C h i n e s e - A m e r i c a n s , A f r o - A m e r i c a n s , M e x i c a n - A m e r i c a n s , a n d N a ­
t ive A m e r i c a n s . T h e i d e a is to a l low m u l t i p l e sets o f vo ices to s p e a k f o r 
t h e m s e l v e s , w i t h m y o w n author's vo ice m u t e d a n d m a r g i n a l i z e d as 
c o m m e n t a r y . W h i l e it r e m a i n s true that I s tage t h e s e vo ices , t h e r e a d e r 
is d i r e c t e d to t h e or ig ina l s ; t h e t ex t is n o t h e r m e t i c a l l y s e a l e d , b u t 
p o i n t s b e y o n d itself. Paral le l wr i t ings f r o m m y o w n e t h n i c t r a d i t i o n 
a r e e v o k e d in t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n s a n d c o n c l u s i o n s as p o i n t s o f f u r t h e r 
c o n t a c t , in o r d e r , as T z e v t a n T o d o r o v puts it ( 1 9 8 2 / 1 9 8 4 : 2 5 0 - 5 1 ) , t o 
a v o i d "the t e m p t a t i o n to r e p r o d u c e the vo ices o f t h e s e figures 'as t h e y 
rea l ly are': to try to d o away wi th m y o w n p r e s e n c e 'for the other 's 
sake ' . . . [or] to s u b j u g a t e the o t h e r to myself , to m a k e h i m i n t o a 
m a r i o n e t t e . " 

W h a t e m e r g e s as a c o n c l u s i o n is n o t s imply that paral le l p r o c e s s e s 
o p e r a t e across A m e r i c a n e t h n i c ident i t i e s , b u t a s e n s e that t h e s e e t h ­
nic i t ies c o n s t i t u t e o n l y a fami ly o f r e s e m b l a n c e s , that e thn ic i ty c a n n o t 
be r e d u c e d to ident i ca l soc io log ica l f u n c t i o n s , that e thnic i ty is a p r o ­
cess o f i n t e r - r e f e r e n c e b e t w e e n two or m o r e cu l tura l t rad i t ions , a n d 
that t h e s e d y n a m i c s o f in tercu l tura l k n o w l e d g e p r o v i d e re servo ir s f o r 
r e n e w i n g h u m a n e va lues . E t h n i c m e m o r y is t h u s , o r o u g h t t o b e , f u ­
t u r e , n o t past , o r i e n t e d . 

I f m u l t i p l e v o i c e s a r e e n g a g e d in this e x p e r i m e n t , so , t o o , it is 
h o p e d , wil l m u l t i p l e r e a d e r s h i p s . B y i n v o k i n g t h e d i s c o u r s e s o f a 
n u m b e r o f d i f f e r e n t g r o u p s , access is p r o v i d e d to t h e m for r e j o i n d e r . 
' The d i s c o u r s e o f t h e t e x t is n o t s ea l ed by a p r o f e s s i o n a l r h e t o r i c o r 
a u t h o r i t y t h a t d e n i e s s t a n d i n g to n o n p r o f e s s i o n a l i n t e r l o c u t o r s . A t 
t h e s a m e t i m e , it d r a w s m e m b e r s o f t h e s e d i f f erent e t h n i c d i s c o u r s e s 
in to t h e c o m p a r a t i v e projec t o f a n t h r o p o l o g y . It d o e s n o t a l low e t h ­
nics to p r o t e s t m e r e l y o n t h e t e r m s o f the ir intu i t ive u n d e r s t a n d i n g s 
o f the ir o w n rhe tor i c s , b u t a t t e m p t s to c o n c e i v e o f s u c h i n t u i t i o n as 
but o n e val id s o u r c e o f k n o w l e d g e . 

Finally, t h e ability o f texts s u c h as t h o s e r e v i e w e d in this p a p e r t o 
d e l i v e r cu l tura l cr i t ic i sm w i t h o u t the s t ereo typ ic d i s tor t ions that tradi -
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t i ona l cross -cu l tura l c a t e g o r i z a t i o n s h a v e o f t e n p r o d u c e d is a n i m p o r ­
t a n t m o d e l for e t h n o g r a p h y . N o grea ter i n d i c t m e n t s o f rac i sm in 
A m e r i c a ex i s t t h a n C h a r l i e Mingus ' s Beneath the Underdog, Raul Salinas's 
"A T r i p T h r o u g h t h e M i n d Jail," the a n g r y wri t ings o f Frank C h i n , t h e 
por tra i t s o f t r a u m a by J a m e s Welch or G e r a l d V i z e n o r . N o n e o f t h e s e , 
h o w e v e r , m e r e l y indic ts , a n d certainly n o n e b l a m e s o n l y o p p r e s s o r s 
o u t s i d e t h e se l f a n d e t h n i c g r o u p ; all Actively d e m o n s t r a t e t h e crea ­
t i o n o f n e w ident i t i e s a n d wor lds . R a t h e r t h a n na ive ef forts at d i r e c t 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , t h e y s u g g e s t o r e v o k e cu l tura l e m e r g e n c e ( s ee T y l e r in 
th i s v o l u m e ) . O n e o f t h e r e a s o n s for the re lat ive s e n s e that t h e s e p o r ­
traits a r e less s t e r e o t y p e d is the ir a t t en t ion to the i n e f f e c t i v e n e s s o f 
t e x t u a l t e c h n i q u e s — t h a t is, t h e se l f - consc ious e m p l o y m e n t o f s u c h 
d e v i c e s as t r a n s f e r e n c e , d r e a m - t r a n s l a t i o n , talk-story, m u l t i p l e v o i c e s 
a n d p e r s p e c t i v e s , t h e h i g h l i g h t i n g o f h u m o r o u s i n v e r s i o n s a n d d ia l ec ­
tical j u x t a p o s i t i o n o f ident i t i e s / t rad i t ions /cu l tures , a n d t h e cr i t ique o f 
h e g e m o n i c d i s c o u r s e s . I n t h e f a s h i o n a b l e j a r g o n o f t h e day, t h e y i l lus­
trate in ter tex tua l i ty , i n t e r - r e f e r e n c e , a n d the in ter l ingu i s t i c m o d a l i ­
t ies o f p o s t - m o d e r n i s t k n o w l e d g e . O n the practical l eve l , s u c h self-
c o n s c i o u s a n d v i r t u o s o t e c h n i q u e c o u l d c o n t r i b u t e to a r e i n v i g o r a t e d 
e t h n o g r a p h i c l i t erature , o n e that can a g a i n fulfill the a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l 
p r o m i s e o f cu l tura l crit ic ism: o f m a k i n g o u r t a k e n - f o r - g r a n t e d ways 
r e c o g n i z a b l e as soc iocu l tura l c o n s t r u c t i o n s for w h i c h w e c a n e x e r c i s e 
respons ib i l i ty . 

I n t h e w o r k i n g draf t o f this p a p e r , the five s o u r c e s (e thnic i t ies ) o f 
e t h n i c a u t o b i o g r a p h y e a c h p r o v i d e d a s e p a r a t e s ec t ion . I a t t e m p t e d t o 
s u g g e s t s o m e t h i n g a b o u t the r a n g e or historical trajectory o f a u t o b i o ­
g r a p h i c a l w r i t i n g w i t h i n e a c h ethnic i ty , as wel l as to h i g h l i g h t in e a c h 
s e c t i o n a d i f f e r e n t s e n s e of, a n d t e c h n i q u e for c a p t u r i n g , e thn ic i ty . 
T h a t o r g a n i z a t i o n , a l t h o u g h c lose to t h e e t h n o g r a p h i c d i s c o v e r y strat­
e g y , p r o v e d u n w i e l d y for readers . I n the p r e s e n t draft , I h a v e re ­
v e r s e d t h e h ierarch ica l stress: e a c h sec t ion f o c u s e s o n a w r i t i n g tactic, 
y e t I r e ta in t h e d iv i s ion by e thnic i ty b e c a u s e t h e r e d o e s s e e m to b e 
s o m e c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n part icular e x p e r i e n c e s o f e t h n i c g r o u p s a n d 
t h e t e c h n i q u e s u s e d to c a p t u r e , reveal , or e x o r c i s e t h o s e e x p e r i e n c e s . 
T h i s d o e s n o t m e a n that any tactic o r t e c h n i q u e is u s e d e x c l u s i v e l y by 
wr i t ers o f a g i v e n ethnic i ty . ( Q u i t e t h e contrary: all t h e s e t e c h n i q u e s 
a r e avai lable to , a n d are u s e d by, wri ters o f all e thnic i t ies . ) H o w e v e r , 
w h a t a s i m p l e o r g a n i z a t i o n by t e c h n i q u e a l o n e w o u l d e n d a n g e r is 
t h e s e n s e o f historical trajectory o f wr i t ing in e a c h e t h n i c t r a d i t i o n . 9 

9. For instance, Amerindian writing draws on a long tradition of philosophical, 
mythic, and simply humorous engagement with trickster figures. Black autobiographical 
writing is also a long-established tradition. One can trace it back to the slave narratives of 
Muslim West Africans (and others) brought to America, and, more immediately in the 
modern period, black autobiographies contributed to the core development of the 
post—World War I I civil rights movement. That inovemenl is hard 10 conceive of with-
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A s i m p l e o r g a n i z a t i o n by t e c h n i q u e a l o n e a lso l eads to t h e d a n g e r o f 
r e d u c i n g t h e p o l y p h o n y a n d t e x t u r e o f m u l t i p l e styles o f any e t h n i c 
w r i t i n g t rad i t i on in to a m e r e e x a m p l e for a u n i v o c a l a r g u m e n t . 

A m o n g t h e e l e m e n t s o f t e x t u r e (apart f r o m style , m u l t i p l e t e c h ­
n i q u e s , a n d d i a l o g u e wi th p r e d e c e s s o r s ) are e x p l o r a t i o n s o f p s y c h o ­
analyt ic a n d f e m i n i s t perspec t ive s . It is s tr iking t h e d e g r e e to w h i c h 
c o n t e m p o r a r y a u t o b i o g r a p h e r s are f o n d o f d e p l o y i n g p s y c h o a n a l y t i c 
l a n g u a g e a n d / o r log ic to descr ibe o r m o d e l e t h n i c p r o c e s s e s . S o m e ­
w h a t less i n n o v a t i v e a r e t h e ways e thnic i ty is e n g e n d e r e d . C u l t u r a l 
h e r i t a g e is o f t e n figured in pa terna l o r m a t e r n a l i m a g e r y . C h i l d r e n 
p a t t e r n t h e m s e l v e s , a f ter all, o n b o t h s a m e a n d o p p o s i t e s e x p a r e n t s 
(or o t h e r adul t s ) in c o m p l e x , o f t e n react ive , ways. O n e e t h n o g r a p h i c 
way to ask if a n d h o w c o n t e m p o r a r y d e b a t e s a b o u t g e n d e r r o l e s a r e 
re f l ec t ed h e r e is t o pay a t t e n t i o n to b o t h m a l e a n d f e m a l e a u t h o r s , 
m a l e a n d f e m a l e i m a g e r y . 

W e p r o c e e d f r o m t h e p a i n o f s i l ence to t h e w i s d o m o f l a u g h t e r . 

T r a n s f e r e n c e 

My ancestors talk 
to me in dangling 
myths. 
Each word a riddle 
each dream 
heirless. 
On sunny days 
I bury 
words. 

They put out roots 
and coil around 
forgotten syntax. 

Next spring a full 
blown anecdote 
will Sprout. DIANA DER HOVANESSIAN, "Learning an Ancestral Tongue" 1 0 

out thinking of Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man (1952), Claude Brown's Manchila in the 
Promised Land (1965), Maya Angelou's / Know Why the Caged Bird Sings ( ig6g), The Auto­
biography of Malcolm X (with Alex Haley, 1973), Eldridge Cleaver's Soul on Ice (1968). 
Chinese-American (like Mexican-American) writing has generated class-linked differ­
ential reactions. Some Chinese-Americans whose families did not experience the rail­
roads, sweatshops, and Chinatowns resent Kingston's books as giving further credence 
lo stereotypes. Male writers, such as Frank Chin and Jeffrey Paul Chan, have also criti­
cized Kingston for pandering to stereotypic exoticism, rather than creating alternative 
visions (Kim 1982). 

10. Compare William Saroyan carrying fragments of his father's writings on 
scraps of paper, like seeds that inspire his imagination (Here Comes There Goes You Know 
Who, p. 36). 
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afraid of? . . . Probably of being exposed in some way, or pulled down by the 
connection: that association of difference . . . with something deeply pe­
jorative . . . And in the end I came to hate my father for my fear. . . . I loved 
him too . . . H e was my father. But also I was afraid of him. Something always 
lay between us—something unspoken and (it seemed) unreachable. We were 
strangers. (1975:7) 

A r l e n d e s c r i b e s t h e a m b i v a l e n c e s (para l le l ing his father's) g e n e r a t e d 
in h i m s e l f : t h e c h i l d h o o d fears that his A n g l o - A m e r i c a n c a m o u f l a g e 
w o u l d c o m e u n d o n e ( terror for h i m s e l f w h e n h e s ee s a J e w i s h b o y 
b e i n g b e a t e n ; a Scot t i sh b o y as ser t ing that A r l e n c o u l d n o t poss ib ly 
b e E n g l i s h ) ; t h e f ear o f g e t t i n g t o o e m o t i o n a l l y c lose to A r m e n i a n s ; 
a n d a b o v e all, b e i n g u n a b l e to r e a d a b o u t the m a s s a c r e s o f t h e A r m e ­
n i a n s by t h e O t t o m a n s ( b e c o m i n g angry , b u t irrat ional ly n o t at t h e 
O t t o m a n s ) . " 

T o e x o r c i s e this anx ie ty , A r l e n visits Sov ie t A r m e n i a . Init ial ly t h e 
a m b i v a l e n c e r e c u r s : inabil i ty to fee l a n y t h i n g at the m o n u m e n t s ; 
a n g e r a t t h e touris ts ' s lurs a n d s t e r e o t y p e s a b o u t A r m e n i a n s c o n f i d e d 
to h i m as a p p a r e n t l y s i m p l y a n A m e r i c a n tourist . Eventual ly , h o w e v e r , 
t h e r e is e n g a g e m e n t , a m o v e m e n t o u t s i d e o f h imsel f , a r e c o g n i t i o n o f 
c o n n e c t i o n s b e t w e e n his p e r s o n a l d i l e m m a s a n d t h o s e o f o t h e r A r m e ­
n ians . A r l e n ign i t e s the a n g e r o f his A r m e n i a n g u i d e by a s k i n g a b o u t 
A r m e n i a n s u b m i s s i v e n e s s to t h e O t t o m a n s , the ir c o l l u s i o n in t h e i r 
o w n s e c o n d - c l a s s s tatus . T h e g u i d e accuses h i m o f w a n t i n g to tear 
d o w n his f a t h e r ("Father land, fa ther . I t i s the s a m e t h i n g " [ 1 9 7 5 : 98].): 
"'All that A n g l o - S a x o n c o o l n e s s a n d d e t a c h m e n t . . . . N o t l ike a p r o p e r 
son! ' . . . A n d t h e n Sarkis s u d d e n l y t o o k m y h a n d s in h is , a n d I l o o k e d 
i n t o his f a c e a n d saw that h e was cry ing" (ibid: 99). 

F o l l o w i n g this cathart ic b r e a k t h r o u g h , a p i c t u r e o f a n e i g h t e e n t h -
c e n t u r y . m e r c h a n t f r o m E r z u r u m br ings a n associat ive f lash. T h e face 
r e m i n d s A r l e n o f his fa ther : " b u r n i n g e y e s in a c o m p o s e d , i m p a s s i v e 
lace": "I r e a l i z e d at that m o m e n t that to b e a n A r m e n i a n , to h a v e l i ved 
as an A r m e n i a n , was to h a v e b e c o m e s o m e t h i n g crazy . . . c r a z e d , that 
d e e p t h i n g — d e e p w h e r e t h e d e e p - s e a sou l s o f h u m a n b e i n g s twist 
a n d t u r n " ( ibid: 103) . 1 2 H i s f a t h e r h a d a t t e m p t e d to f ree h i m o f t h e 
p a i n o f t h e past , b u t s u d d e n l y Michae l A r l e n r e m e m b e r s h i s f a t h e r 
t e l l ing h i m "with s u p r i s i n g sever i ty a n d intens i ty" (p . 139) w h e n h e 
was e i g h t to l e a r n to b o x . A r l e n s p e c u l a t e s o n t h e effects o f c e n t u r i e s 

1 1. Compare Saroyan's distorted anger at his father (ibid., p. 36). 
12. Compare Saroyan's comic version, as Bedrosian (1982: 287) aptly characterizes 

il: "Homeless except for each other, forced to create an entire heritage through a 
chance meeting, demonstrating through their boyant, child-like spirits that life is comic 
alter all, [and adding further historical-epic depth] these Armenians remind us of the 
irrepressible and wacky daredevils of Sassoon." 

M i c h a e l A l i e n ' s Passage to Ararat ( 1975) is a n arche typ ica l t ex t 
f o r d i s p l a y i n g t h e " trans ference" m e c h a n i s m s o f e thnic i ty , a n d f o r 
c o m i n g to t e r m s wi th a n id- l ike force , e x p e r i e n c e d as d e f i n i n g one 's 
self, yet c o m i n g f r o m w i t h o u t . Crucia l h e r e is t h e c o n q u e s t o f a n a n x i ­
e ty that m a n i f e s t s i tself t h r o u g h r e p e t i t i o n o f behav iora l p a t t e r n s , a n d 
that c a n n o t b e ar t i cu la ted in rat ional l a n g u a g e b u t c a n o n l y b e a c t e d 
o u t . T h e a n a l o g y h e r e is w i th t h e th ird o f t h e t h r e e m o d e s o f c o m m u ­
n i c a t i o n r o u t i n e l y d i s t i n g u i s h e d in psychoana ly t i c t h e r a p y : c o g n i t i v e , 
ra t iona l , c o n s c i o u s inves t i ga t ion ; trans lat ion f r o m d r e a m s in to l inear , 
t ex t l ike verba l i za t ions ( thereby i n t r o d u c i n g t h e d i s tor t ions o f t h e m e ­
d i a t i n g l a n g u a g e ) ; a n d t r a n s f e r e n c e , in w h i c h n o tex t is p r o d u c e d , b u t 
r a t h e r a r e p e t i t i o n t o w a r d t h e analyst o f b e h a v i o r p a t t e r n s p r e v i o u s l y 
e s t a b l i s h e d t o w a r d s o m e pr ior s igni f icant o t h e r . 

M i c h a e l A l i e n ' s e t h n i c a n x i e t y b e g i n s wi th the s i l ence o f his f a t h e r 
a b o u t t h e A r m e n i a n past . B y a t t e m p t i n g to s p a r e c h i l d r e n k n o w l e d g e 
o f p a i n f u l past e x p e r i e n c e s , p a r e n t s o f t e n create a n o b s e s s i v e v o i d i n 
t h e c h i l d that m u s t b e e x p l o r e d a n d filled in . A r l e n c la ims h e h a s n o 
o b v i o u s c h i l d h o o d e x p e r i e n c e s e x c e p t t h e w a r m t h a n d fami ly h a p ­
p i n e s s o f e a t i n g in t h e G o l d e n H o r d e R e s t a u r a n t (a favori te , as wel l , o f 
W i l l i a m Saroyan's) . Yet t h e s i l ence o f his fa ther is a dramat ica l ly e n ­
a c t e d a m b i v a l e n c e full o f i m p o r t for the s o n : the f a t h e r a t t e m p t s a n d 
s p e c t a c u l a r l y fails to b e c o m e E n g l i s h , c h a n g e s his n a m e , ( a l t h o u g h a 
wri ter) d o e s n o t wr i t e or talk a b o u t A r m e n i a n s , m a r r i e s a n o t h e r e x i l e 
(a G r e e k - A m e r i c a n ) , d r e s s e s "with the m e t i c u l o u s care o f t h e id le o r 
i n s e c u r e , " a t t e m p t s to h o l d c o u r t at the St. Reg i s H o t e l , c o m e s h o m e 
to m e a l s " d e v o i d o f taste or personal i ty ," paces in "a little r o o m e u p h e ­
mist ica l ly ca l l ed t h e library," s e n d s his c h i l d r e n to b o a r d i n g s c h o o l , 
a n d e v e n t u a l l y m o v e s to A m e r i c a w h e n a n t i - f o r e i g n s p e e c h e s a r e 
m a d e in P a r l i a m e n t . I n A m e r i c a , h e feels' h i m s e l f a n ine f f ec tua l A r ­
m e n i a n , a b e t t e d by his u n c e r t a i n t y a b o u t h o w to treat his c h i l d r e n ; y e t 
h e l a n d s his first A m e r i c a n j o b wi th w h a t his s o n r e m e m b e r s as a vir­
t u o s o t r i u m p h o f A r m e n i a n wi le: m o v i e p r o d u c e r L o u i s M a y e r asks 
h i m w h a t h e is g o i n g to d o ; h e r e s p o n d s that h e has b e e n t a l k i n g to 
S a m G o l d w y n ( w h o h a d to ld h i m to try racehorse s ) . M a y e r : H o w 
m u c h d i d h e o f f er y o u ? A r l e n , Sr.: N o t e n o u g h . Mayer : H o w a b o u t 
$1 ,500 f o r thirty w e e k s ? A r l e n : I'll take it. 

M i c h a e l Arlen's s t a t e m e n t a b o u t t h e G o l d e n H o r d e R e s t a u r a n t 
b e i n g his o n l y real A r m e n i a n c h i l d h o o d e x p e r i e n c e is f o l l o w e d by a 
s t a t e m e n t o f a m b i v a l e n c e a b o u t h i s fa ther . I n d e e d h i s t ex t is s t r u c t u r e d 
— b e g i n n i n g , m i d d l e , a n d e n d — w i t h p a t e r n a l i m a g e r y . B e g i n n i n g : 

I was only slightly curious about my Armenian background—or so I thought, 
al though if I had understood how to acknowledge such matters, I might have 
known that I was haunted by it. Mostly I was afraid of il What was I 
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o f p r o v o c a t i o n f r o m t h e s u r r o u n d i n g major i ty p o p u l a t i o n , A r m e n i a n 
p r o t e s t , m o b r e s p o n s e ( the classic d y n a m i c , M a r g a r e t B e d r o s i a n c o m ­
m e n t s , o f a bul ly c o m m i t t i n g a m i s d e e d o n the sly, t h e n f e i g n i n g b e i n g 
w r o n g e d w h e n t h e v ic t im cries o u t ; a n d s h e cites the O t t o m a n in te ­
rior m i n i s t e r Ta laat B e y : "We've b e e n r e p r o a c h e d for m a k i n g n o d is ­
t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n t h e i n n o c e n t A r m e n i a n s a n d t h e gui l ty , but that was 
u t ter ly i m p o s s i b l e in v i ew o f the fact that t h o s e w h o w e r e i n n o c e n t to ­
d a y m i g h t b e gu i l ty t o m o r r o w " [ B e d r o s i a n 1982: 234]). S u c h a n e n ­
v i r o n m e n t l e a d s to a t u r n i n g i n w a r d : " T h e e y e s [o f t h e portra i t ] 
s e e m e d a l m o s t to b u r n o u t at m e . B u r n i n g e y e s in a f r o z e n face . . . 
d i d h e set h i s e x p r e s s i o n , f r e e z e part o f h imse l f , his f a c e — a l l save t h e 
e y e s , w h i c h n o m a n c a n c o n t r o l — a n d t a p his finger o n t h e c o f f e e c u p , 
a n d cur l a n d u n c u r l his h a n d i n s i d e his we l l -cut p o c k e t . . . a n d man­
age?" (102 — 3). S u c h a n e n v i r o n m e n t A r l e n s p e c u l a t e s l e a d s t o arts o f 
m i n i a t u r i z a t i o n , in this case n o t a creat ive e x p r e s s i o n t h r o u g h smal l -
n e s s , b u t a n o b s e s s i v e g e s t u r e , an ef fort to b e c o m e invis ible . 

A n x i e t y c o n f r o n t e d , d i a g n o s i s e x p l o r e d , the b o o k e n d s a g a i n wi th 
t h e f a t h e r , w i th d r e a m s as an i n d e x o f the l iberat ion a c h i e v e d . M i c h a e l 
A r l e n recal ls h i s father's a n x i e t y d r e a m s a b o u t his f a ther : n o t b e i n g 
ab le to u n d e r s t a n d his A r m e n i a n . Michae l A r l e n ref lects that h e , 
M i c h a e l , n o l o n g e r d r e a m s so f r e q u e n t l y o f his fa ther (his p a s s a g e to 
A r a r a t h a s b e e n l iberat ing) . A s h e p u t s it, the n e e d to set t h e f a t h e r 
f r e e h a s b e e n m e t (p . 292). 

Arlen's text is s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d a n d s e l f - c o n s c i o u s , 1 3 d e s c r i b i n g e t h ­
n ic a n x i e t y as a n a p p r o a c h - a v o i d a n c e to a past that is l a r g e r t h a n o n e ­
self, that is r e c o g n i z e d by o t h e r s as d e f i n i n g o f one's ident i ty , a n d ye t 
that d o e s n o t s e e m to c o m e f r o m one's o w n e x p e r i e n c e . It m a k e s o n e 
f e e l n o t in c o n t r o l o f one's o w n b e i n g . It is a historical real ity p r i n c i p l e : 
i n d i v i d u a l e x p e r i e n c e c a n n o t b e a c c o u n t e d for by itself. It e x p r e s s e s 
i t se l f i n r e p e t i t i o n s . 1 4 Yet h e c o n c l u d e s weakly o n a fa lse n o t e . H e 
c l a i m s h i s is a tale o f c o n q u e s t , o f finding p e a c e a n d securi ty: " H o w 
s t r a n g e to finally m e e t one's past: to s imply m e e t it, t h e way o n e m i g h t 
finally a c k n o w l e d g e a p e r s o n w h o h a d b e e n in one's c o m p a n y a l o n g 
w h i l e , 'So it's y o u ' " (253). A n x i e t y , h e s e e m s to say, is r e l i e v e d by es tab­
l i s h i n g c o n t i n u i t y wi th the past w h e r e prev ious ly t h e r e was b r e a c h , si­
l e n c e , anx ie ty . T h e r e s e e m s to b e a lmos t a fa i lure h e r e to c r e a t e f o r 
t h e f u t u r e , s o m e t h i n g p e r h a p s figured in the tex t by t h e a b s e n c e o f 
h i s A m e r i c a n - G r e e k m o t h e r . 

13. "What [is] one to make of such a story? I use the word 'make' in the sense of'to 
fashion'; or . . . 'to re-create'" (p. 177). 

14. Michael Arlen the writer, his father the writer; the father as the immigrant to 
America, the guide in Soviet Armenia, the eighteenth-century Erzurum merchant; the 
Armenian heritage in general. 
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M i c h a e l A r l e n is b u t o n e o f a gradua l ly g r o w i n g n u m b e r o f A r m e ­
n i a n l i terary vo ices , severa l o f w h o m h a v e b e e n r e v i e w e d in a r e c e n t 
d i s s e r t a t i o n by M a r g a r e t B e d r o s i a n . T h e t h e m e o f p u z z l e m e n t , o f o b ­
s c u r e f a t h e r s , is a s t r o n g r e c u r r e n t o n e , but m a t e r n a l i m a g e r y c a n b e 
e q u a l l y s t r o n g . ' 5 I n a n o t h e r m e d i u m , the p a i n t e r A r s h i l e G o r k y u s e s 
i m a g e s o f h i s m o t h e r a n d t r a n s f e r e n c e l i k e t e c h n i q u e s o f i n d i r e c t i o n , 
r e p e t i t i o n , a n d r e w o r k i n g . G o r k y (born V o s d a n i g A d o i a n in 1904 o f a 
l i n e o f t h i r t y - e i g h t g e n e r a t i o n s o f priests) was a surv ivor o f t h e m a s ­
sacres , ch i ld o f a m o t h e r w h o d i e d o f s tarvat ion at th i r ty -n ine , n o t ea t ­
i n g s o that h e r c h i l d r e n m i g h t l ive. H e c h o s e the n a m e s "the b i t ter 
o n e " ( G o r k y ) a n d A c h i l l e s (Arsh i l e ) w h o s e w r a t h k e p t h i m f r o m bat t l e 
unt i l a n e w w r a t h i m p e l l e d h i m to act. A b s t r a c t i o n a n d e x p r e s s i o n i s m 
w e r e f o r h i m t e c h n i q u e s , n o t o f s p o n t a n e i t y a n d t h e a u t o n o m o u s u n ­
c o n s c i o u s , but o f m a s k i n g v u l n e r a b l e truths . D u r i n g W o r l d W a r II , h e 
i s s u e d a n inv i ta t ion for a c o u r s e in c a m o u f l a g e : "An e p i d e m i c o f d e ­
s t r u c t i o n s w e e p s t h r o u g h t h e w o r l d today. T h e m i n d o f c iv i l ized m a n 
is set to s t o p it. W h a t the e n e m y w o u l d des troy , h o w e v e r , h e m u s t first 
s e e . T o c o n f u s e a n d para lyze h i s v i s ion is t h e r o l e o f c a m o u f l a g e " 
( q u o t e d in B e d r o s i a n 1982: 355) . H i s p a i n t i n g s are care fu l ly re ­
w o r k e d i m a g e s : o f h i s m o t h e r , o f his natal v i l lage n e a r L a k e V a n , of 
the fami ly g a r d e n in that v i l lage , o f the T r e e o f the Cross u s e d by vil­
lagers to a t tach s u p p l i c a t i o n s to G o d . H i s s l o g a n s w e r e c lear: "From 
o u r A r m e n i a n e x p e r i e n c e will I c rea te n e w f o r m s to ign i t e m i n d s a n d 
m a s s a g e hearts !"; " H a v i n g a trad i t ion e n a b l e s y o u to tackle n e w p r o b ­
l e m s w i t h author i ty , w i th so l id foo t ing ." 

T r a n s f e r e n c e , t h e r e t u r n o f the r e p r e s s e d in n e w f o r m s , a n d r e p e ­
t i t ions w i t h t h e i r d i s t o r t i o n s are all m e c h a n i s m s t h r o u g h w h i c h e t h ­
nicity is g e n e r a t e d . T h e y also s u g g e s t poss ib le wr i t ing tactics. T h r e e 
uses o f t r a n s f e r e n c e a n d repe t i t i on can b e d i s t i n g u i s h e d in r e c e n t 
e t h n o g r a p h i c wr i t ing . First, t h e r e is the d i s covery or e l ic i t ing o f psy ­
c h o l o g i c a l p a t t e r n s o f t r a n s f e r e n c e p r o p e r a m o n g e t h n o g r a p h i c s u b ­
jects, as in t h e w o r k o f G a n a n a t h O b e y e s e k e r e ( 1981) , w h e r e , m o r e ­
o v e r , s u c h sy s t emat i c p a t t e r n s g e n e r a t e n e w social f o r m s . S e c o n d , 
I h e r e is t h e analy. is o f c h a n g e t h r o u g h i n t e n d e d r e p e t i t i o n s that in 
fact w o r k t h r o u g h m i s a p p r o p r i a t i o n o r d i s tor t ion . T h e classic s u c h 
h i g h l i g h t i n g o f t h e i n d i r e c t i o n o f cul tural d y n a m i c s is Marx's o b s e r v a -
l i o n s o n t h e F r e n c h R e v o l u t i o n u s i n g b o r r o w e d l a n g u a g e a n d c o s ­
iti m e s f r o m t h e R o m a n R e p u b l i c a n d o n h is tory n e v e r w o r k i n g o u t 

15. See for instance the two lovely poems by David Kherdian about an old man 
("Dedeh Dedeh") and an old woman ("Sparrow"), each representing the Armenian 
past, reproduced in Bedrosian (1982). 
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t h e s a m e way t h e s e c o n d t i m e . 1 6 Marshal l Sahlins's r e c e n t b o o k o n 
C a p t a i n C o o k a n d t h e s tructural c h a n g e s H a w a i i a n soc ie ty u n d e r w e n t 
in t h e p e r i o d f o l l o w i n g his d e a t h s imilarly e x p l o i t s t h e d e l i n e a t i o n 
o f i n t e n d e d r e p e t i t i o n or r e p r o d u c t i o n o f cul tural f o r m s l e a d i n g to 
u n i n t e n d e d d i s t o r t i o n , i n v e r s i o n , a n d c h a n g e . T h i r d , a n d p e r h a p s 
m o s t i n t r i g u i n g , t h e r e is t h e s u g g e s t i o n o f V i n c e n t C r a p a n z a n o in 
Tuhami (1980) tha t in part the d y n a m i c o f t h e in terv i ews b e t w e e n h i m ­
se l f a n d T u h a m i was o n e o f m u t u a l t r a n s f e r e n c e , wi th T u h a m i p l a c i n g 
t h e e t h n o g r a p h e r in t h e u n c o m f o r t a b l e ro le o f curer . C r a p a n z a n o 
s u g g e s t s that m a n y e t h n o g r a p h i c s i tuat ions partake o f this a m b i g u i t y : 
i n f o r m a n t s p r e s e n t a n d tai lor i n f o r m a t i o n as i f t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t 
w e r e a g o v e r n m e n t official, a phys ic ian , or o t h e r a g e n t o f a id o r d a n ­
g e r ; t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t is p l a c e d in pos i t i ons that c o n s t r a i n his ac­
t i o n s , a n d h e , t o o , crea tes ro les for t h e i n f o r m a n t . In o t h e r w o r d s t h e 
e m e r g e n c e o f e t h n o g r a p h i c k n o w l e d g e is n o t u n l i k e t h e c r e a t i o n o f 
e t h n i c ident i ty . C r a p a n z a n o hints at this also in a n article r e p o r t i n g 
a p o s s e s s i o n case , w h e r e h e in terv i ews t h e h u s b a n d , M u h a m m a d , 
a n d his w i f e i n t e r v i e w s t h e wife , D a w i a . 1 7 N o t o n l y d o t h e p o s s e s s e d 
c o u p l e p r e s e n t d i f f e r e n t v e r s i o n s o f t h e s a m e e v e n t , but t h e s e v e r s i o n s 
d e p e n d u p o n t h e i n t e r l o c u t o r s , t h e r e b e i n g p e r h a p s e v e n a m i l d 
r ivalry b e t w e e n t h e t w o e t h n o g r a p h e r s . By r e c o g n i z i n g s u c h d y n a m i c s 
o f g a i n i n g i n f o r m a t i o n a n d ins ight , a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s ' i n f o r m a n t s -
c o l l a b o r a t o r s g a i n a m o r e d y n a m i c ro le , a n d w e b e g i n to s e e o u r o w n 
b a s e s o f k n o w l e d g e as m o r e subt ly c o n s t r u c t e d t h r o u g h t h e a c t i o n o f 
o t h e r s . O u r k n o w l e d g e is s h o w n to be less object ive , m o r e n e g o t i a t e d 
by h u m a n in teres t s , a n d the subject for g r e a t e r respons ib i l i ty in t h e 
i n t e r a c t i o n s a n d ethica l h o n e s t y o f f i e ldwork (in Tyler's s e n s e in this 
v o l u m e ) . 

D r e a m - W o r k 

M a x i n e H o n g Kingston's The Woman Warrior ( 1975) is an ar­
c h e t y p i c a l t e x t f o r d i s p l a y i n g e thn ic i ty p r o c e s s e s a n a l o g o u s to trans la­
t i ons o f d r e a m s . J u s t as a d r e a m n e e d s to b e trans la ted in to a t e x t o r 
l i n e a r verba l d i s c o u r s e s o that it can b e a n a l y z e d by s o m e o n e w h o h a s 
n o t e x p e r i e n c e d t h e visual i m a g e r y , so Kingston's t ex t is d e v e l o p e d as 
a ser ie s o f f r a g m e n t s o f tradit ional s tor ies , m y t h s , a n d c u s t o m s i m ­
p o s e d by p a r e n t s , b u t n o t a d e q u a t e l y e x p l a i n e d , at critical p o i n t s 
o f h e r c h i l d h o o d , w h i c h thus a r e e m b e d d e d in c o n s c i o u s n e s s to b e 
w o r k e d o u t t h r o u g h , a n d i n t e g r a t e d wi th , o n g o i n g e x p e r i e n c e . T h i s 

16. See the opening passages of The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. 
17. "Muhammad and Dawia" in V. Crapanzano and V. Garrison, eds. (1977)-
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p r o c e s s o f i n t e g r a t i o n is a n a l o g o u s to that e x p e r i e n c e d by t h e ana ly -
s a n d in p s y c h o a n a l y t i c therapy , w h o m u s t trans late f r o m t h e i m a g e r y 
o f d r e a m s i n t o verbal d i s c o u r s e so that b o t h h e a n d t h e ana lys t c a n 
r e a s o n t h r o u g h it. T h e p r o c e s s o f art iculat ing w h a t it m e a n s to b e 
C h i n e s e - A m e r i c a n , for K i n g s t o n , is the p r o c e s s o f c r e a t i n g a t e x t t h a t 
c a n b e i n t e r r o g a t e d a n d m a d e c o h e r e n t . 

T h e first f r a g m e n t , " N o N a m e W o m a n , " is t h e tale o f a father's sis­
ter w h o h a s a n i l l eg i t imate ch i ld , is f o r c e d by t h e e n r a g e d v i l lagers t o 
h a v e t h e c h i l d in a pigsty , a n d w h o t h e n c o m m i t s su ic ide . T h e story, 
says K i n g s t o n , w a s to ld to w a r n y o u n g girls ("now that y o u h a v e s tar ted 
to m e n s t r u a t e " [5]), b u t also to test the A m e r i c a n - b o r n chi ldren's abil­
ity to es tab l i sh real i t ies: to d i s t i n g u i s h w h a t is pecu l iar to one 's fami ly , 
t o p o v e r t y , t o C h i n e s e n e s s . T h e o b s c u r e s tory g a i n s force as K i n g s t o n 
c o n s i d e r s t h e a l ternat ive poss ib le in t erpre ta t ions it m i g h t c o n t a i n : w a s 
this a u n t c o e r c e d (a f igure o f f e m a l e o b e d i e n c e ) o r was s h e a n act ive 
t e m p t r e s s : i n d e e d w h y , s ince s h e was m a r r i e d to a h u s b a n d o f f in 
A m e r i c a , w a s s h e still in h e r natal h o m e ra ther t h a n in h e r h u s b a n d ' s 
p a r e n t s ' h o u s e — p r e v i o u s t ransgress ions? T h e a u n t b e c a m e a n al le­
g o r y o f i n t e r n a l s t r u g g l e s for the a d o l e s c e n t K i n g s t o n : all y o u n g 
w o m e n w i s h to b e attract ive to t h e o p p o s i t e s e x , b u t se lect ive ly: h o w to 
m a k e a C h i n e s e fall in love wi th m e , but n o t Caucas ians , N e g r o e s , o r 
J a p a n e s e ? A m b i g u i t i e s e x p l o d e : w o m e n are , o f c o u r s e , d e v a l u e d in 
C h i n e s e society , y e t this aunt's fa ther h a d h a d o n l y s o n s b e f o r e t h e 
a u n t w a s b o r n a n d h a d a t t e m p t e d t o t r a d e a b o y - i n f a n t f o r a girl-
in fant : p r e s u m a b l y , h e l o v e d his on ly d a u g h t e r a n d p e r h a p s e n c o u r ­
a g e d h e r r e b e l l i o u s n e s s . 

T h e a m b i g u i t i e s o f the woman's ro le are e l a b o r a t e d in "Whi te T i ­
ger ." K i n g s t o n w a s t a u g h t she w o u l d g r o w u p to b e wi f e a n d s lave, ye t 
s h e w a s a l so t a u g h t t h e s o n g o f t h e warr ior w o m a n — a var iant o f t h e 
g r e a t N i s h a n S h a m a n l e g e n d 1 8 — w h o a v e n g e d h e r fami ly l ike a m a n . 
' I'he s tory o f Fa M u L a n , t h e w a r r i o r w o m a n , is o f g o i n g u p t h e m o u n ­
tain i n t o t h e c l o u d s , w h e r e s h e l earns spir i tual a n d phys ica l s t r e n g t h , 
h i d i n g h e r t i m e unt i l at t w e n t y - t w o s h e r e t u r n s to b e c o m e a warr ior . 
T h e para l l e l f o r K i n g s t o n is the u n r e a l d e v a l u a t i o n o f girls in h e r Chi ­
n e s e c o m m u n a l se t t ing , f r o m w h i c h s h e finds a n e s c a p e in to A m e r i ­
can soc ie ty , w h e r e s h e c a n b e c o m e a s t r o n g p e r s o n in h e r o w n r ight . 
1 Jke Fa M u L a n , s h e fee l s s h e m u s t stay away unt i l s t r o n g e n o u g h to 
r e t u r n a n d r e f o r m the st if l ing C h i n e s e i m m i g r a n t c o m m u n i t y . 

18. On the Nishan Shaman, see Stephen Durant (197g). In the Manchu story, the 
ivsolulion between the statuses of (a) the powerful female shaman who teases and 
I.nulls the wealthy and powerful and (b) the widowed daughter-in-law (urun, "work 
woman") is to take the shaman's implements away, making her again merely an urun. 
this, as Kingston's version shows, is hardly a necessary resolution. 
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" S h a m a n " is a b o u t the g h o s t s tor ies Kingston's m o t h e r to ld as w o r k 
s tor ies t o chil l t h e h e a t in the fami ly l aundry; tales o f h e r o e s w h o 
w o u l d e a t a n y t h i n g in g r e a t quant i t i e s ( " T h e e m p e r o r s u s e d to ea t t h e 
p e a k e d h u m p o f p u r p l e d r o m e d a r i e s . . . Eat! Eat! m y m o t h e r w o u l d 
s h o u t . . . t h e b l o o d p u d d i n g a w o b b l e in the m i d d l e o f the table."); 
s tor ie s o f w a r t i m e h o r r o r s . H e r m o t h e r was a w o m a n o f a c c o m p l i s h ­
m e n t a n d s t r e n g t h : s h e h a d a d i p l o m a f r o m a s c h o o l o f m i d w i f e r y , 
a n d k n e w h o w to rec i te g e n e a l o g i e s to talk back h e r chi ldren's f r ight ­
e n e d spirits af ter n i g h t m a r e s a n d h o r r o r films. S u c h famil ia l p o w e r s 
c a n a l so b e r e p r e s s i v e ("Chinese d o n o t smi l e for p h o t o g r a p h s . T h e i r 
faces c o m m a n d relat ives in f o r e i g n l a n d s — ' s e n d m o n e y ' — a n d p o s ­
teri ty f o r e v e r — ' p u t f o o d in f r o n t o f this picture'") a n d r e g r e s s i v e 
( w h e n e v e r s h e w o u l d r e t u r n h o m e , K i n g s t o n w o u l d r e g r e s s i n t o f ear 
o f g h o s t s , n i g h t m a r e s o f w a r t i m e a irp lanes , a n d l e tharg ic i l lness) . 

T h e s e a n d o t h e r "talk s tor ies" in t h e v o l u m e ( a n d t h e c o m p a n i o n 
v o l u m e Chinamen) s h o w h o w stories c a n b e c o m e p o w e r f u l s o u r c e s o f 
s t r e n g t h , h o w t h e y w o r k d i f ferent ly for e a c h g e n e r a t i o n , h o w t h e y are 
b u t f r a g m e n t a r y bits that h a v e to b e trans la ted , i n t e g r a t e d , a n d re­
w o r k e d . ("Unle s s I s ee h e r l ife b r a n c h i n g in to m i n e , s h e g ive s m e n o 
ances tra l he lp .") Part o f t h e f r a g m e n t a r y c o n t e x t o f t h e s tor ies , o f t h e 
u n e x p l a i n e d c u s t o m s , o f t h e p a r a n o i a a b o u t n o n - C h i n e s e , a n d o f 
t h e g e n e r a l secrecy a b o u t or ig ins is g r o u n d e d in survival tactics that 
t h e i m m i g r a n t s d e v e l o p e d aga ins t the d i s cr imina tory i m m i g r a t i o n 
po l i c i e s o f t h e U n i t e d States aga ins t As ians . P e o p l e c h a n g e d n a m e s , 
l i ed a b o u t t h e i r a g e s a n d por t s o f entry , a n d g e n e r a l l y c o v e r e d the ir 
tracks s o that the ir l ives b e c a m e un in te l l i g ib l e to the ir c h i l d r e n ( w h o 
b e i n g h a l f - A m e r i c a n w e r e n o t ent ire ly t r u s t w o r t h y e i ther ) . N o n -
C h i n e s e a r e ca l led g h o s t s , b u t for the A m e r i c a n - C h i n e s e c h i l d r e n , 
g h o s t s are t h e b izarre f r a g m e n t s o f past , t radi t ion , a n d famil ia l self-
o v e r p r o t e c t i v e n e s s that m u s t b e e x t e r n a l i z e d a n d t a m e d . 

" D r e a m - w o r k " can b e p r o s p e c t i v e , as wel l as r e t r o s p e c t i v e : day ­
d r e a m s as wel l as w o r k i n g t h r o u g h past e x p e r i e n c e s . Frank C h i n , 
Je f f rey Paul C h a n , a n d S h a w n H s u W o n g , as wel l as K i n g s t o n , ut i l ize 
t h e d i l e m m a s o f C h i n e s e - A m e r i c a n m a l e s to e x p l o r e f u r t h e r t h e n o v ­
el t ies o f C h i n e s e - A m e r i c a n n e s s s u g g e s t e d in "Whi te T i g e r . " K i n g s t o n 
t h e r e d e s c r i b e s t h e n e e d to g e t away f r o m C h i n a t o w n to g a i n t h e 
s t r e n g t h t o r e d e e m (recover , c h a n g e , a n d create) h e r ident i ty . T h e 
f u r t h e r task is to c o n s t r u c t o r find i m a g e s that are n e i t h e r C h i n e s e 
n o r E u r o p e a n . T h e r e are n o c lear ro le m o d e l s f o r b e i n g C h i n e s e -
A m e r i c a n . B e i n g C h i n e s e - A m e r i c a n exis ts o n l y as a n e x p l o r a t o r y 
project , a m a t t e r o f finding a vo i ce a n d style. A m o n g t h e e x p l o r a t o r y 
tactics a r e e f forts to c la im A m e r i c a , to assert a g g r e s s i v e s e x u a l ident i ty , 
to i m a g i n a t i v e l y try o n o t h e r m i n o r i t y e x p e r i e n c e s , a n d to q u e s t i o n 
b o t h h e g e m o n i c w h i t e i d e o l o g i c a l c a t e gor i e s a n d t h o s e o f C h i n a t o w n . 
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T h i s pro jec t is d o u b l y i m p o r t a n t for writers: for p e r s o n a l self-
d e f i n i t i o n , a n d a lso to o v e r c o m e t h o s e p u b l i s h e r s a n d critics w h o c o n ­
s i s tent ly re ject a n y wr i t ings c o n t r a d i c t i n g p o p u l a r racist v i ews o f A s i a n -
A m e r i c a n s as e i t h e r total ly exo t i c , as n o d i f f e r e n t f r o m a n y o n e e l s e 
( d e n i a l o f c u l t u r e ) , or , finally, as m o d e l m i n o r i t i e s ( h u m b l e , wel l -
m a n n e r e d , l aw-ab id ing , f a m i l y - o r i e n t e d , h a r d - w o r k i n g , e d u c a t i o n -
s e e k i n g ) . 

I n r e s p o n s e , as E l a i n e K i m descr ibes (1982) , Frank C h i n calls h i m ­
se l f a C h i n a t o w n c o w b o y , ins i s t ing o n his roots in the A m e r i c a n W e s t 
a n d h i s m a n l y r u g g e d n e s s . T h i s p o s e is part icularly u s e f u l a g a i n s t t h e 
e x o t i c s t e r e o t y p e o f C h i n e s e as "pigta i led h e a t h e n s in silk g o w n s a n d 
s l i p p e r s , w h i s p e r i n g C o n f u c i a n a p h o r i s m s a b o u t filial piety." T h e p o s e 
is a l so u s e f u l a g a i n s t the m o d e l minor i ty s t e r e o t y p e u s e d : (a) to d e ­
p r e c i a t e b lacks ; (b) to d e n y t h e h is tory o f C h i n e s e - A m e r i c a n s ( C h i n e s e 
d o n o t t u r n to t h e g o v e r n m e n t foi" aid b e c a u s e for so l o n g t h e g o v e r n ­
m e n t was hos t i l e to the ir legal status a n d t h e y t h u s h a d to h i d e f r o m 
t h e g o v e r n m e n t , w i th t h e c o n s e q u e n c e that pover ty , su i c ide , a n d t u b e r ­
cu los i s f l o u r i s h e d in C h i n a t o w n u n n o t i c e d by w h i t e soc iety) ; (c) a n d to 
e m a s c u l a t e A s i a n - A m e r i c a n m a l e s . C h i n recalls the classic s i tuat ion in 
s c h o o l w h e r e blacks a n d C h i c a n o s are a s k e d w h y they c a n n o t b e l ike 
t h e C h i n e s e : stay o u t o f t roub le , m i n d y o u r fo lks , s t u d y h a r d , a n d 
o b e y t h e laws: " A n d t h e r e w e c h i n a m e n w e r e , in L i n c o l n E l e m e n t a r y 
S c h o o l , O a k l a n d , Cal i forn ia , in a w o r l d w h e r e m a n l i n e s s c o u n t s f o r 
e v e r y t h i n g , s u r r o u n d e d by b a d blacks a n d b a d M e x i c a n kids . . . s u d ­
d e n l y s t r i p p e d a n d s h a v e d bare by this c o p wi th n o m a n l y style o f m y 
o w n , u n l e s s it was s iss iness" ( q u o t e d by K i m , p . 178) . 

I f t h e s e racist , i d e o l o g i c a l s t e r e o t y p e s n e e d b e c o u n t e r e d , so , t o o , 
C h i n a t o w n n e e d s to b e e x p o s e d . C h i n i m a g e s C h i n a t o w n as d e c a y i n g 
b e n e a t h a n e x o t i c f a ç a d e , as a sen i le l iv ing c o r p s e , p o p u l a t e d by i n h a b i ­
tants i m a g e d as b u g s , s p i d e r s , a n d frogs , e n g a g e d in activit ies i m a g e d 
as f u n e r a l s ( p r e s e r v a t i o n o f d e c a y i n g pasts u n d e r ivory m a s k s ) . H e ­
r o e s — c o w b o y s — m u s t e s c a p e to surv ive . L ike K i n g s t o n , C h i n m o v e d 
o u t , p r e f e r r i n g to b u i l d s t r e n g t h in Seatt le , r e t u r n i n g o n l y o n t e m p o ­
rary forays to t h e b a t t l e g r o u n d o f c h a n g e in S a n Franc i sco . I n his writ­
i n g , C h i n a t t e m p t s to create a t o u g h , a g g r e s s i v e , back- ta lk ing y o u n g 
m a l e h e r o , a n a d o l e s c e n t sexua l i ty a n d a g g r e s s i o n that are p e r h a p s 
s i g n s o f a n e w v o i c e a n d ident i ty n o t yet f o u n d . 

J e f f r e y Paul C h a n , K i m n o t e s , writes n o t diss imilarly: b o t h u s e t h e 
i m a g e o f C h i n a t o w n as a c h i c k e n c o o p . I n his s e a r c h for a n e w s ty le 
f o r t h e C h i n e s e - A m e r i c a n , C h a n a lso plays wi th t h e ro les o f o t h e r m i ­
n o r i t i e s , e s p e c i a l l y that o f t h e A m e r i c a n I n d i a n . T h e I n d i a n is at trac­
t ive b e c a u s e h e h a s ( to ou t s iders ) u n q u e s t i o n a b l e r o o t s in A m e r i c a . 
T h i s is a t h e m e that b o t h K i n g s t o n a n d S h a w n H s u W o n g a lso d e ­
v e l o p : t h e n e e d part icular ly o f C h i n e s e - A m e r i c a n m a l e s to m a r k a n d 
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a p p r o p r i a t e t h e l a n d . Wong's narra tor is h a u n t e d by t h e g h o s t s o f 

g r a n d f a t h e r s w h o bui l t t h e ra i lroads , i m a g i n i n g the ir s t r u g g l e s , t h e i r 

l e t ters h o m e to C h i n a , a n d e v e n fantas izes h i m s e l f as a n o l d n i g h t 

t ra in f i l led w i t h C h i n a m e n , r u n n i n g a l o n g t h e tracks, h e a r t b u r n i n g 

l ike a r e d h o t e n g i n e . T h e s e g r a n d f a t h e r s laid root s in t h e l a n d , l ike 

"roots o f g i a n t trees ," l ike "sharp ta lons in t h e e a r t h o f m y c o u n t r y . " 

R a i n s f o r d , t h e n a r r a t o r o f Homebase (1979) , has a w h i t e g i r l f r i e n d , 

w h o p a t r o n i z e s h i m , t e l l ing h i m that h e is t h e p r o d u c t o f t h e r i ches t 

a n d o l d e s t c u l t u r e in t h e w o r l d , a c ivi l izat ion that i n v e n t e d m a n y o f 

t h e c o m p o n e n t s o f m o d e r n l ife, m a k i n g h i m fee l e v e n s h a r p e r a n x i e t y 

a b o u t h a v i n g n o t h i n g o f his o w n in A m e r i c a . H e rejects this "love," 

a n d s h e , classically, tells h i m to g o back w h e r e h e c a m e f r o m : g o 

h o m e . B u t h o m e is h e r e . It is a n A m e r i c a n I n d i a n w h o s h o w s h i m 

h o w t o f ind his A m e r i c a n roots : h e s h o u l d re trace w h e r e h i s p e o p l e 

h a v e b e e n , all o v e r A m e r i c a , s ee t h e t o w n h e is n a m e d after . H e d o e s 

this , d e t e r m i n e d that A m e r i c a "must g ive m e l e g e n d s wi th spirit ," a n d 

d r e a m i n g o f a reconc i l i a t ion wi th a C h i n e s e - A m e r i c a n girl in W i s ­

c o n s i n w h o s e g r a n d f a t h e r f r o m C h i n a h a d f led t h e West Coas t . I n 

Chinamen, K i n g s t o n , t o o , e m p h a s i z e s the t h e m e o f m e n c l a i m i n g 

A m e r i c a , w r i t i n g o f ra i l road w o r k e r s — h e r o i c a n d m a s c u l i n e at t i m e s 

s u c h as t h e str ike o f 1869: b a r e - c h e s t e d , m u s c u l a r y o u n g g o d s — v i c ­

t i m i z e d , k e p t w o m a n l e s s , d y i n g in t h e w i l d e r n e s s . B u t , says o n e o f 

t h e m , "We're m a r k i n g t h e l a n d now." 

D r e a m - w o r k — s i m u l t a n e o u s l y t h e i n t e g r a t i o n o f d i s s o n a n t pas t 

f r a g m e n t s a n d the d a y d r e a m i n g "try ing-on" o f a l ternat ive poss ib l e 

i d e n t i t i e s — i s b o t h descr ip t ive o f o n e way (or o n e set o f ways) e t h ­

nic i ty w o r k s a n d s u g g e s t s a wr i t ing tactic o f f r a g m e n t s . H e r e , t o o , 

C r a p a n z a n o ' s Tuhami, r e f e r r e d to a b o v e , m i g h t s erve as a n e x a m p l e 

o f a r e c e n t e t h n o g r a p h i c t e x t that exp lo i t s this tactic. T h e r e a d e r 

is p r e s e n t e d w i t h a puzz l e : to h e l p t h e a u t h o r a n a l y z e bits o f i n t e r ­

v i e w s in w h i c h t h e i n f o r m a n t draws equal ly o n real ity a n d fantasy f o r 

m e t a p h o r s w i t h w h i c h to descr ibe t h e imposs ib i l i t i es o f his e x i s t e n c e . 

T u h a m i is a m e m b e r o f Morocco 's subpro le tar ia t ; the style o f h i s d i s ­

c o u r s e p e r h a p s i l lustrates w h a t P ierre B o u r d i e u p r o v o c a t i v e l y calls 

t h e t r u n c a t e d c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f m a n y m e m b e r s o f s u c h s u b p r o l e t a r i -

a t s . 1 9 I f s o , C r a p a n z a n o ' s r e c o r d i n g o f T ù h a m i m i g h t p r o v i d e a n ac­

cess to t h e d i s c o u r s e o f an e m e r g e n t n e w social class, a n a l o g o u s t o 

t h e e m e r g e n t d i s c o u r s e o f C h i n e s e - A m e r i c a n writers ' c o n c e r n w i t h 

c h i c k e n c o o p s a n d ra i l roads , c o w b o y s a n d I n d i a n s . O t h e r s imi lar writ-

ig . "The Disenchantment of the World," in Algeria i960 (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1979). 
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i n g tactics a r e easi ly i m a g i n a b l e , s u c h as t h e u s e o f t h e j u x t a p o s e d 

v i e w p o i n t s o f d i f f e r e n t i n f o r m a n t s a n d / o r a u t h o r s , 2 0 a n d R a s h o m o n -

l ike d e s c r i p t i o n s f r o m d i f f e r e n t p e r s p e c t i v e s . 2 1 

A l t e r n a t i v e Se lves a n d Bifocal i ty 

T w o r e c e n t black a u t o b i o g r a p h i e s by C h a r l e s M i n g u s a n d 

Mar i ta G o l d e n d e v e l o p t h e n o t i o n o f m u l t i p l e se lves a n d e x a m i n e t h e 

real i ty c o n s t r a i n t s o n e n a c t i n g a l ternat ive se lves . T h e y a l so e x p l o r e 

t h e u s e o f a l t ernat ive se lves to c h a l l e n g e d o m i n a n t h e g e m o n i c i d e o l o ­

g i e s , t h e o n e by a p p l y i n g a n e t h n i c aes the t i c ( thus b e i n g e t h n o g r a p h i c 

in style as wel l as c o n t e n t ) , t h e o t h e r by p i o n e e r i n g t h e b i focal i ty that 

a n t h r o p o l o g y h a s always p r o m i s e d . Al i ce Walker , a n o t h e r black wr i ter , 

n o t e s : " W h e n I l o o k at p e o p l e in Iran a n d C u b a , they l o o k l ike 

k i n folk" ( B r a d l e y 1984: 3 5 - 3 6 ) . T h i s is e c h o e d by M a x i n e H o n g 

K i n g s t o n a n d A m e r i c a n I n d i a n wri ter Les l ie M a r m o n Si lko, w h o p o r ­

tray y o u n g m e n in A m e r i c a n u n i f o r m in s o u t h e a s t As ia s e v e r e l y d i s ­

t u r b e d by t h e inabil i ty t o d i s t i n g u i s h the e n e m y f r o m kinfo lk . A s a h u ­

m a n i s t cu l tura l cr i t ic ism o f nat ional is t , class, a n d o t h e r h e g e m o n i c 

pol i t ica l d i s c o u r s e s , t h e s e o b s e r v a t i o n s s ignal the po ten t ia l for a p o w e r ­

fu l c o u n t e r r h e t o r i c , s imi lar to t h o s e d e v e l o p e d by t h e smal l n a t i o n s o f 

E u r o p e , t h o s e o n the w r o n g s ide o f history, w h o s e "d i sabused v i e w o f 

h i s tory" is t h e "source o f the ir c u l t u r e , o f the ir w i s d o m , o f t h e ' n o n -

s e r i o u s spirit' that m o c k s g r a n d e u r a n d g lory" ( K u n d e r a 1984). 

Mingus ' s Beneath the Underdog ( 1 9 7 1 ) ut i l izes a tr ipart i te se l f as 

n a r r a t o r ; a t e l l i n g to a psychiatr i s t as t h e overal l narrat ive f r a m e ; a n d 

a n o b s e s s i v e f o c u s o n a f a t h e r f igure . T h e tr ipart i te se l f is i n t r o d u c e d 

o n t h e first p a g e , a n d re f l ec ted u p o n a g a i n n e a r t h e last (p. 255) : a n 

i n b o r n , e v e r - l o v i n g g e n t l e sou l w h o always gets t a k e n ; a f r i g h t e n e d 

a n i m a l that , f r o m e x p e r i e n c e , l earns to attack for f ear o f b e i n g at­

t a c k e d ; a n d a d i s t a n c e d th ird w h o s tands apart w a t c h i n g t h e o t h e r 

t w o . T h e t h r e e se lves a p p e a r t h r o u g h o u t t h e tex t as a l t ernat ing , i n t e r -

b r a i d e d v o i c e s — l i k e t h e c a l l - a n d - r e s p o n s e o f a jazz s e s s i o n — k e e p i n g 

t h e r e a d e r a lert to p e r s p e c t i v e a n d c i r c u m s t a n c e . 

Equa l ly s t r ik ing is Mingus ' s t ex tua l s trategy o f p o s i n g t h e a u t o ­

b i o g r a p h y as a te l l ing , a talk-story, to a J e w i s h psychiatr is t ( " r e m e m -

20. Recent examples of such "polyphony" are Birds of My Kalam Country by Ian 
Majnep and Ralph Bulmer (1977), and Piman Shamanism by Donald M. Bahr, Juan 
Gregorio, David I . Lopez, and Albert Alvarez (1974). 

21 . See the discussion of N. Scott Momaday below, or in anthropology see Richard 
Price's First-Time (1983) in which oral accounts are juxtaposed to archival ones; or 
Renato Rosaldo's Ilongot Headhunting (1980) which pursues a similar goal more 
discursively. 
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b e r s a y i n g y o u carne to m e n o t on ly b e c a u s e I 'm a psychiatr i s t b u t a lso 
b e c a u s e I 'm a J e w ? A n d t h e r e f o r e c o u l d re late t o y o u r p r o b l e m s ? " 
p . 7 ) . T h i s a l lows t h e a u t h o r to play wi th f o u r s u b d e v i c e s , l ike i m ­
p r o v i s a t o r y j a z z t h e m e s that r e a p p e a r per iodica l ly . First, t h e r e are t h e 
p s y c h o l o g i c a l d e v i c e s o f fabr icat ion ( i n v o l v i n g t h e r e a d e r in s o r t i n g 
o u t t h e p u z z l e s o f ident i ty , contro l by the se l f v e r s u s c o n t r o l by o u t s i d e 
f o r c e s ) , a n d c h a n g i n g t h e subject or cry ing (s ignals o f b l o c k a g e s , 
a v o i d a n c e s , p a i n , a n d irrat ional c o m p u l s i o n s ) . S e c o n d , the t h e m e o f 
p i m p i n g is u s e d as a mul t i - reg i s t er m e t a p h o r . It d e s c r i b e s t h e nar ­
rator's u s e o f w o m e n as a ch i ld i sh way to p r o v e his m a n h o o d ( b r e a k i n g 
o u t o f s u b o r d i n a t i o n a n d d e p e n d e n c y — t h e p i m p as m a s t e r — b y i m ­
p o s i n g s u b o r d i n a t i o n o n o t h e r s ) . It is a m e t a p h o r o f e c o n o m i c sur­
vival , o f t h e d i l e m m a s o f black m u s i c i a n s w h o c a n n o t m a k e it o n m u s i c 
a l o n e , b u t m u s t pros t i tu te t h e m s e l v e s a n d o t h e r s , m e a n i n g a m o n g 
o t h e r t h i n g s a r e g r e s s i v e d e p e n d e n c e o n w o m e n ( " H e w a n t e d to m a k e 
it a l o n e w i t h o u t any h e l p f r o m w o m e n or a n y o n e e lse ," p . 132) . T h a t 
is , n a r r a t o r as b o t h p i m p a n d pros t i tu te . A n d it is a bi t ter d e s c r i p t i o n 
o f t h e racist e c o n o m i c s y s t e m c o n t r o l l e d by w h i t e s ("Jazz is b ig b u s i n e s s 
t o t h e w h i t e m a n a n d y o u can't m o v e w i t h o u t h i m . W e j u s t w o r k - a n t s , " 
p . 137 ) . T h e th ird d e v i c e is r e c u r r e n t d r e a m s a b o u t Fats N a v a r r o , a 
F l o r i d a - b o r n C u b a n m u s i c i a n w h o d i e d at twenty - s ix o f t u b e r c u l o s i s 
a n d narco t i c a d d i c t i o n , w h o serves t h r o u g h o u t t h e b o o k as a n a l ter 
e g o to w h o m t h e projec t o f wr i t ing a b o o k is c o n f i d e d . T h e b o o k is to 
a c h i e v e l ibera t ion , b o t h e c o n o m i c ( fantas ies o f fat royalt ies) a n d spir­
i tual . T h e d r e a m s i n c l u d e m e d i t a t i o n s o n a d e a t h wi sh , c e n t e r i n g o n 
t h e i d e a that o n e can d ie (only?) w h e n o n e w o r k s o u t one's k a r m a , p r e ­
c ise ly w h a t wa s d e n i e d Fats. 

Final ly , t h e u s e o f t h e fa ther figuration is, o f c o u r s e , a l so par t o f 
t h e n a r r a t i o n to t h e p s y c h i a t r i s t — t h e f o u r t h s u b d e v i c e — b u t it a l so i n ­
t r o d u c e s a n e l e m e n t o f c h o i c e a n d re trac ing o f g e n e a l o g i c a l c o n n e c ­
t i o n ( " S o m e day I may c h o o s e a n o t h e r fa ther to t e a c h m e , " p . 96). 
M i n g u s ' s f a t h e r a p p e a r s hrst in his c h i l d h o o d t r a u m a s ( b e i n g d r o p p e d 
o n h i s h e a d , h a v i n g his d o g s h o t by a n e i g h b o r , k i n d e r g a r t e n accusa­
t i o n s o f b e i n g a s e x u a l perver t , a n d a b o v e all p a t e r n a l b e a t i n g s a n d 
t h r e a t s o f cas tra t ion for b e d w e t t i n g , later d i s c o v e r e d to b e d u e to 
d a m a g e d k i d n e y s ) . T h e f a t h e r g a v e h i m his first mus i ca l i n s t r u m e n t , 
b u t b e i n g e m o t i o n a l l y u n r e s p o n s i v e also set u p a l o n g i n g f o r a rea l 
f a t h e r . ( T h e father's o w n a n x i e t y s tructure is a n a l y z e d as s t e m m i n g 
f r o m b e i n g a f rus tra ted architect c o n d e m n e d to l i fe in t h e Post Off ice , 
a n d as m a n i f e s t i n g itself by t e a c h i n g his c h i l d r e n a fa lse , racist s e n s e 
o f s u p e r i o r i t y o n t h e g r o u n d s that t h e y w e r e l i g h t - s k i n n e d . ) M i d -
b o o k , M i n g u s r e t u r n s to find o u t a b o u t his fa ther , a n d h e a r s ye t a g a i n 
that h e is n o t ful ly black, that h e is a d e s c e n d a n t o f A b r a h a m Lincoln's 
c o u s i n , a n d that 
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"a lot of talking about freedom . . . [is] a waste of time 'cause even a 
slave could have inner freedom if he wanted it." 

"That's brainwashing by the white man." 
"Careful, boy—you ain't totally black." (95) 

W h i t e c o n n e c t i o n s are n o t the o n l y t r o u b l i n g o n e s . Class p r e j u d i c e s 
w i t h i n t h e black c o m m u n i t y a lso t h r e a t e n y o u n g M i n g u s . T h e f a t h e r 
a d v i s e s : "So tell t h e m y o u r g r a n d f a t h e r was an A f r i c a n c h i e f t a i n 
n a m e d M i n g u s " (96). T h e r e is a l so a cer ta in a m o u n t o f play wi th alter­
n a t i v e e t h n i c m a s k s . M i n g u s g r o w s u p in Watts a n d is l i g h t - s k i n n e d ; in 
t h e m i r r o r h e t h i n k s h e can s e e strains o f I n d i a n , A f r i c a n , M e x i c a n , 
A s i a n , a n d w h i t e , a n d h e worr i e s that h e is "a little o f e v e r y t h i n g , 
w h o l l y n o t h i n g " (50). 

M e x i c a n is a m a j o r a l ternat ive ident i ty ("Mexican M o o d s " ) . 2 2 H i s 
first g i r l f r i e n d w h e n a g e d five was M e x i c a n ; so was a girl w h o a l m o s t 
s n a g g e d h i m in to m a r r i a g e at s e v e n t e e n . Later , in San Franc i sco , a 
J e w i s h m u s i c i a n h a d tr ied to g ive h i m a break in a w h i t e u n i o n : h e was 
a c c e p t e d as M e x i c a n unt i l a black m u s i c i a n t u r n e d h i m in . J e w i s h n e s s 
is a n o t h e r e thn ic i ty p l a y e d wi th , part icularly t h r o u g h his J e w i s h psy ­
chiatr i s t a n d t h e psychiatr is ts at B e l l e v u e , w h o initially s e e m l ike N a z i s 
t h r e a t e n i n g l o b o t o m y , b u t w h o e v e n t u a l l y m i d w i f e a f e e l i n g o f r e s p e c t 
a n d love : 

T h e truth is doctor, I'm insecure and I'm black and I'm scared to death of 
poverty and especially poverty alone. I'm helpless without a woman, afraid of 
tomorrow. . . . It was easy to be proud and feel contempt and say to these 
beautiful women, "I don't want your dirty money!" so that was one good thing 
that happened in Bellevue, having a feeling of love and respect for them 
again. . . . My music is evidence of my soul's will to live beyond my sperm's 
grave. (245-46) 

T h e wi ld h u m o r , e x c e s s i v e sexual i ty , a n d a n g u i s h o f Mingus ' s style 
h e l p p o s e t h e c o n t r a d i c t i o n s a n d puzz l e s o f his e t h n i c s earch: t h e dif­
f e r e n c e s a m o n g t h e w o m e n u p o n w h o m h e d e p e n d s — t w o m i s t r e s s e s , 
a m i d d l e class b lack wi f e , a n d a b l o n d n u r s e ; the tentat ive t r y i n g o n o f 
o t h e r m i n o r i t i e s ' ident i t i e s ; the h i n t o f e x p l o r i n g A f r i c a n c o n n e c t i o n s ; 
a n d t h e s e n s e o f m i x e d b l o o d o r h e r i t a g e . Mingus ' s cr i t ique o f r a c i s m 
is p o i g n a n t , m a c a b r e l y h u m o r o u s , a verbal j a z z - b l u e s , s o p h i s t i c a t e d in 
s ty le a n d t e c h n i q u e , w i e l d i n g an e thn ic aes thet ic to b r i n g t h e r e a d e r t o 
a p e r s p e c t i v e a n d u n d e r s t a n d i n g . 

Mar i ta Gulden' s Migrations of the Heart (1983) e x p l o r e s t h e A f r i c a n 
c o n n e c t i o n s m o r e direct ly , a n d i l lustrates a d i f f e r e n t f o r m o f cr i t ique , 
p e r h a p s less i n n o v a t i v e in style, b u t p i o n e e r i n g a n o l d p r o m i s e o f a n ­
t h r o p o l o g y to b e a "bifocal" m o d e o f cul tural cri t ic ism. G o l d e n m a r -

Ä « . Tlx- name of the album that in 1962 he said was his best. 
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ries a N i g e r i a n a n d g o e s to N i g e r i a to r e e x p e r i e n c e h e r A m e r i c a n -
n e s s . T h e m a r r i a g e fails. T h e story is a pa in fu l , ye t e v e n t u a l l y 
s t r e n g t h e n i n g , r e c o g n i t i o n that ident i ty is n o t to b e c o n s t r u c t e d wi th 
t h e f r e e wil l o f r o m a n t i c fantasy. T h e r e are reality pr inc ip l e s that c o n ­
s tra in: t rad i t i ons , g r o w t h p a t t e r n s , a n d d y n a m i c s b e y o n d t h e e g o . Sev ­
eral s c h e m a t a s t r u c t u r e Gulden's text: r epe t i t i ons o f t h e fa ther f i gure , 
c o u n t e r v a i l i n g b u t s e c o n d a r y m o t h e r figures ( m o t h e r , m o t h e r - i n -
law) , r e b e l l i o n s a n d g r a d u a l t e m p e r i n g in to m a t u r e w o m a n h o o d , a n d 
a ski l l fu l portra i t o f t h e d e v a s t a t i n g d y n a m i c s o f an in tercu l tura l m a r ­
r i a g e that d o e s n o t work . 

T h e patr iarcha l figures ( fa ther a n d h u s b a n d ) w i t h w h i c h s h e 
s t r u g g l e s s e e m to be the p r i m a r y veh ic les for e thn ic i ty -work . 

[My father] was as assured as a panther . . . he bequeathed to m e — g o l d 
nuggets of fact, myth, legend. . . . By his own definition he was "a black man 
and proud o f it." . . . Africa: "It wasn't dark until the white man got there." 
Cleopatra: "I don't care WHAT they teach you in school, she was a black 
woman." . . . the exploits of Toussaint L'Ouverture. (3—4) 

Yet a l so : 

H e was a hard, nearly impossible man to love when love meant exclusive 
rights to his soul . . . he relied [on his many women] . . . to enhance the im-
provisational nature of his life. (3—4) 

H e r A f r i c a n lover , t h e n h u s b a n d , is a lmos t a d o u b l e to h e r fa ther . H i s 
a s s u r a n c e first attracts her : 

enveloped in the aura of supreme confidence that blossomed around all the 
Africans I had ever m e t . . . I'd read about my past and now it sat across from 
me in a steak house, placid, and even a bit smug. . . . I rubbed my fingers 
across his hand. "What're you doing?" he asked. "I want some of your confi­
dence to rub off on me," I said. ( 5 0 - 5 1 ) 

B o t h m e n h a v e areas o f r e t i c e n c e she c a n n o t p e n e t r a t e . W i t h h e r fa­
t h e r t h e m u t u a l lack o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g is m a n i f e s t e d in his d e m a n d 
that s h e g e t rid o f h e r "natural" h a i r - d o , in his ( a n d h e r ) inabi l i ty t o 
s h a r e g r i e f w h e n h e r m o t h e r d ie s , a n d in his tak ing u p wi th a n o t h e r 
w o m a n , w h o m s h e re sent s . W i t h h e r h u s b a n d , the m u t u a l lack o f 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g l ies in his famil ia l a n d patr iarchal t rad i t ions , f o r in ­
s t a n c e , his s h a r i n g o f e c o n o m i c r e s o u r c e s wi th his fraternal g r o u p at 
t h e e x p e n s e o f his c o n j u g a l family. Initially s h e finds t h e patr iarcha l , 
m a s c u l i n e N i g e r i a n c u l t u r e attract ive: 

Lagos is an aggressively masculine city, and its men exude a dogmatic confi­
dence. . . . it was this masculinity that made the men so undeniably attractive. 
Nigeria was their country to destroy or save. That knowledge made them 
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stride and preen in self-appreciation. This assurance became for an Afro-
American woman a gaily wrapped gift to be opened anew every day. (84) 

U l t i m a t e l y , s h e fee l s t h e a s s u m p t i o n s o f this c u l t u r e to b e d e v a s -
ta t ing ly d e n y i n g o f h e r s e n s e o f self. W o m e n , s h e is to ld by a n o t h e r 
w i f e , a re f o r g i v e n a l m o s t e v e r y t h i n g as l o n g as t h e y fulfill t h e d u t y to 
s e t t h e s tage o n w h i c h the ir m e n live. L i fe is c o m p l i c a t e d in N i g e r i a , 
part i cu lar ly w h e n h e r fiancé resists m a r r i a g e unt i l h e fee l s financially 
i n d e p e n d e n t , w h e n s h e finds a j o b a n d h e c a n n o t , later w h e n h e d e ­
m a n d s a ch i ld b e f o r e s h e is ready , a n d w h e n h e g ives m o n e y t o ra ise 
h i s brother ' s c h i l d r e n at t h e e x p e n s e o f h e r c o m f o r t . 

T h e p r i m a r y f r a m e s o f Gulden's b o o k are t h e portra i ts o f a m a r ­
r i a g e g o n e awry, part ly for r e a s o n s o f cul tural ly conf l i c t ing a s s u m p ­
t i o n s , a n d o f a w o m a n g r a d u a l l y f r e e i n g h e r s e l f f r o m d e p e n d e n c i e s 
a n d u n e x a m i n e d n o t i o n s o f ident i ty . B u t w h a t is i m p o r t a n t h e r e a r e 
t h e re f l ec t ions o n w h a t it is to b e a black A m e r i c a n — a g a i n , a n i d e n t i t y 
to b e c r e a t e d , a n d a soc io log ica l reality to b e s t r u g g l e d for . J u s t as Af­
rica is init ial ly a n o v e r - r o m a n t i c i z e d i m a g e o f "my past," a n i m a g e 
o f s e l f - c o n f i d e n c e , o n e that inevi tably is s h a k e n by a c l o s e r l o o k — 
N i g e r i a has its o w n p r o b l e m s , a n A m e r i c a n d o e s n o t s l ip so easi ly i n t o 
a n A f r i c a n set o f r o l e s — s o , t o o , A m e r i c a is n o t to b e a c c e p t e d in its 
rea l i t ies o f rac i sm or i n d i v i d u a l fantas ies ( such as t h o s e o f h e r f a t h e r ) . 
G o l d e n r e t u r n s f r o m h e r o r d e a l in Afr i ca to B o s t o n ( B o s t o n b e c a u s e it 
is n o t W a s h i n g t o n or N e w York, w h e r e s h e g r e w u p a n d w h e r e t h e r e 
a r e t o o m a n y r e g r e s s i v e pul ls) . T h e r e s h e finds t h e racial a t m o s p h e r e 
a l m o s t u n b e a r a b l e . O n e has the f e e l i n g , h o w e v e r , that s h e will n o w 
h e l p to c h a n g e t h e s i tuat ion s imply by b e i n g a s t r o n g e r , r i cher p e r s o n . 

T h i s u s e o f Afr i ca is w h a t a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l cu l tura l cr i t ic ism o u g h t 
t o b e a b o u t : a dialect ical or two-d irec t iona l j o u r n e y e x a m i n i n g t h e re ­
al i t ies o f b o t h s ides o f cu l tura l d i f f e r e n c e s so that t h e y m a y m u t u a l l y 
q u e s t i o n e a c h o t h e r , a n d t h e r e b y g e n e r a t e a realistic i m a g e o f h u m a n 
poss ib i l i t i es a n d a s e l f - c o n f i d e n c e for t h e e x p l o r e r g r o u n d e d in c o m ­
p a r a t i v e u n d e r s t a n d i n g r a t h e r t h a n e t h n o c e n t r i s m . It is p e r h a p s w h a t 
M a r g a r e t M e a d p r o m i s e d in Coming of Age in Samoa a n d Sex and Tem­
perament in Three Primitive Societies, a n d fai led ful ly to de l iver . T h e s e 
i n f l u e n t i a l b o o k s h e l p e d A m e r i c a n s s ee that A m e r i c a n a d o l e s c e n t pat ­
t e r n s o f r e b e l l i o u s n e s s a n d A m e r i c a n s e x ro les w e r e n o t "natural ," 
b u t cu l tura l ly m o l d e d , a n d so m i g h t b e a l t ered t h r o u g h d i f f e r e n t 
c h i l d - r e a r i n g m e t h o d s . S u c h cul tural crit ic ism o f A m e r i c a w o r k e d by 
j u x t a p o s i n g a l t ernat ive p a t t e r n s e l s e w h e r e in t h e w o r l d : that is, rea l 
w o r l d e x a m p l e s , n o t Utopian fantas ies . I n today's m o r e s o p h i s t i c a t e d 
w o r l d , w e k n o w that t h e S a m o a n a n d N e w G u i n e a soc ie t ies are m o r e 
c o m p l i c a t e d t h a n M a r g a r e t M e a d d e s c r i b e d , as also is A m e r i c a . Mar i ta 
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I n t e r - r e f e r e n c e 

And Louie would come through— 
melodramatic music, like in the 
mono—tan tan laranl—Cruz 
Diablo, El Charro Negro! Bogard 
smile (his smile is deadly as 
his viasas!). He dug roles, man, 
and names—like blackie, little 
Louie . . . 

JOSE MONTOYA, "El Louie" 

Within the dark morada average 
chains rattle and clacking prayer 

wheels jolt 
the hissing spine to uncoil wailing 

tongues 
of Nahuatl converts who slowly 

wreath 
rosary whips to flay one another 

BERNICE ZAMORA, "Restless 
Serpents" 

P e r h a p s t h e m o s t s tr ik ing f ea ture o f M e x i c a n - A m e r i c a n writ ­
i n g , p r e s e n t in o t h e r e t h n i c wr i t ing t o o , but b r o u g h t to its m o s t e x ­
pl ic i t a n d d r a m a t i c l eve l h e r e , is inter l inguis t ic play: i n t e r f e r e n c e , 
a l t e r n a t i o n , i n t e r - r e f e r e n c e . T h i s was the subject o f t h e first A r m e n i a n 
p o e m c i t e d a b o v e . It is c lear in the t e x t u r e o f black E n g l i s h . S o m e 
M e x i c a n - A m e r i c a n wri ters u s e S p a n i s h , o t h e r s E n g l i s h , s o m e h a v e al ­
t e r n a t i n g / m i r r o r i n g p a g e s or c h a p t e r s o f S p a n i s h a n d E n g l i s h (re­
c iproca l t rans la t ions ) . C h i c a n o l i terary j o u r n a l s (El Grito, Entrelinas, 
Revista Chicano-Riquena) are reso lute ly b i l ingual . S p a n i s h p h r a s e s o c ­
c u r w i t h i n t h e f low o f E n g l i s h , a n d S p a n i s h w o r d s a n d g r a m m a t i c a l 
s t r u c t u r e take o n c h a n g e s i n f l u e n c e d by E n g l i s h . I n d e e d , f o r s o m e 
pochismo o r calo, t h e C h i c a n o s lang , takes o n a . p r i v i l e g e d ro l e . Says 
B e r n i c e Z a m o r a : 

I like to think of Calo as the language of Chicano literature . . . It is evolving 
as a literary mode , and the writers I enjoy most for their consistency o f Calo 
are Cecilio Camavillo, Jose Montoya, and Raul Salinas. I am fond of Calo be­
cause of the usage of English phonemes with Spanish gerund or verb endings 
. . . eskipiando [skipping] . . . Indios pasando we watchando. . . . I teach Calo 
with the premise that it is a conflict of languages resolved. (Quoted in Bruce-
Nova 1980a : 209) 

R i c a r d o S a n c h e z p r o v i d e s a n e x a m p l e o f b i l ingua l ins i s t ence : 

Soy un manito por herencia y un pachuco por experiencia [I am a native New 
Mexican by heritage and a pachuco by e x p e r i e n c e ] . . . I was born number 1 3 , 
the first o n e in the family to be born outside o f New Mexico and Colorado 
since somewhere en el siglo 16 [in the sixteenth century] . . . soy mestizo [I'm 
a mestizo], scion to the beautiful and turbulent reality of indo-hispanic con­
catenation, ay, mi abuela materna [my maternal grandmother] was born in 
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the tewa pueblo of san Juan, there between taos and espanola . . . un m u n d o 
ni espanol ni indigena: ay, mundo de policolores [a world neither Spanish nor 
indian: ay, world of polycolors] when mindsouls se ponen a reconfigurar 
[start to restructure] new horizons. (Bruce-Nova 1980a: 2 2 1 ) 

B u t o f far m o r e in teres t t h a n s imply l inguist ic i n t e r f e r e n c e o r c o d e 
s w i t c h i n g , a n d t h e e d u c a t i o n d e b a t e g e n e r a t e d o v e r b i l i n g u a l i s m , is t h e 
fact , as M i c h e l S e r r e s p u t s it, "Il faut lire l ' in ter férence c o m m e in ter ­
r é f é r e n c e " (it is n e c e s s a r y to r e a d i n t e r f e r e n c e as i n t e r - r e f e r e n c e ) . 2 ' 
W h a t k e e p s t h e in ter l inguis t i c s i tuat ion vital is n o t m e r e l y t h e c o n t i n u ­
i n g w a v e s o f M e x i c a n s e n t e r i n g the U n i t e d States a n d t h e flow back 
a n d f o r t h across the b o r d e r , so that g r a d u a l d i s a p p e a r a n c e in a n E n ­
g l i sh e n v i r o n m e n t is less l ikely, but the cul tural vitality o f r e f e r e n c e s to 
M e x i c a n h is tory , S p a n i s h civi l izat ion, a n d p r e - C o l u m b i a n c iv i l izat ion, 
as wel l as to part i cu lar C h i c a n o styles ( such as the p a c h u c o "zoot suit" 
s u b c u l t u r e o f El Paso a n d Los A n g e l e s c e l e b r a t e d in Montoya ' s "El 
L o u i e , " a figure p a r a l l e l i n g t h e black S t a g g e r l e e ) 2 4 o r cu l tura l e n ­
v i r o n m e n t s ( such as t h e P é n i t e n t e s cult o f N e w M e x i c o d e s c r i b e d in 
t h e o p e n i n g p o e m o f Zamora's "Restless Serpents") . 

Poet i c a u t o b i o g r a p h y — a n d t h e o u t r i g h t nové l i s t ic fiction o f 
R u d o l f o A n a y a , R o n Ar ias , a n d R o l a n d o H i n o j o s a — h a s p e r h a p s 
b e e n m o r e bo ld ly e x p e r i m e n t a l h e r e than p r o s e a u t o b i o g r a p h y . B u t , 
i f o n e c o n s i d e r s J o s e A n t o n i o Villarreal's Pocho (1959) as a v e i l e d a u t o ­
b i o g r a p h y (it is o f t e n c o u n t e d as the first m a j o r C h i c a n o n o v e l , al­
t h o u g h Vi l larrea l d o e s n o t l ike t h e label "Chicano") , t h e n t o g e t h e r 
w i t h E r n e s t o Galarza's Barrio Boy ( 1 9 7 1 ) , R i chard Rodr iguez ' s Hunger 
of Memory ( 1 9 8 1 ) , a n d S a n d r a Cisneros's ("semi-autobiographica l") 
The House on Mango Street (1983), p r o s e a u t o b i o g r a p h y has set o u t 
m a n y o f t h e t h e m a t i c p r e o c c u p a t i o n s o f C h i c a n o wri t ing . 

Vi l larrea l e s tab l i shes the t h e m e s o f i m m i g r a t i o n , d e a l i n g w i t h 
M e x i c a n r e l i g i o u s a n d s e x u a l inh ib i t ions , a n d famil ial re la t ions in 
Pocho. In The Fifth Horseman (1974) h e r e w o r k s the M e x i c a n g e n r e o f 
n o v e l s a b o u t t h e 1 9 1 0 r e v o l u t i o n so as to create a pos i t ive ances tra l 
figure f o r t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y C h i c a n o : a p r o t a g o n i s t w h o af ter t h e 
"success" o f t h e r e v o l u t i o n r e f u s e s to j o i n t h e v ic tor ious a r m y in p l u n ­
d e r i n g t h e p e o p l e , a n d , s taying true to the r e v o l u t i o n , flees to t h e 
U n i t e d States . Vil larreal's fa ther , i n d e e d , f o u g h t for P a n c h o Vi l la , 
c o m i n g in 1 9 2 1 first t o T e x a s a n d t h e n t o Cal i forn ia . ( B o t h f a t h e r a n d 
s o n r e t u r n e d e v e n t u a l l y to M e x i c o ; the s o n recent ly o n c e a g a i n re ­
t u r n e d to t h e States . ) Galarza's Barrio Boy styles i tself as o r i g i n a t i n g in 
ora l v i g n e t t e s , a n d t h e r e b y e x p l o r e s the p r e o c c u p a t i o n o f C h i c a n o 

23. L'Interférence ( 1972 :157) , cited by Baumgarten (1982:154), who develops 
the notion himself with reference to Jewish-American writing, especially Yiddish-
influenced writing, but not limited to that set of inter-references. 

24. See Greil Marcus's chapter on Sly Stone in his Mystery Train (1975). 

G o l d e n ' s narra t ive p o i n t s to s o m e o f the c o m p l e x i t i e s o n b o t h s ides o f 
a n y cu l tura l d i v i d e that n e e d to be a d d r e s s e d in c o n t e m p o r a r y a n ­
t h r o p o l o g i c a l e f forts at cu l tura l crit ic ism (see f u r t h e r M a r c u s a n d 
F i s c h e r i g 8 6 ) . 



220 MICHAEL M. J. FISCHER Ethnicity and the Arts of Memory 221 

to u s e in crea t ive s c u l p t u r e , as in t h e pas t santeros c a r v e d r e l i g i o u s fig­
u r e s ; H i s p a n i c m o d e r n i t y in p a i n t i n g (Picasso) o u t p a c e d A n g l o , a n d 
b a r r i o graffiti c o u l d b e m u c h m o r e , g i v e n the c h a n c e ; l i t era ture , 
t o o , c a n b e p o w e r f u l l y s y n t h e s i z e d o u t o f a bicul tural s i tuat ion: wit­
n e s s this p o e m : 

stupid america, see that chicano 
with the big knife 
in his steady hand 
h e doesn't want to knife you 
he wants to sit on a bench 
and carve christfigures 
but you won't let him. 

he is the picasso 
o f your western states 
but he will die 
with o n e thousand masterpieces 
hanging only from his mind. 

I n t e r - r e f e r e n c e h e r e e n c o m p a s s e s b o t h folk tradi t ion (santeros) a n d 
h i g h m o d e r n i s m in t h e H i s p a n i c w o r l d (Picasso) , b r i n g i n g t h e m t o 
c o n s c i o u s n e s s in A n g l o A m e r i c a (the E n g l i s h m e d i u m ) , w h i l e crit iciz­
i n g t h e o p p r e s s i o n a n d cul tura l d e p r i v a t i o n i m p o s e d by A m e r i c a . 

T h e s e a r c h for e n a b l i n g h is tor ies a n d m y t h s in m u c h ear ly C h i ­
c a n o w r i t i n g t o o k t h e f o r m o f s e e k i n g o u t cuentos ( s tories) , a n d m u c h 
o f t h e l i terary i d e o l o g y was o n e o f c a p t u r i n g a n d p r e s e r v i n g a n oral 
c u l t u r e . Galarza's Barrio Boy p r e s e n t s i tself as a wr i t t en v e r s i o n o f ora l 
v i g n e t t e s to ld to t h e family. T o m a s Rivera's y no se lo trago la tierra (and 
the earth did not part) a l t ernates a shor t a n e c d o t e wi th a l o n g e r v i g n e t t e 
v iv id ly r e c r e a t i n g arche typ ica l crises a n d d i l e m m a s o f the e x p l o i t e d 
p o o r C h i c a n o s o f T e x a s ; t h e ef fect is o f a co l lec t ive vo i ce o f t h e p e o p l e , 
p o w e r f u l a n d s e a r i n g , w i t h t h a t e terna l , b u t n o t ahistorical , qual i ty o f 
fo lk ta l e s , t h e qual i ty that Walter B e n j a m i n ident i f i ed as c o m i n g f r o m 
s h a r e d e x p e r i e n c e . C u r e r s a n d g r a n d p a r e n t s , o f t e n f e m a l e (curan-
deras, abuelitas), figure as i m p o r t a n t s o u r c e s o f tradi t ion , o f m y s t e r i o u s 
k n o w l e d g e , a n d o f cu l tura l s t r e n g t h : t h e curandera U l t i m a in R u d o l f o 
Anaya ' s Bless Me Ultima (1972) is o n e o f t h e r ichest o f t h e s e figures; 
Faus to in R o n Arias's The Road to Tamazunchale ( 1975) is a c o m i c m a l e 
abuelito c o u n t e r p a r t . B o t h A n a y a a n d Arias m o v e b e y o n d r e t e l l i n g o f 
o r a l fo lk c u l t u r e , u s i n g "magical rea l i sm" to crea te a r ichly i n v e n t i v e 
u n i v e r s e p r e g n a n t wi th C h i c a n o assoc iat ions . U l t i m a is still a h e a l i n g 
f igure , u s i n g trad i t iona l l ore o n the s ide o f g o o d . A f o r m e r e n c y c l o p e ­
d ia s a l e s m a n , Faus to is a l ready a very m o d e r n i s t o ld m a n , w h o i n s t e a d 

w r i t e r s wi th p r e s e r v i n g w h a t has b e e n large ly an oral c u l t u r e , a lbei t 
a t t a c h e d t o t h e w o r l d s o f H i s p a n i c l iteracy. Rodr iguez ' s Hunger of 
Memory is a n a r g u m e n t for E n g l i s h as t h e m e d i u m o f i n s t r u c t i o n 
in s c h o o l s , r e t a i n i n g S p a n i s h o n l y as a l a n g u a g e o f in t imacy; its d e ­
s c r i p t i o n s o f t h e t w o very d i f f e r e n t wor lds are i n t e n d e d to d e n y t h a t 
s u c c e s s in N o r t h A m e r i c a can b e a c c o m p a n i e d by r e t a i n i n g t h e c o m ­
m u n a l r i c h n e s s o f t h e barr io . R o d r i g u e z h a s r o u s e d a s t o r m o f c o n t r o ­
versy , e x p o s i n g d e e p class d iv i s ions a m o n g M e x i c a n - A m e r i c a n s , b u t 
a lso p o i n t i n g to t h e a m b i g u i t y o f m i d d l e class M e x i c a n - A m e r i c a n 
wr i t ers u s i n g t h e f i gure o f the p o o r as a veh ic l e o f e x p r e s s i o n r a t h e r 
t h a n w r i t i n g a b o u t the ir o w n e x p e r i e n c e s . M a n y C h i c a n o c o m m e n ­
tators a c k n o w l e d g e t h e d idact i c n a t u r e o f C h i c a n o w r i t i n g in t h e 1960s 
as a k e y c o m p o n e n t o f t h e rise o f a polit ical m o v e m e n t . C i s n e r o s is o n e 
o f a n u m b e r o f wri ters w h o h a v e b e g u n to write m o r e d irec t ly o f 
t h e m s e l v e s ; s h e u s e s a f r a g m e n t a r y , richly evocat ive , v i g n e t t e s ty le , in 
E n g l i s h . 

T h e a n t a g o n i s m / a n x i e t y d i r e c t e d t o w a r d s R o d r i g u e z ' s a u t o b i o ­
g r a p h i c a r g u m e n t , as wel l as t h e c o m m e n t a r y o n t h e polit ical d i d a c ­
t i c i sm o f ear l i e r C h i c a n o wr i t ing , p o s e t h e key i s sues f o r t h e c r e a t i o n 
o f a u t h e n t i c a l l y in ter -re ferent ia l e thn ic vo ices , as wel l as a l e r t i n g us to 
t h e d ivers i ty w i t h i n t h e C h i c a n o (not to m e n t i o n the larger H i s p a n i c -
A m e r i c a n ) c o m m u n i t y : d ivers i ty o f class, o f r e g i o n (in M e x i c o ; T e x a s 
vs . C a l i f o r n i a vs. C h i c a g o ) , o f g e n e a l o g y (pr ide in S p a i n vs. p r i d e in 
p r e - C o l u m b i a n ances try ) . 

T h e m o s t f a m o u s p o e m s o f t h e C h i c a n o m o v e m e n t , for e x a m p l e , 
R u d o l p h o ' s "Corky," Gonzales ' s "I a m J o a q u i n , " Alur i s ta ( A l b e r t o 
Urista) 's Floricanto en Aztlan, a n d A b e l a r d o De lgado ' s "Stupid A m e r ­
ica," are o p e n s e a r c h e s for e n a b l i n g h is tor ies o f C h i c a n o ident i ty . 
"I a m J o a q u i n " b u i l d s o n M e x i c a n history, p i c t u r i n g t h e U n i t e d States 
as a n e u r o t i c evil g iant ( invader o f M e x i c o ; d e m a n d e r o f a s s imi la t ion 
i n t o a w h i r l p o o l o r m e l t i n g p o t that w o u l d d e n y M e x i c a n - A m e r i c a n s 
t h e i r ances try ) a n d t h e C h i c a n o n a t i o n as a c o u n t e r g iant in t h e p r o ­
c e s s o f c r e a t i o n t h r o u g h b l o o d sacrifices (o f t h e past a n d p e r h a p s f u ­
t u r e : t h e e x a m p l e o f Israel is p o s e d ) . Alur is ta , i n f l u e n c e d by C a r l o s 
C a s t e n e d a , c o n s t r u c t s a s o m e w h a t d i f f erent hero i c past , c e n t e r e d less 
o n H i s p a n i c - M e x i c a n history, a n d m o r e o n a p r e - C o l u m b i a n m y t h o s 
(fiori-canto, " f lower-song ," is a S p a n i s h trans la t ion o f the N a h u a t l f o r 
"poetry") ; A z t l a n , t h e r e g i o n o f n o r t h e r n M e x i c o i n c l u d i n g w h a t is 
n o w t h e s o u t h w e s t e r n U n i t e d States , is a r e a l m o f a n c i e n t w i s d o m , far 
o l d e r t h a n t h e A n g l o s e t t l e m e n t s a n d m o r e in t u n e wi th t h e h a r m o ­
n ie s o f n a t u r e a n d t h e u n i v e r s e . De lgado ' s shor t p o e m e x p o s e s t h e i n ­
abil i ty o f A n g l o A m e r i c a to r e c o g n i z e in C h i c a n o s the ir rich ant iqui ty , 
c r e a t i v e m o d e r n i t y , a n d synthe t i c fertil ity. C h i c a n o kn ives c a n b e p u t 
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o f p a s s i v e l y y i e l d i n g t o fa i l ing h e a l t h , bri l l iantly c r e a t e s a n act ive e n d 
g a m e , h a n g i n g o u t wi th a y o u n g t e e n a g e r , i n v e n t i n g re la t ions wi th a 
P e r u v i a n l l a m a h e r d e r , t r a n s p o r t i n g h imsel f to a n c i e n t C u z c o , a c t i n g 
as a c o y o t e to b r i n g wetbacks i n t o t h e U n i t e d States , a n d t e a c h i n g 
t h e m h o w to e a r n a l iv ing w i t h o u t w o r k i n g by p l a y i n g c o r p s e . T h a n k s 
p e r h a p s to k n o w l e d g e g a i n e d f r o m his e n c y c l o p e d i a s , Fausto's e n d 
g a m e is full o f a l lus ions a n d p a r o d i e s . R o l a n d o Flinojosa's Rites and 
Witnesses (1982) w o r k s the oral m o d e in a wildly c o m i c , but less m a g i ­
cal , d i r e c t i o n , b e i n g large ly c o n s t r u c t e d o f d i a l o g u e s se t in m a j o r i n ­
s t i tu t ions that m a n i p u l a t e his characters ' l ives in mythica l Klail City, 
B e l k e n C o u n t y , s o u t h T e x a s (a b a n k that k n o w s everyone ' s g e n e a l o g i e s 
a n d b u s i n e s s , in all s e n s e s , the bet ter to stay o n e s t e p a h e a d of t h e m in 
m a n i p u l a t i n g real es tate , pol i t ics , careers , r a n c h i n g , a n d b a n k i n g ; t h e 
A r m y , w h i c h b r i n g s t o g e t h e r a C h i c a n o f r o m Klail City a n d a C a j u n 
f r o m L o u i s i a n a to f ight in As ia u n d e r Sgt . Hatalski ) . Sat ire h e r e f u n c ­
t i ons l ike a hal l o f m i r r o r s to reality, ra ther t h a n a t t e m p t i n g to c r e a t e a 
c o u n t e r w o r l d . It is a ser ies o f mirrors that reflect d e e p l y , w i t h a scal­
pel's p r e c i s i o n , r e v e a l i n g e v e r d e e p e r layers l ike a cuento de nunca 
acabar ( s tory w i t h o u t e n d ) . 

T w o a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l p o e m s that l ike "Stupid A m e r i c a " d e p e n d 
less o n c r e a t i n g n e w m y t h s of M e x i c a n or Azt lan pasts i l lustrate t h e 
r i c h n e s s o f i n t e r - r e f e r e n c e : Raul Salinas's "A T r i p T h r o u g h t h e M i n d 
Jail" (1969) wr i t t en in jai l a n d d e d i c a t e d to E l d r i d g e Cleaver , ref lect­
i n g o n t h e d e s t r u c t i o n o f his c h i l d h o o d barr io in A u s t i n , T e x a s ; a n d 
B e r n i c e Zamora's "Restless Serpent s ." Sal inas e l e g a n t l y r e v i e w s t h e 
trajectory o f c h i l d h o o d a n d y o u t h , t h e r e b y m a k i n g a p o w e r f u l indic t ­
m e n t o f t h e o p p r e s s i o n in these barrios . T h e first ha l f o f t h e p o e m 
d e s c r i b e s c h i l d h o o d s c e n e s o f p lay ing in c h u c k - h o l e d s treets , l e a r n i n g 
g a m e p l a y i n g that turns aggress iv i ty inward , br ib ing girls w i t h J u i c y 
Frui t g u m (an apt e u p h e m i s m , u s i n g a p r e p a c k a g e d , s ter i le c o n s u m e r 
g o o d f r o m o u t s i d e for s e d u c i n g t a b o o e d object ives ) , e t h n i c re j ec t ion 
at s c h o o l , a n d b e i n g scared by La L l o r o n a ( the w e e p i n g w o m a n w h o 
in hab i t s s t r e a m s a n d k i d n a p s n a u g h t y c h i l d r e n ) . T h e s e c o n d h a l f par­
al le ls t h e first in the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s of y o u t h : h a n g i n g o u t at S p a n ­
i sh T o w n C a f e , t h e "first g r o w n - u p (13) h a n g o u l " (13 = m a r i j u a n a ) , 
sn i f f ing gas , d r i n k i n g musca te l , c h a s e d by the l l o r o n a o f po l i ce s i r ens , 
p a i n t i n g graffiti ( p a c h u c o "cou ld-be artists"). T h e barr io is g o n e , b u t 
"You l ive o n , capt ive in the l o n e l y cell b locks o f m y m i n d . " T h e p o e m , 
d e d i c a t e d to Cleaver , n a m e s C h i c a n o barrios across the States . T h e 
p o e m ' s d e s c r i p t i o n is a p o w e r f u l i n d i c t m e n t , but t h e p o e m ' s re su l t is 
s t r e n g t h : "you k e e p m e away f r o m INSANITY'S h u n g r y jaws," p r o v i d i n g 
" ident i ty . . . a s e n s e of b e l o n g i n g , " w h i c h is "so essent ia l to a d u l t d a y s 
o f i m p r i s o n m e n t . " 
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W e t u r n finally to B e r n i c e Zamora's Restless Serpents. T h e b e a u t y 
h e r e , in part , l ies in t h e way s h e injects a f e m a l e ( she rejects " femi ­
n i s t " ) 2 3 p o i n t o f v iew, c o u n t e r p o s i n g it as a h e a l i n g potent ia l aga ins t 
t h e s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e n e s s of t h e m a l e w o r l d s d e p i c t e d by S a l i n a s , 
M o n t o y a ("Fl Louie") , a n d the P é n i t e n t e s cult s h e d e s c r i b e s . T h e cu l t 
o f flagellation d u r i n g Easter w e e k is fasc inat ing a n d attracts h e r to its 
p i l g r i m a g e c e n t e r ; but as a w o m a n s h e is n o t a l l o w e d in to t h e c e n t e r . 
S h e o f fers a n a l t ernat ive i m a g e r y , o f l o c o m o t i o n to t h e c e n t e r ( s w i m ­
m i n g i n s t e a d o f r i d i n g u p dry arroyos ) , o f natural cycles o f l i f e - g i v i n g 
b l o o d ( ins tead o f the exc lus ive ly m a l e d e a t h - d e a l i n g b l o o d sacri f ices o f 
flagellation a n d m o c k cruc i f ix ion) . T h e s e r p e n t s p e r h a p s are t h e self-
r e n e w i n g (per iod ica l ly s k i n - s h e d d i n g ) i m a g e s o f a n c i e n t M e x i c o ( the 
d e s c e n d i n g p l u m e d s e r p e n t g o d s ) . As B r u c e - N o v a (1982) p u t s it, at 
t h e b e g i n n i n g of Zamora's 5 8 - p o e m b o o k , the m y t h i c beas t s are rest­
less , w a n t i n g the ir d u e ; the c o s m i c o r d e r is o u t o f p h a s e , the rituals 
are w r o n g , i n w a r d l y t u r n e d , se l f -des truct ive a g g r e s s i o n ; at t h e e n d an 
a l t ernat ive ritual , n u a n c e d in the i m a g e r y o f c o m m u n i o n a n d t h e s e x 
act, m a l e i n g e s t e d by f e m a l e , s o o t h e s the s e r p e n t s . O t h e r w o m e n writ­
ers t o o u s e this subt le t e c h n i q u e o f u n d e r m i n i n g a n initial p o i n t 
o f v iew a n d s h o w i n g il in a d i f f erent l ight t h r o u g h w o m e n ' s e y e s . 
E v a n g e l i n a Vigil's " D u m b B r o a d " d e s c r i b e s a w o m a n in fast 8 A .M. 
b u m p e r - t o - b u m p e r traffic with b o t h h a n d s o f f t h e w h e e l , t h e rear 
v i e w m i r r o r t u r n e d p e r p e n d i c u l a r , as s h e teases h e r hair , fixes h e r 
l ipst ick, p u t s o n e y e s h a d o w , a n d so o n ; t h e p o e m e n d s t r i u m p h a n t l y 
wi th h e r " s p o r t i n g a s p l e n d i d ha ir -do ," t u n i n g t h e r a d i o , l i g h t i n g a 
c i g a r e t t e , a n d b e i n g h a n d e d co f fee , t h e re fra in " d u m b b r o a d " n o w , as 
it e n d s t h e p o e m , b e i n g s u b v e r t e d , a lmos t a c o m m u t e r ' s "El L o u i e . " 

It c o u l d b e said that i n t e r - r e f e r e n c e is w h a t e thnic i ty is e s sent ia l ly 
all a b o u t , b u t rarely is t h e c o n t r i b u t i o n of inter l inguis t ic c o n t e x t s o 
c l e a r a n d s o o b v i o u s l y r ich as a veh ic l e for f u t u r e creat iv i ty: b e t w e e n 
E n g l i s h a n d H i s p a n i c w o r l d s ; a m o n g subcul tura l s ty les , m a s s c u l t u r e , 
a n d " h i g h " c u l t u r e ; b e t w e e n m a l e a n d f e m a l e w o r l d s . T h e s u b v e r -
s i v e n e s s o f a l t ernat ive p e r s p e c t i v e s ( f emin i s t , minor i ty ) f o r t h e t a k e n -
f o r - g r a n t e d a s s u m p t i o n s of d o m i n a n t i d e o l o g i e s , a n d the p o l y p h o n y 
o f m u l t i p l e v o i c e s ( E n g l i s h , S p a n i s h ) , are m o d e l s for m o r e t e x t u r e d , 
n u a n c e d , a n d real ist ic e t h n o g r a p h y . 2 6 

25. Feminism, Zamora says, ignores race. The Chicana's relation to Chicano men 
she says is different from that of feminists with their men, owing among other reasons 
to the loss of Chicano men to white women. She sees a parallel problem for black 
women. (See interview in Bruce-Nova 1980:214.) 

26. See again here note 21 above. 
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I r o n i c H u m o r 

. . . the yet unseen translation where Indians have been backed up into and 
on long liquor nights, working in their minds, the anger and madness will 
come, forth in tongues and fury 

SIMON ORTIZ, "Irish Poets on Saturday Night and an Indian" 

Tricksters must learn better how to balance the forces of good and evil 
through humor in the urban world 

GERALD VIZENOR, Wordatrows 

P e r h a p s n o t h i n g d e f i n e s the p r e s e n t c o n d i t i o n s of k n o w l e d g e 
s o w e l l as i r o n y . E v e r m o r e aware , in e v e r m o r e prec i s e ways , o f t h e 
c o m p l e x i t y o f social l i fe , wr i ters h a v e h a d to find ways to i n c o r p o r a t e , 
a c k n o w l e d g e , a n d e x p l o i t o u r increas ing ly empir i ca l u n d e r s t a n d i n g s 
o f t h e c o n t e x t , p e r s p e c t i v e , instability, confl ict , c o n t r a d i c t i o n , c o m p e ­
t i t i on , a n d m u l t i l a y e r e d c o m m u n i c a t i o n s that charac ter ize real ity. 
I r o n y is a s e l f - c o n s c i o u s m o d e o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g a n d o f wr i t ing , w h i c h 
ref lects a n d m o d e l s t h e r e c o g n i t i o n that all c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n s are 
l i m i t e d , t h a t w h a t is soc ia l ly m a i n t a i n e d as t ruth is o f t e n pol i t ica l ly 
m o t i v a t e d . Stylistically, i r o n y e m p l o y s rhetor ica l d e v i c e s that s igna l 
rea l o r f e i g n e d d i s b e l i e f o n the part o f t h e a u t h o r t o w a r d s h e r o r h i s 
o w n s t a t e m e n t s ; it o f t e n c e n t e r s o n the r e c o g n i t i o n o f the p r o b l e m ­
atic n a t u r e o f l a n g u a g e ; a n d so it r e v e l s — o r w a l l o w s — i n satirical 
t e c h n i q u e s . 2 7 

R e c e n t A m e r i n d i a n a u t o b i o g r a p h i e s and' a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l fiction 
a n d p o e t r y are a m o n g t h e m o s t soph i s t i ca ted e x e m p l a r s o f t h e u s e 
o f i r o n i c h u m o r as a survival skill, a tool for a c k n o w l e d g i n g c o m ­
p lex i ty , a m e a n s o f e x p o s i n g or s u b v e r t i n g o p p r e s s i v e h e g e m o n i c i d e ­
o l o g i e s , a n d an art for a f f i rming l ife in t h e face o f objec t ive t r o u b l e s . 
T h e t e c h n i q u e s o f t r a n s f e r e n c e , ta lk-stories , m u l t i p l e vo ices o r p e r ­
s p e c t i v e s , a n d a l t ernat ive se lves are all g i v e n d e p t h o r e x p a n d i n g r e s ­
o n a n c e s t h r o u g h i ron ic twists . T h u s , ta lk-stories o r narrat ive c o n ­
n e c t i o n s to t h e past , t o t h e a n i m a t e d c o s m o s , a n d to t h e p r e s e n t are 
p r e s e n t e d as t h e h e a l i n g m e d i c i n e n o t o n l y for I n d i a n s but f o r A m e r i ­
c a n s a n d m o d e r n folk at l arge . S e a r i n g portrai ts o f I n d i a n p a i n are 
w i e l d e d to e x p o s e w h i t e poe t s ' a p p r o p r i a t i o n s o f I n d i a n h o l i s m w i t h 
n a t u r e as r o m a n t i c i z i n g , tr ivial iz ing, a n d h e g e m o n i c w h i t e w a s h i n g . 
O p e n n e s s to c o n s t r u c t i o n o f n e w ident i t i e s is p r o m o t e d by t h e fact 

27. Hayden White, from whom this characterization is adapted, has described the 
efforts of nineteenth-century historiography and social theory to overcome the irony of 
the Enlightenment—by rhetorical strategies of romance, tragedy, and comedy—only to 
end in an even more sophisticated and thorough irony (White 1973). For the present 
century, see Marcus and Fischer (1986), Lyotard (1979), and the recent essays of Tyler, 
including the one in this volume. 
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28. From the introduction to Vizenor's Wordarrows. 

t h a t a l m o s t all wr i t er s a c k n o w l e d g e a creat ive s e n s e o f b e i n g o f m i x e d 
h e r i t a g e . 

N . Scot t M o m a d a y , p e r h a p s the h i g h pr ies t o f the h e a l i n g p o w e r 
o f t h e w o r d ( " T h e possibi l i t ies o f s toryte l l ing are prec i se ly t h o s e o f 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e h u m a n e x p e r i e n c e " ) , 2 8 is a skil l ful e x p e r i m e n t e r 
w i t h m u l t i p l e v o i c e s a n d perspec t ive s . H i s first m e m o i r , The Way to 
Rainy Mountain (1969) , traces the m i g r a t i o n r o u t e o f t h e K i o w a s f r o m 
M o n t a n a to O k l a h o m a , e a c h c h a p t e r to ld in t h r e e vo ices : that o f e t e r ­
n a l l e g e n d a r y s tor ies ; that o f h is tor ical a n e c d o t e or e t h n o g r a p h i c o b ­
s e r v a t i o n , o f t e n a s i n g l e s e n t e n c e or two in i m p e r s o n a l , flat, d e s c r i p ­
t ive o r scienti f ic p r o s e ; a n d that o f a p e r s o n a l r e m i n i s c e n c e , o f t e n 
lyrical a n d e v o c a t i v e o f a m o o d . Personal e x p e r i e n c e , cu l tura l n o r m o r 
g e n e r a l i z a t i o n , a n d v i s ionary tale are t h u s i n t e r b r a i d e d so as to c a p ­
t u r e , a n d r e - p r e s e n t in m u t u a l r e i n f o r c e m e n t , t h e s e p a r a t e l eve l s o f 
m e a n i n g f u l n e s s , w h i l e at the s a m e t ime e x p o s i n g a n d h e i g h t e n i n g t h e 
r h e t o r i c a l v e h i c l e s that s h a p e t h e s e levels . A l e a n , s p a r s e , y e t s h a r p 
a n d m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l , poe t i c ef fect is a c h i e v e d . 

I n a s e c o n d m e m o i r , The Names (1976) , M o m a d a y plays w i t h c h i l d ­
h o o d fantas i e s , s e e i n g h i m s e l f s o m e t i m e s as a w h i t e c o n f r o n t i n g h o s ­
t i le , d u m b , u n a p p e a l i n g I n d i a n s , a n d at o t h e r t imes s e e i n g h i m s e l f as 
t h e I n d i a n . S u c h o p t i o n s c o m e b o t h f r o m his e x p e r i e n c e a n d his g e n ­
e a l o g y . M o m a d a y is K i o w a o n his father's s ide , a n d his m o t h e r s ty l ed 
h e r s e l f as a n I n d i a n , a l t h o u g h o n l y o n e o f h e r g r e a t g r a n d m o t h e r s 
w a s C h e r o k e e . S h e w a s n o t a c c e p t e d by t h e K i o w a , a n d t h e f a m i l y 
m o v e d to N e w M e x i c o , w h e r e M o m a d a y h a d e x p e r i e n c e s w i t h t h e N a ­
vajo , T a n o a n P u e b l o , a n d b e i n g a m e m b e r o f a g a n g o f w h i t e t o u g h s . 
M o m a d a y ' s l i fe h is tory , his phys ica l f e a t u r e s , a n d his ideas a b o u t t h e 
p o t e n c i e s o f s tory t e l l ing are i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o t h e c h a r a c t e r o f J o h n 
B i g B l u f f T o s a m e h ( a l o n g wi th t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n to The Way to Rainy 
Mountain) in his Pul i tzer—prize w i n n i n g n o v e l House Made of Dawn 
(1968) . T h e focal c h a r a c t e r o f this nove l , A b e l , is a v ic t im o f i l legit i ­
m a c y ( n o t k n o w i n g h i s f a t h e r o r h i s father's h e r i t a g e , N a v a j o p e r h a p s ) 
a n d e x c l u s i o n by o t h e r I n d i a n s . A b e l is a t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f t h e figure 
o f Ira H a y e s ( the P i m a I n d i a n w h o h e l p e d raise the flag at I w o J i m a 
a n d a f t er t h e w a r fell morta l v ic t im to t h e ro le , p r o v i d e d by w h i t e s o ­
ciety , o f o u t c a s t a l coho l i c I n d i a n ) . A b e l , t o o , is a v e t e r a n , b u t h i s p r o b ­
l e m s are p r i m a r i l y c a u s e d by I n d i a n s a n d n o n - A n g l o s . H e is a n e m ­
b a r r a s s m e n t t o T o s a m e h by fulf i l l ing t h e w h i t e s t e r e o t y p e s o f t h e 
v i o l e n t , s u p e r s t i t i o u s , inart iculate I n d i a n . H e is r e d e e m e d by r e t u r n ­
i n g t o his d y i n g g r a n d f a t h e r a n d e n t e r i n g a c e r e m o n i a l race t h e 
g r a n d f a t h e r h a d o n c e w o n . T h r o u g h the ritual h e is ab le (Abel?) t o 



226 MICHAEL M.J . FISCHER 

recal l t h e N a v a j o p r a y e r s o n g , " H o u s e M a d e o f D a w n , " w h i c h ear l i er 
h e h a d u n s u c c e s s f u l l y s o u g h t . 

Les l i e M a r m o n Si lko (a m i x e d b l o o d Laguna) ' s Ceremony ( 1 9 7 7 ) 
d e a l s w i t h t h e s a m e i s sues in very s imi lar ways. S h e , t o o , u s e s t h e d e ­
v ice o f a n I n d i a n t r a u m a t i z e d by war (in his m e m o r i e s t h e k i l l ing o f 
J a p a n e s e m e r g e s wi th t h e d e a t h o f his u n c l e J o s i a h ; h i s p r a y e r s t o s t o p 
t h e P h i l i p p i n e ra ins c a u s e h i m gui l t for the d r o u g h t a n d loss o f ani ­
m a l s s u f f e r e d by his fami ly a n d p e o p l e : "Tayo didn't k n o w h o w to e x ­
p l a i n . . . that h e h a d n o t ki l led . . . b u t that h e h a d d o n e t h i n g s far 
w o r s e " ) . S h e , t o o , u s e s c h a r a c t e r types to e x p l o r e the p r o p e r i n t e g r a ­
t ion w i t h t h e p r e s e n t w o r l d . T a y o , the p r o t a g o n i s t , is h a l f - M e x i c a n , 
h a l f - L a g u n a , a n d t h u s l o o k e d d o w n o n by his l o n g - s u f f e r i n g C h r i s t i a n 
L a g u n a aunt . T h e latter's s o n , Rocky , a d o p t s w h i t e o u t l o o k s a n d e d u ­
c a t i o n , a n d is t h o u g h t to b e the family's grea t h o p e to e s c a p e I n d i a n 
p o v e r t y . H e , h o w e v e r , is ki l led in the P h i l i p p i n e s ( w r o n g s o l u t i o n ) , 
c a u s i n g T a y o to a d d survivor's gui l t to his c o n f u s i o n s . E m o , H a r l e y , 
a n d L e r o y are t h e s t e r e o t y p i c I n d i a n v e t e r a n s w h o try to r e c a p t u r e 
t h e i r s e n s e o f b e l o n g i n g to A m e r i c a by d r i n k i n g a n d te l l ing s tor ies of 
t h e i r m o r e p o t e n t days . E m o carries a r o u n d a little b a g o f t e e t h o f 
J a p a n e s e s o l d i e r s h e h a s ki l led , a n d e v e n t u a l l y t u r n s his f r u s t r a t i o n o n 
his f e l l o w v ic t ims , k i l l ing h i s two b u d d i e s . It is T a y o in t h e e n d w h o 
r e p r e s e n t s t h e p a t h o u t o f the m i x t u r e s a n d c o n f u s i o n s o f t h e I n ­
d i a n — a n d o f m o d e r n A m e r i c a . 

H i s r e d e m p t i o n c o m e s t h r o u g h two o l d - m e d i c i n e m e n , p a r t i c u ­
larly O l d B e t o n i e w h o l ives o n skid row in G a l l u p . O l d B e t o n i e n o t 
o n l y insists that o n e m u s t c o n f r o n t t h e s i ckness -wi tchery in o n e s e l f 
a n d n o t take the easy way o u t , w r i t i n g o f f all w h i t e s ("It was I n d i a n 
w i t c h e r y that m a d e w h i t e p e o p l e " [139]), for wi tchery w o r k s large ly 
t h r o u g h fear , but h e a lso insists that t h e h e a l i n g c e r e m o n i e s t h e m ­
se lves m u s t c h a n g e ("things w h i c h don't shift a n d g r o w are d e a d " 
[133]) . I n d e e d , his ritual i m p l e m e n t s cons is t o f c a r d b o a r d b o x e s , o l d 
c l o t h i n g a n d rags , dry roots , twigs , sage , m o u n t a i n t o b a c c o , w o o l , 
n e w s p a p e r s , t e l e p h o n e b o o k s (to k e e p track o f n a m e s ) , c a l e n d a r s , 
c o k e bot t l e s , p o u c h e s a n d bags , a n d d e e r - h o o f crackers: "In t h e o l d 
d a y s it was s i m p l e . A m e d i c i n e p e r s o n c o u l d g e t by w i t h o u t all t h e s e 
t h i n g s . A l l t h e s e t h i n g s h a v e s tor ies al ive in t h e m " (123) . C e r e m o n i e s 
a n d s tor ies are n o t j u s t e n t e r t a i n m e n t : " T h e y are all w e h a v e to fight 
o f f i l lness a n d d e a t h " (2). T a y o m u s t c o n f r o n t t h e w i t chery i n h imse l f , 
in h i s f e l l o w v e t e r a n s , a n d in A m e r i c a . T h e c l i m a x o c c u r s a l o n g t h e 
c h a i n - l i n k f e n c e o f a u r a n i u m m i n e n e a r a n a t o m i c test s ite . T h e p r o b ­
l e m o f t h e I n d i a n is a n a l o g o u s t o that o f the whi t e s : 

T h e n they grew away from the earth 
sun . . . plants and animals . . . 
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when they look 
they see only objects 

T h e world is a dead thing for them . . . 
They fear the world. 

They destroy what they fear. 
They fear themselves. 

H u m o r is a critical c o m p o n e n t o f the h e a l i n g ta lk-stor ies that r e ­
es tab l i sh c o n n e c t i o n s to t h e past , to t h e c o s m o s , a n d to t h e p r e s e n t . 
H u m o r is a survival skill aga ins t w i tchery a n d evil . G e r a l d V i z e n o r , a 
h a l f - C h i p p e w a ( A n i s h i n a b e ) I n d i a n activist, is a m a j o r p r a c t i t i o n e r o f 
t h e fine art o f t h e trickster. Wordarrows (1978b) is a ser ies o f por tra i t s 
d r a w n f r o m his e x p e r i e n c e as d i r e c t o r o f the A m e r i c a n I n d i a n E m ­
p l o y m e n t a n d G u i d a n c e C e n t e r in M i n n e a p o l i s , w h i c h a lso i n f o r m s 
h i s c o m i c n o v e l Darkness in St. Louis Bearheart (1978a) . H e says h e re ­
f u s e d t o w o r k w i t h t h e C o m m u n i s t Party, w h i c h a t t e m p t e d to s u p p o r t 
h i s o r g a n i z i n g act ivi t ies , "because in a d d i t i o n to pol i t ical r e a s o n s — 
t h e r e was t o o little h u m o r in c o m m u n i s t s p e e c h , m a k i n g it i m p o s s i b l e 
t o k n o w t h e h e a r t s o f t h e s p e a k e r s " ( 1978b : 17) . T h e portra i ts in Word-
arrows a r e ful l o f s a d n e s s , b u t a l so smal l absurd i s t v ic tor ies . T h e r e is 
B a p t i s t e Sa in t S i m o n I V o r "Bat Four," to ld by his f a t h e r that h e is 
s t u p i d a n d a b a c k w a r d a n d a foo l , w h o tries to b e c o m e a tr ickster , bal­
a n c i n g e n e r g i e s o f g o o d a n d evil , b u t "hard as h e tr ied , a n d in g o o d 
h u m o r , h e fa i l ed as a tr ickster a n d set t led for the ro le o f a foo l . Evil 
was t o o m u c h f o r h i m to ba lance . A s a foo l . . . h e was a bri l l iant suc­
cess ," t a l k i n g h i l ar ious n o n s e n s e to ge t his case d i s m i s s e d in c o u r t , t o 
w e a s e l m o n e y o u t o f h i s social w o r k e r , a n d so o n ( 1978b : 54). T h e r e is 
t h e " c o n f e r e n c e savage ," or " n o m a d i c c o m m i t t e e bear," w h o n e v e r 
w a s h e s o r c h a n g e s h i s c lo thes , g o e s to all t h e c o n f e r e n c e s , a n d s l e e p s 
w i t h w h i t e w o m e n as a k i n d o f "foul b e a r rac i sm test." A n d t h e r e is t h e 
s tory o f t h e c r i p p l e w h o sells his w o o d e n l e g for a d r i n k ( the l e g h a s a 
labe l o n it to b e m a i l e d back) , for w h i c h t h e whi te m o r a l is "s top d r i n k ­
ing ," b u t t h e tribal m o r a l is to find f r e e b o o z e wi th a w o o d e n l e g . N o 
w o n d e r t h e r e is t h u s a l so "Custer o n t h e S l ips tream," a B u r e a u o f I n ­
d i a n Affa irs e m p l o y e e a n d r e i n c a r n a t i o n o f Cus ter , w h o suf fers his 
o w n n i g h t m a r e s o f h u m i l i a t i o n at t h e h a n d s o f the I n d i a n s , a n d so 
s p e n d s all his t i m e in his p a d d e d chair . Darkness in St. Louis Bearheart, 
w h i c h ge t s a p r e v i e w in Wordarrows, is an absurdis t c o m e d y set a f ter 
t h e c o l l a p s e o f A m e r i c a n civi l izat ion, af ter oil r u n s o u t a n d t h e g o v ­
e r n m e n t takes back t h e trees o n the re serva t ions for fuel , f o r c i n g a 
p i l g r i m a g e o f t h e I n d i a n s f r o m the ir s a c r e d fores t l a n d s , l ed by P r o u d e 
C e d a r f a i r ( c l o w n s a n d tricksters) . A l o n g t h e way t h e y m e e t a n d o v e r ­
c o m e a ser i e s o f e n e m i e s , s u c h as Sir Ceci l S taples , the m o n a r c h o f 
u n l e a d e d g a s o l i n e , w h o w a g e r s five ga l l ons w o r t h o f gas a g a i n s t t h e 
l ienor's l i fe; t h e f a s t - f o o d fascists, w h o h a n g wi t ches f r o m t h e raf ters 
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t o s e a s o n b e f o r e c u t t i n g t h e m u p for t a k e - o u t o r d e r s ; a n d t h e g o v e r n ­
m e n t r e g i o n a l w o r d hosp i ta l s , m o d e l l e d o n the B I A , set u p o n t h e the ­
o r y o f C o n g r e s s that social p r o b l e m s a n d c r i m e are c a u s e d by l a n ­
g u a g e , w o r d s , g r a m m a r , a n d c o n v e r s a t i o n s . (Sir Ceci l Staples's m o t h e r 
h a d b e e n s ter i l i zed by t h e g o v e r n m e n t for h a v i n g i l l eg i t imate c h i l d r e n 
w h i l e o n w e l f a r e ; so s h e b e c a m e a truck d r i v e r a n d t o o k to k i d n a p p i n g 
c h i l d r e n f r o m s h o p p i n g mal ls , ra i s ing t h e m in h e r truck, a n d w h e n 
t h e y w e r e g r o w n , s e t t i n g t h e m o u t at rest -s tops . ) 

J a m e s W e l c h (o f B l a c k f e e t a n d G r o s V e n t r e p a r e n t a g e ) u s e s a 
g r i m m e r sor t o f i r o n i c c o m e d y . H i s n o v e l Winter in the Blood is a b o u t a 
B l a c k f e e t m a n w h o s e e m o t i o n s b e c o m e f r o z e n ( s h a d o w y i n v e r s i o n s o f 
M i c h a e l Arlen's e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y A r m e n i a n m e r c h a n t ) in a n in ­
v e r t e d W e s t e r n : t h e c o w b o y h e r e is the I n d i a n w h o s e h o r s e is o u t o f 
c o n t r o l a n d w h o w a t c h e s he lp l e s s ly as a d e a t h o c c u r s ( the tableau h a p ­
p e n s twice , f r a m i n g t h e text ) . W e l c h a lso writes poe try . W i t h sens i t ive 
i r o n y , in " A r i z o n a H i g h w a y s " W e l c h wri tes o f l ove for a Navajo girl: h e 
f e e l s c u t o f f f r o m his e t h n i c ( g e n e r a l I n d i a n ) root s by his e d u c a t i o n 
a n d craft as a p o e t ; h e fee l s w h i t e ("a little pale"), flabby ("belly sof t as 
hers") , a n d o v e r d r e s s e d ("my s h o e s t o o clean"). I n s t e a d o f b e i n g a n 
i n a p p r o p r i a t e l over , h e tr ies to be a spir i tual g u i d e , b u t fee l s h i m s e l f 
i n s t e a d a m a l e v o l e n t g h o s t . S u c h i rony c a n b e s e a r i n g , as in " H a r l e m 
M o n t a n a : J u s t o f f t h e Reservat ion": 

We need no runners here. Booze is law . . . 
W h e n you die, if you die, you will remember 
the three young bucks who shot the grocery up, 
locked themselves in and cried for days, we're rich 
help us, oh God, we're rich. 

S e v e r a l m e a n i n g s c o a l e s c e h e r e , as Michae l Castro p o i n t s o u t ( 1 9 8 3 : 
1 6 5 ) : t h e i m a g e o f d e s p e r a t i o n in pover ty , t h e d e s p a i r o f h a v i n g l o c k e d 
t h e m s e l v e s in f r o m b o t h w h i t e a n d I n d i a n w o r l d s , u n a b l e t o u s e t h e 
r i c h e s o f e i t h e r . T h e i m a g e r y o f t h e inabil ity to d i s c o v e r a n d e x p r e s s 
one ' s ident i ty , o f b e i n g adri f t a n d lost b e t w e e n w o r l d s , r ecurs : 

In stunted light, Bear Child tells a story 
to the mirror. H e acts his name out, 
creeks muscling gorges fill his glass 
with gumbo. T h e bear crawls on all fours 
and barks like a dog. Slithering snake-wise 
he balances a nickel on his nose. T h e effect 
a snake in heat, ("D-Y BAR") 

C a s t r o a g a i n : B e a r C h i l d c a n n o t find himsel f , let a l o n e t h e t rad i t iona l 
w i s d o m a n d p o w e r o f his bear n a m e s a k e a n d t o t e m ; his a t t e m p t s at 
r e c o v e r y t h r o u g h a c t i n g o u t h i s n a m e ar e b u t a pa the t i c c h a r a d e , a n d 

. W e l c h leaves h i m at the bar, "head d o w n , the d o r m a n t hear ." 
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T h e s e i m a g e s o f p a i n are c a u t i o n s a g a i n s t t h e tr ivial iz ing, s u p e r ­
ficial r o m a n t i c i s m w i t h w h i c h m a n y whi te s a t t e m p t to a p p r o p r i a t e I n ­
d i a n c o n s c i o u s n e s s . "Many I n d i a n wri ters p e r c e i v e d [Gary] Snyder ' s 
a c c l a i m e d b o o k [Turtle Island] as part o f a n e w cavalry c h a r g e i n t o 
t h e i r t err i tory by w i l d - e y e d n e o - r o m a n t i c s s e e k i n g to p o s s e s s n o t 
m e r e l y t h e i r l a n d , as h a d t h e i n v a d e r s o f the p r e v i o u s c e n t u r y , b u t 
t h e i r v e r y spirit" (Castro 1983 : 159) . T h u s Si lko: 

Ironically, as white poets attempt to cast off their Anglo-American values, 
their Anglo-American origins, they violate a fundamental belief held by the 
tribal people they desire to emulate: they deny their history, their very ori­
gins. T h e writing of imitation "Indian" poems then, is pathetic evidence that 
in more than two hundred years, Anglo-Americans have failed to create a sat­
isfactory identity for themselves. (Quoted in Castro 1983 : 213) 

A g a i n , c o m m e n t i n g o n M a u r i c e K e n n y (a Mohawk) 's re fusa l to play 
"savior a n d w a r r i o r , pr ies t a n d p o e t . . . savage a n d p r o p h e t , a n g e l o f 
d e a t h a n d a p o s t l e o f truth ," Cas tro says (169) : 

Kenny comically reminds us of how the eagerness of spiritually starved whites 
to romanticize the Native American denies the Indian's contemporary reality 
and humanity, at the same time obfuscating the fact that what America has 
become is now our c o m m o n problem: 

Again I spoke of hunger: 
A "Big Mac" would do, instant coffee 
plastic pizza, anything but holy water. 

I r o n y a n d h u m o r are tactics that e t h n o g r a p h e r s h a v e o n l y s lowly 
c o m e to a p p r e c i a t e , a lbe i t recent ly wi th i n c r e a s i n g interest . A n u m b e r 
o f a n a l y s e s n o w ex i s t o f p r e v i o u s l y u n n o t i c e d o r m i s u n d e r s t o o d i ro ­
n i e s ( e i t h e r i n t e n d e d o r u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y revea l ing ) in past e t h n o ­
g r a p h i c w r i t i n g — s e e C r a p a n z a n o in this v o l u m e , J a m e s B o o n (1972) 
o n L é v i - S t r a u s s , D o n H a n d e l m a n (1979) o n B a t e s o n . I n c r e a s i n g l y at­
t e n t i o n is b e i n g p a i d to the u s e s o f l a u g h t e r a m o n g e t h n o g r a p h i c s u b ­
j e c t s ( B a k h t i n 1 9 6 5 , K a r p 1985, F i scher 1984). E t h n o g r a p h e r s are 
p o i n t i n g o u t t h e rhe tor i ca l d e v i c e s t h e y e m p l o y (Marcus a n d F i scher 
1986). C o n s i d e r a b l e po tent ia l still ex is ts , h o w e v e r , to c o n s t r u c t t ex t s 
u t i l i z i n g h u m o r a n d o t h e r d e v i c e s that d r a w a t t e n t i o n to t h e i r o w n 
l i m i t a t i o n s a n d d e g r e e o f accuracy, a n d that d o so wi th aes the t i c e l e ­
g a n c e , a n d a r e p l e a s u r a b l e to r e a d , ra ther t h a n wi th p e d a n t i c l a b o r e d -
n e s s . T h e stylist c loses t to s u c h a n a m b i t i o n in a n t h r o p o l o g y is, p e r ­
h a p s , Lév i -S trauss ( a n d in l i terary crit ic ism, J a c q u e s D e r r i d a ) . T h i s , I 
r e c o g n i z e , is a p e r s o n a l j u d g m e n t , a n d n e i t h e r Lévi -Strauss n o r D e r ­
r ida are u n p r o b l e m a t i c . T h e y are less m o d e l s to e m u l a t e t h a n e x ­
a m p l e s o n w h i c h to b u i l d in m o r e access ible , rep l i cab le ways . For t h e 
t i m e b e i n g , p e d a n t i c l a b o r e d n e s s is a l so difficult to avo id , b e c a u s e e d i -
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tors a n d r e a d e r s still n e e d to b e e d u c a t e d to u n d e r s t a n d s u c h t e x t s . 
S u b t l e t y is a qual i ty that s e e m s o f t e n (but n o t necessar i ly ) t o r u n 
c o u n t e r to t h e c a n o n s o f exp l i c i tnes s a n d un ivoca l m e a n i n g e x p e c t e d 
in scientif ic wr i t ing . B u t , as S t e p h e n Ty ler has e l o q u e n t l y p o i n t e d o u t , 
t h e d e m a n d f o r u n i v o c a l m e a n i n g is o f t e n s e l f - d e f e a t i n g (Ty ler 1978) . 

I l l 

R e - C o l l e c t i o n s a n d I n t r o d u c t i o n s 

Postmodern knowledge . . . refines our sensitivity to differences and 
reinforces our ability to tolerate the incommensurable. 

JEAN-FRANÇOIS LYOTARD, The Postmodern Condition 

Ethnic i ty is m e r e l y o n e d o m a i n , or o n e e x e m p l a r , o f a m o r e 
g e n e r a l p a t t e r n o f cu l tura l d y n a m i c s in t h e late t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y . 
E t h n i c a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l wr i t ing paral le ls , mirrors , a n d e x e m p l i f i e s 
c o n t e m p o r a r y t h e o r i e s o f textual i ty , o f k n o w l e d g e , a n d o f c u l t u r e . 
B o t h f o r m s o f wr i t ing s u g g e s t p o w e r f u l m o d e s o f cu l tura l cr i t ic i sm. 
T h e y are p o s t - m o d e r n in the ir d e p l o y m e n t o f a ser ies of t e c h n i q u e s : 
b i foca l i ty o r rec iproc i ty o f p e r s p e c t i v e s , j u x t a p o s i t i o n i n g o f m u l ­
t ip le real i t ies , in ter tex tua l i ty a n d inter-referent ia l i ty , a n d c o m p a r i s o n 
t h r o u g h fami l i e s o f r e s e m b l a n c e . I n s o f a r as the p r e s e n t a g e is o n e o f 
i n c r e a s i n g potent ia l i t i e s for d i a l o g u e , as wel l as confl ict , a m o n g cul ­
t u r e s , l e s s o n s for w r i t i n g e t h n o g r a p h y m a y b é t a k e n f r o m wri ters b o t h 
o n e t h n i c i t y a n d o n textual i ty , k n o w l e d g e , a n d cu l ture . 

Ethnicity. Subs tant ive ly w h a t h a v e w e l e a r n e d ? First, that t h e 
d i f f e r e n t e thn ic i t i e s cons t i tu te a fami ly o f r e s e m b l a n c e s : s imi lar , n o t 
ident i ca l ; e a c h e n r i c h i n g b e c a u s e o f its i n t e r - r e f e r e n c e s , n o t r e d u c i b l e 
t o m e c h a n i c a l f u n c t i o n s o f sol idarity, m u t u a l aid, pol it ical m o b i l i z a ­
t i on , or soc ia l i zat ion . It is t h e i n t e r - r e f e r e n c e s , the i n t e r w e a v i n g o f 
cu l t ura l t h r e a d s f r o m d i f f e r e n t arenas , that g ive e thnic i ty its p h o e n i x ­
l ike capac i t i e s f o r r e i n v i g o r a t i o n a n d re insp ira t ion . T o kill this play b e ­
t w e e n c u l t u r e s , b e t w e e n realit ies , is to kill a re servo ir that sus ta ins a n d 
r e n e w s h u m a n e a t t i tudes . 

I n t h e m o d e r n , t e c h n o l o g i c a l , s ecu lar w o r l d , e thn ic i ty h a s b e c o m e 
a p u z z l i n g q u e s t to t h o s e afflicted by it. B u t r a t h e r t h a n e s t a b l i s h i n g 
a s e n s e o f exc lus iv i ty o r s e p a r a t i o n , r e so lu t ions o f c o n t e m p o r a r y 
e t h n i c i t y t e n d t o w a r d a plural ist ic u n i v e r s a l i s m , a t e x t u r e d s e n s e o f 
b e i n g A m e r i c a n . (We are all e thn ic s , in o n e s ense , p e r h a p s ; b u t o n l y 
s o m e fee l e thn ic i ty as a c o m p e l l i n g f o r c e , 2 9 o n l y s o m e h a v e a n e a r f o r 

29. See George Lipsitz's "The Meaning of Memory: Class, Family, and Ethnicity in 
Early Network Television" (forthcoming) for an analysis of mechanisms operating im-
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t h e m u s i c o f its reve la t ions . ) N o t o n l y is the i n d i v i d u a l i s m o f e t h n i c 
s e a r c h e s — p o s i n g t h e s t r u g g l e s o f se l f -def in i t ion as i d i o s y n c r a t i c — 
h u m a n i s t i c a l l y t e m p e r e d by the r e c o g n i t i o n that paral le l p r o c e s s e s af­
fec t i n d i v i d u a l s across t h e cu l tura l s p e c t r u m , but t h e t o l e r a n c e a n d 
p l u r a l i s m o f A m e r i c a n soc ie ty s h o u l d b e r e i n f o r c e d by this r e c o g n i ­
t i o n . T h e r e c r e a t i o n o f e thnic i ty in e a c h g e n e r a t i o n , a c c o m p l i s h e d 
t h r o u g h d r e a m - a n d t r a n s f e r e n c e l i k e p r o c e s s e s , as m u c h as t h r o u g h 
c o g n i t i v e l a n g u a g e , l e a d s to ef forts to recover , fill in , act o u t , u n r a v e l , 
a n d revea l . T h o u g h t h e c o m p u l s i o n s , r e p r e s s i o n s , a n d s e a r c h e s are 
i n d i v i d u a l , t h e r e s o l u t i o n ( f ind ing p e a c e , s t r e n g t h , p u r p o s e , v i s ion) is 
a r e v e l a t i o n o f cu l tura l artifice. N o t on ly d o e s this r e v e l a t i o n h e l p d e l e -
g i t i m i z e a n d p lace in p e r s p e c t i v e t h e h e g e m o n i c p o w e r o f r e p r e s s i v e 
pol i t ica l o r major i ty d i s c o u r s e s , it sens i t izes us to i m p o r t a n t w i d e r cul ­
tura l d y n a m i c s in t h e pos t - re l i g ious , p o s t - i m m i g r a n t , t e c h n o l o g i c a l 
a n d s e c u l a r soc ie t i e s o f t h e late t w e n t i e t h century . I n t h e s e soc i e t i e s 
p r o c e s s e s o f i m m i g r a t i o n a n d cul tural in terac t ion h a v e n o t s l o w e d ; 
q u i t e t h e contrary . T h e r e is increas ing ly a divers i ty o f cu l tura l t a p e s ­
try that is n o t — a s m a n y h a v e a s s u m e d — b e i n g h o m o g e n i z e d i n t o 
b l a n d n e s s . T h e g r e a t c h a l l e n g e is w h e t h e r this r i chness c a n b e t u r n e d 
i n t o a r e s o u r c e f o r inte l lec tual a n d cul tura l r e i n v i g o r a t i o n . 

T h e poss ibi l i ty a lways exis ts that the e x p l o r a t i o n of e l e m e n t s o f 
t r a d i t i o n will r e m a i n superf ic ia l , m e r e l y trans i t ional to d i s a p p e a r a n c e . 
I n t h e first g e n e r a t i o n o f i m m i g r a t i o n , p r o b l e m s are c o m m u n a l a n d 
f a m i l y - r e l a t e d ; in later o n e s ves t iges r e m a i n at the p e r s o n a l l eve l , a n d 
they , t o o , will d i s a p p e a r ! T h i s is the tradi t ional soc io log ica l s tance : t h e 
Y i d d i s h t h e a t e r is r e p l a c e d by ass imi la ted J e w i s h wri ters l ike B e r n a r d 
M a l a m u d , Ph i l ip R o t h , a n d Saul Be l low , a n d they, t o o , will pass . T h e r e 
is, h o w e v e r , a n o t h e r , m o r e e x c i t i n g p o s s i b i l i t y — t h a t t h e r e are cu l ­
tura l r e s o u r c e s in t rad i t ions that c a n b e r e c o v e r e d a n d r e w o r k e d i n t o 
e n r i c h i n g too l s f o r t h e p r e s e n t , as A r s h i l e G o r k y d e p l o y s his m o t h e r 
t h r o u g h h i s p a i n t i n g . It is, s u g g e s t s R o b e r t A l t er (1982) , n o t R o t h , 
M a l a m u d , a n d B e l l o w w h o d e f i n e a J e w i s h r e n a i s s a n c e in A m e r i c a — 
i n d e e d , t h e y a re total ly e n c a p s u l a t e d in i m m i g r a n t a d j u s t m e n t s — b u t 
r a t h e r , t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f a n e w s e r i o u s , p o s t - o r t h o d o x , J e w i s h 
s c h o l a r s h i p by s u c h wri ters as l inguis ts U r i e l a n d M a x W e i n r e i c h , h is ­
t o r i a n s J a c o b N e u s n e r a n d G e r s h o m S c h o l e m , p h i l o s o p h e r s H a n n a h 
A r e n d t a n d E m a n u e l Lév inas , a n d l i terary critics H a r o l d B l o o m a n d 
R o b e r t A l t e r h imse l f , all reso lute ly m o d e r n , ye t able to i n v o l v e t h e 
pas t in a d i a l o g u e g e n e r a t i n g n e w p e r s p e c t i v e s for t h e p r e s e n t a n d f u ­
t u r e . 3 0 O r m o r e g e n e r o u s l y , as M u r r a y B a u m g a r t e n s u g g e s t s (1982) , 

perfectly and ultimately unsuccessfully to homogenize, coopt, and suppress interest in 
ethnicity. 

30. Eric Gould makes a similar point in contrasting the work of Edmond Jabès 
with the Jewish ethnic novels of mid-century America (Gould, ed. 1985 : xvi). 
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t ivate in t h e r e a d e r a d e s i r e for communitas wi th o t h e r s , w h i l e p r e s e r v ­
i n g r a t h e r t h a n e f f a c i n g d i f f erences . 

Ethnography as Cultural Critique. R a t h e r t h a n r e p e a t t h e e t h ­
n o g r a p h i c c o d a s to e a c h o f t h e five wr i t ing tactics d i s c u s s e d in part II 
o f this p a p e r , w h i c h c o n c e p t u a l l y b e l o n g h e r e , 3 1 it is best to e n d w i t h a 
c h a l l e n g e , a call f o r a r e n e w e d b e g i n n i n g . N o t m u c h e t h n o g r a p h y y e t 
ex i s t s that fulfills t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l p r o m i s e o f a ful ly b i foca l cul ­
tural cr i t ic i sm. O r ra ther , w h a t exis ts was d r a f t e d wi th less soph i s t i ­
c a t e d a u d i e n c e s in m i n d t h a n ex is t today o n all t h e c o n t i n e n t s o f o u r 
c o m m o n e a r t h . 

C u l t u r a l cr i t ic ism that o p e r a t e s dialect ical ly a m o n g p o s s i b l e cul ­
tural a n d e t h n i c ident i f i cat ions is o n e i m p o r t a n t d i r e c t i o n in w h i c h t h e 
c u r r e n t f e r m e n t a b o u t e t h n o g r a p h y s e e m s to l e a d . I f this is t r u e , t h e n 
finding a c o n t e x t for e t h n o g r a p h i c projects in the p r o v o c a t i v e l i ter­
a t u r e o n m o d e r n e thn ic i ty c a n o n l y e n h a n c e the ir critical p o t e n t i a l . 

3 1 . The idea of the paper was that the sections of part I I should be staged "to 
speak for themselves." Because the first draft did not achieve this goal in a way readers 
found illuminating, the second draft (printed here) has reverted to a more traditional 
authorial guiding voice. A third, future version, when both author and readers have 
become more expert, would again remove the intrusive interpretations to this place of 
re-collection and reconsideration—by reader and author—as to how to do it better. 

The ideas for this paper were first developed in a course at Rice University on 
American Culture, and I am indebted to the student participants. For stimulating 
discussions I would like to thank members of the Rice Circle for Anthropology (in 
1982-84 comprised of George Marcus, Stephen Tyler, Tulio Maranhao, Julie Taylor, 
Ivan Karp, Lane Kaufmann, Gene Holland, myself, and occasional others), as well as 
the participants in the seminar "The Making of Ethnographic Texts," particularly 
Renato Rosaldo, who led the discussion of the first draft of this paper, and James 
Clifford, who made helpful suggestions at a later stage. 

This paper is dedicated to the memory of my father, Eric Fischer, who read from 
it at his last seder table (while it was being delivered in Santa Fe) and who died as it was 
being polished a year later just before Shavuot. His own first and last English-language 
books—The Passing of the European Age (Cambridge, Mass., 1943) and Minorities and Mi­
nority Problems (Takoma Park, Md. , 1980)—are very much concerned with similar issues. 

w h a t is e n d u r i n g a b o u t M a l a m u d , R o t h , B e l l o w , S i n g e r , a n d H e n r y 
R o t h is t h e interference b e t w e e n Y i d d i s h a n d E n g l i s h that t h e t e x t u r e 
a n d i d i o m o f the ir E n g l i s h p r e s e r v e s , r e w o r k s , a n d gifts back w i t h n e w 
r i c h n e s s to E n g l i s h ; a n d t h e inter-references to d u a l o r m u l t i p l e cu l tura l 
t r ad i t i ons . J e w i s h e thn ic i ty a n d o t h e r e thnic i t i es h a v e always g r o w n in 
a n i n t e r l i n g u i s t i c c o n t e x t . T h e f u t u r e o f J e w i s h w r i t i n g m a y d e p e n d 
u p o n t h e c r e a t i o n o f a r e n e w e d in ter -re ferent ia l style: C y n t h i a O z i c k 
(1983) w o u l d d o it t h r o u g h t h e r e c r e a t i o n in E n g l i s h o f a l i turgica l 
a n d m i d r a s h i c vo ice ; S h m u e l A g n o n a n d J o r g e Lui s B o r g e s d o it 
t h r o u g h a m i r r o r i n g play in w h i c h a n c i e n t narrat ives are p l a c e d in 
m o d e r n s e t t i n g s w i t h r e s o l u t i o n s e c h o i n g a n c i e n t texts . O n e o f t h e 
m o s t i m p o r t a n t o f c o n t e m p o r a r y J e w i s h projects in e thnic i ty is J e w i s h 
f e m i n i s m , part icu lar ly by t h o s e w h o fee l t h e m s e l v e s o r t h o d o x (e .g . , 
G r e e n b e r g 1 9 8 1 ; H e s c h e l 1983; Pre l l -Fo ldes 1978). For h e r e is a c o n ­
text , p a r e x c e l l e n c e , d e m a n d i n g hiddush (creat ive i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ) , i n ­
f o r m e d k n o w l e d g e o f the texts a n d tradi t ions o f t h e past s o r ich that 
n e w poss ibi l i t ies m a y b e d i s c o v e r e d . 

Writing Tactics. C o n t e m p o r a r y e t h n i c a u t o b i o g r a p h i e s par ­
t ak e o f t h e m o o d o f m e t a - d i s c o u r s e , o f d r a w i n g a t t e n t i o n t o t h e i r o w n 
l inguis t i c a n d fictive n a t u r e , o f u s i n g t h e n a r r a t o r as a n i n s c r i b e d fig­
u r e w i t h i n the t ex t w h o s e m a n i p u l a t i o n calls a t t e n t i o n to a u t h o r i t y 
s t r u c t u r e s , o f e n c o u r a g i n g the r e a d e r to se l f - consc ious ly par t i c ipate in 
t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f m e a n i n g . T h i s is qu i t e d i f f e r e n t f r o m p r e v i o u s 
a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l c o n v e n t i o n s . T h e r e w e r e o n c e t imes a n d cu l tura l 
f o r m a t i o n s w h e n t h e r e was little se l f -ref lect ion , little e x p r e s s i o n o f in -
ter ior i ty , a n d a u t o b i o g r a p h y s e r v e d as a m o r a l d idact ic f o r m in w h i c h 
t h e s u b j e c t / n a r r a t o r was little m o r e t h a n a s u m o f c o n v e n t i o n s , u s e f u l 
t o d a y pr imar i ly for e x p l o r i n g t h e log ic a n d g r o u n d i n g o f t h o s e m o r a l ­
it ies (F i scher 1982b, 1983). R o m a n t i c poe t i c s m a d e the a u t h o r / n a r ­
rator a n d h is o r h e r inter ior i ty central : k n o w l e d g e i tself was t h o u g h t 
i n s e p a r a b l e f r o m t h e cu l t ivat ion o f i n d i v i d u a l m i n d s . R e a l i s m a g a i n 
d e e m p h a s i z e d the ind iv idua l , e l e v a t i n g social a n d his tor ica l r e f e r ­
e n c e s , m a k i n g the i n d i v i d u a l the locus o f social p r o c e s s : this is t h e m o ­
m e n t o f t h e classic i m m i g r a n t - a s s i m i l a t i o n story o f s t r u g g l e b e t w e e n 
m a r g i n a l i n d i v i d u a l a n d o n t h e o n e s ide f a m i l y / c o m m u n i t y a n d o n t h e 
o t h e r s i d e n o n c o m m u n a l society. T h e character is t ic o f c o n t e m p o r a r y 
w r i t i n g o f e n c o u r a g i n g part ic ipat ion o f the r e a d e r in t h e p r o d u c t i o n 
o f m e a n i n g — o f t e n d r a w i n g o n p a r o d i e imi ta t ion o f rat ional is t ic c o n ­
v e n t i o n ( K i n g s t o n , M i n g u s , V i z e n o r ) , or u s i n g f r a g m e n t s o r i n c o m ­
p l e t e n e s s to force t h e r e a d e r to m a k e the c o n n e c t i o n s ( K i n g s t o n , 
C i s n e r o s , M o m a d a y ) — i s n o t m e r e l y descr ip t ive o f h o w e t h n i c i t y is e x ­
p e r i e n c e d , b u t m o r e i m p o r t a n t l y is a n ethical d e v i c e a t t e m p t i n g to ac-
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I n h i s inf luent ia l book Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature ( 1 9 7 9 ) , 
R i c h a r d R o r t y a r g u e s that e p i s t e m o l o g y as the s tudy of m e n t a l r e p r e ­
s e n t a t i o n s a r o s e in a part icular historical e p o c h , t h e s e v e n t e e n t h c e n ­
tury; d e v e l o p e d in a specif ic society, that o f E u r o p e ; a n d e v e n t u a l l y 
t r i u m p h e d in p h i l o s o p h y by b e i n g c lose ly l i n k e d to t h e p r o f e s s i o n a l 
c l a i m s o f o n e g r o u p , n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y G e r m a n p r o f e s s o r s o f p h i ­
l o s o p h y . For Rorty , this t u r n was n o t a f o r t u i t o u s o n e : " T h e d e s i r e f o r 
a t h e o r y o f k n o w l e d g e is a des i re for c o n s t r a i n t — a d e s i r e to find 
' f o u n d a t i o n s ' to w h i c h o n e m i g h t c l ing , f r a m e w o r k s b e y o n d w h i c h o n e 
m u s t n o t stray, objec t s w h i c h i m p o s e t h e m s e l v e s , r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s w h i c h 
c a n n o t b e ga insa id" (315) . Radica l i z ing T h o m a s K u h n , Rorty por trays 
o u r o b s e s s i o n wi th e p i s t e m o l o g y as an acc identa l , b u t e v e n t u a l l y s ter i l e , 
t u r n i n g in W e s t e r n c u l tur e . 

P r a g m a t i c a n d A m e r i c a n , Rorty's b o o k has a mora l : m o d e r n p r o ­
f e s s i o n a l p h i l o s o p h y r e p r e s e n t s t h e " t r i u m p h o f the q u e s t f o r cer ta in ty 
o v e r t h e q u e s t for r e a s o n " (61) . T h e c h i e f culpr i t in this m e l o d r a m a 
is W e s t e r n p h i l o s o p h y ' s c o n c e r n wi th e p i s t e m o l o g y , t h e e q u a t i o n o f 
k n o w l e d g e w i t h in t er n a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s a n d the correc t e v a l u a t i o n 
o f t h o s e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s . Le t m e briefly o u t l i n e Rorty's a r g u m e n t , a d d 
s o m e i m p o r t a n t spec i f icat ions by I a n H a c k i n g , t h e n c la im that M i c h e l 
F o u c a u l t h a s d e v e l o p e d a p o s i t i o n that e n a b l e s us to s u p p l e m e n t R o r t y 
i n i m p o r t a n t ways . I n the rest o f t h e p a p e r I e x p l o r e s o m e ways in 
w h i c h t h e s e l ines o f t h o u g h t are r e l e v a n t to d i s c o u r s e s a b o u t t h e 
o t h e r . Specif ical ly , in the s e c o n d sec t ion I d i scuss r e c e n t d e b a t e s a b o u t 
t h e m a k i n g o f e t h n o g r a p h i c texts ; in t h e th ird s ec t ion , s o m e d i f f er ­
e n c e s b e t w e e n f e m i n i s t a n t h r o p o l o g y a n d a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l f e m i n i s m ; 
a n d , finally, in t h e f o u r t h sec t ion , I p u t f o r w a r d o n e l ine o f r e s e a r c h , 
m y o w n . 

Representations Are Social Facts 235 

P h i l o s o p h e r s , R o r t y a r g u e s , h a v e c r o w n e d the ir d i s c i p l i n e t h e 
q u e e n o f t h e s c i ences . T h i s c o r o n a t i o n rests o n the ir c la im to b e t h e 
spec ia l i s t s o n un iversa l p r o b l e m s a n d the ir ability to p r o v i d e u s w i t h a 
s u r e f o u n d a t i o n for all k n o w l e d g e . Ph i losophy' s r e a l m is t h e m i n d ; its 
p r i v i l e g e d i n s i g h t s es tabl i sh its c la im to be t h e d i sc ip l ine that j u d g e s all 
o t h e r d i s c ip l ines . T h i s c o n c e p t i o n o f p h i l o s o p h y is, h o w e v e r , a r e c e n t 
h i s tor ica l d e v e l o p m e n t . For the G r e e k s t h e r e was n o s h a r p d i v i s i o n b e ­
t w e e n e x t e r n a l real ity a n d in terna l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s . U n l i k e Ar i s to t l e , 
Descartes ' s c o n c e p t i o n o f k n o w i n g rests o n h a v i n g correc t r e p r e s e n t a ­
t i o n s in a n i n t e r n a l s p a c e , the m i n d . Rorty m a k e s t h e p o i n t by say ing: 
" T h e n o v e l t y was t h e n o t i o n o f a s i n g l e i n n e r s p a c e in w h i c h b o d i l y 
a n d p e r c e p t u a l s e n s a t i o n s ( c o n f u s e d i d e a s o f s e n s e a n d i m a g i n a t i o n in 
Descartes ' s p h r a s e ) , m a t h e m a t i c a l t ruths , m o r a l ru les , t h e i d e a o f G o d , 
m o o d s o f d e p r e s s i o n , a n d all the rest o f w h a t w e n o w call 'menta l ' 
w e r e objects o f q u a s i - o b s e r v a t i o n " (50). A l t h o u g h n o t all o f t h e s e e l e ­
m e n t s w e r e n e w o n e s , D e s c a r t e s success fu l ly c o m b i n e d t h e m i n t o a 
n e w p r o b l e m a t i c , s e t t ing as ide Aristotle's c o n c e p t o f r e a s o n as a g r a s p 
o f u n i v e r s a l s : b e g i n n i n g in the s e v e n t e e n t h century , k n o w l e d g e b e ­
c a m e in terna l , r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l , a n d j u d g m e n t a l . M o d e r n p h i l o s o p h y 
was b o r n w h e n a k n o w i n g subject e n d o w e d with c o n s c i o u s n e s s a n d its 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l c o n t e n t s b e c a m e the centra l p r o b l e m f o r t h o u g h t , 
t h e p a r a d i g m of all k n o w i n g . 

T h e m o d e r n n o t i o n o f e p i s t e m o l o g y , t h e n , turns o n t h e clarifica­
t i o n a n d j u d g m e n t o f t h e subject's r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s . "To k n o w is to r e p ­
r e s e n t accura te ly w h a t is o u t s i d e the m i n d ; so to u n d e r s t a n d t h e poss i ­
bility a n d n a t u r e o f k n o w l e d g e is to u n d e r s t a n d t h e way in w h i c h t h e 
m i n d is able to c o n s t r u c t s u c h r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s . Ph i losophy' s e t e r n a l 
c o n c e r n is to b e a g e n e r a l t h e o r y o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s , a t h e o r y w h i c h 
will d i v i d e c u l t u r e u p in to the areas w h i c h r e p r e s e n t real ity wel l , t h o s e 
w h i c h r e p r e s e n t it less wel l , a n d t h o s e w h i c h d o n o t r e p r e s e n t it at all 
( d e s p i t e t h e i r p r e t e n s e o f d o i n g so)" (3). T h e k n o w l e d g e a r r i v e d at 
t h r o u g h t h e e x a m i n a t i o n o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s about "reality" a n d "the 
k n o w i n g subject" w o u l d be universa l . T h i s universa l k n o w l e d g e is, o f 
c o u r s e , s c i e n c e . 

It w a s o n l y at t h e e n d o f t h e E n l i g h t e n m e n t that t h e ful ly e l a b o ­
r a t e d c o n c e p t i o n o f p h i l o s o p h y as the j u d g e o f all pos s ib l e k n o w l e d g e 
a p p e a r e d a n d was c a n o n i z e d in the w o r k o f I m m a n u e l Kant . " T h e 
e v e n t u a l d e m a r c a t i o n o f p h i l o s o p h y f r o m sc i ence was m a d e poss ib l e 
by t h e n o t i o n that p h i l o s o p h y ' s c o r e was a ' theory o f k n o w l e d g e ' , a t h e ­
o r y d i s t inc t f r o m t h e s c i ences b e c a u s e it was their f o u n d a t i o n , " R o r t y 
a r g u e s (132) . K a n t e s tab l i shed as a pr ior i t h e Cartes ian c la im that w e 
h a v e cer ta in ty o n l y a b o u t ideas . Kant , "by tak ing e v e r y t h i n g w e say to 
b e a b o u t s o m e t h i n g w e have c o n s t i t u t e d , m a d e it pos s ib l e f o r e p i s ­
t e m o l o g y t o b e t h o u g h t o f as a f o u n d a t i o n a l s c i ence . . . . H e t h u s e n -
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j u d g m e n t . T h i s p o i n t is m a d e very succinct ly by I a n H a c k i n g in "Lan­
g u a g e , T r u t h , a n d Reason" (1982). Parallel to Rorty's d i s t i n c t i o n of 
c e r t a i n t y v e r s u s r e a s o n , H a c k i n g d r a w s a d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n t h o s e 
p h i l o s o p h i e s i n v o l v e d in t h e q u e s t for t ruth a n d t h o s e — w h i c h h e calls 
s ty les o f t h i n k i n g , s o as n o t to l imit t h e m to m o d e r n p h i l o s o p h y — 
that o p e n u p n e w possibi l i t ies by p r o c e e d i n g in t e r m s o f "truth o r 
f a l s e h o o d . " 

H a c k i n g p u t s f o r w a r d w h a t is basical ly a s i m p l e p o i n t : w h a t is cur ­
r e n t l y t a k e n as "truth" is d e p e n d e n t o n a pr ior historical e v e n t — t h e 
e m e r g e n c e o f a style o f t h i n k i n g a b o u t truth a n d falsity that e s tab­
l i s h e d t h e c o n d i t i o n s f o r e n t e r t a i n i n g a p r o p o s i t i o n as b e i n g c a p a b l e 
o f b e i n g t a k e n as t rue or false in the first p lace . H a c k i n g p u t s it this 
way: "By r e a s o n i n g I don't m e a n logic . I m e a n t h e very o p p o s i t e , f o r 
l o g i c is t h e p r e s e r v a t i o n o f truth , w h i l e a style o f r e a s o n i n g is w h a t 
b r i n g s in t h e possibi l i ty o f truth or f a l s e h o o d . . . . s tyles o f r e a s o n i n g 
c r e a t e t h e poss ibi l i ty o f truth a n d f a l s e h o o d . D e d u c t i o n a n d i n d u c ­
t ion m e r e l y p r e s e r v e it" (56—57). H a c k i n g is n o t "against" log ic , o n l y 
a g a i n s t its c l a i m s to f o u n d a n d g r o u n d all t ruth . L o g i c is fine in its o w n 
d o m a i n , b u t t h a t d o m a i n is a l imi ted o n e . 

B y d r a w i n g this d i s t inc t ion o n e avo ids the p r o b l e m o f total ly re la -
t iv i z ing r e a s o n or o f t u r n i n g d i f f erent historical c o n c e p t i o n s of t ruth 
a n d falsity i n t o a q u e s t i o n o f subject iv ism. T h e s e c o n c e p t i o n s a r e h is ­
torical a n d social facts. T h i s p o i n t is well p u t by H a c k i n g w h e n h e says: 
" H e n c e a l t h o u g h w h i c h e v e r p r o p o s i t i o n s are true m a y d e p e n d o n t h e 
da ta , t h e fact that they a r e c a n d i d a t e s for b e i n g t rue is a c o n s e q u e n c e 
o f a n h is tor ica l e v e n t " (56). T h a t t h e analyt ical too l s w e use w h e n w e 
i n v e s t i g a t e a set o f p r o b l e m s — g e o m e t r y for the G r e e k s , e x p e r i m e n t a l 
m e t h o d in t h e s e v e n t e e n t h century , or statistics in m o d e r n social sci­
e n c e — h a v e s h i f t e d is e x p l a i n a b l e w i t h o u t r e c o u r s e to s o m e t r u t h 
d e n y i n g re la t iv i sm. F u r t h e r m o r e , s c i e n c e u n d e r s t o o d in this way re ­
m a i n s q u i t e objec t ive "s imply b e c a u s e the styles o f r e a s o n i n g that w e 
e m p l o y d e t e r m i n e w h a t c o u n t s as objectivity. . . . P r o p o s i t i o n s o f t h e 
sor t that neces sar i ly r e q u i r e r e a s o n i n g to b e subs tant ia ted h a v e a 
posi t iv i ty , a b e i n g t rue or false, o n l y in c o n s e q u e n c e o f the styles o f 
r e a s o n i n g in w h i c h they occur" (49, 65). W h a t Foucau l t has ca l led t h e 
r e g i m e , o r g a m e , o f t ruth a n d falsity is b o t h a c o m p o n e n t a n d a p r o d ­
uct o f h is tor ica l pract ices . O t h e r p r o c e d u r e s a n d o t h e r objects c o u l d 
h a v e filled t h e bill j u s t as wel l a n d h a v e b e e n jus t as t r u e . 

H a c k i n g d i s t i n g u i s h e s b e t w e e n everyday , c o m m o n s e n s i c a l r e a s o n ­
i n g that d o e s n o t n e e d to app ly any e labora te set o f r e a s o n s a n d t h o s e 
m o r e s p e c i a l i z e d d o m a i n s that d o . T h e r e is b o t h a cu l tura l a n d a h is ­
torical p lura l i ty o f t h e s e spec ia l i zed d o m a i n s a n d o f historical ly a n d 
cu l tura l ly d i v e r s e styles assoc ia ted wi th t h e m . F r o m t h e a c c e p t a n c e o f 
a d ivers i ty o f h is tor ical styles o f r e a s o n i n g , o f m e t h o d s , a n d objec t s , 

a b l e d p h i l o s o p h y p r o f e s s o r s t o s e e t h e m s e l v e s as p r e s i d i n g o v e r a tri­
b u n a l o f p u r e r e a s o n , able to d e t e r m i n e w h e t h e r o t h e r d i s c i p l i n e s 
w e r e s t a y i n g w i t h i n t h e legal l imits set by the ' s tructure' o f the ir s u b ­
j e c t m a t t e r s " (139) . 

A s a d i s c i p l i n e w h o s e p r o p e r activity is g r o u n d i n g c la ims to k n o w l ­
e d g e , p h i l o s o p h y was d e v e l o p e d by n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y n e o - K a n t i a n s 
a n d ins t i tu t iona l i zed in n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y G e r m a n univers i t i e s . Carv­
i n g o u t a s p a c e b e t w e e n i d e o l o g y a n d empir i ca l p s y c h o l o g y , G e r m a n 
p h i l o s o p h y w r o t e its o w n history, p r o d u c i n g o u r m o d e r n c a n o n o f t h e 
"greats ." T h i s task was c o m p l e t e d by the e n d of t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n ­
tury. T h e narra t ive o f the his tory o f p h i l o s o p h y as a ser ies of g r e a t 
t h i n k e r s c o n t i n u e s today in i n t r o d u c t o r y p h i l o s o p h y c o u r s e s . P h i l o s o ­
phy's c l a i m to in te l l ec tua l p r e e m i n e n c e lasted o n l y for a s h o r t t i m e , 
h o w e v e r , a n d by t h e 1920s, o n l y p h i l o s o p h e r s a n d u n d e r g r a d u a t e s 
b e l i e v e d that p h i l o s o p h y was u n i q u e l y qual i f i ed to g r o u n d a n d j u d g e 
cu l tura l p r o d u c t i o n . N e i t h e r Einste in n o r Picasso was over ly c o n ­
c e r n e d wi th w h a t H u s s e r l m i g h t h a v e t h o u g h t o f t h e m . 

A l t h o u g h p h i l o s o p h y d e p a r t m e n t s c o n t i n u e to teach e p i s t e m o l -
o g y , t h e r e is a c o u n t e r tradi t ion in m o d e r n t h o u g h t that f o l l o w e d a n ­
o t h e r p a t h . " W i t t g e n s t e i n , H e i d e g g e r a n d D e w e y are in a g r e e m e n t that 
t h e n o t i o n o f k n o w l e d g e as accurate r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , m a d e poss ib l e by 
spec ia l m e n t a l p r o c e s s e s , a n d inte l l ig ib le t h r o u g h a g e n e r a l t h e o r y o f 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , n e e d s to b e a b a n d o n e d , " Rorty o b s e r v e s (6). T h e s e 
t h i n k e r s d i d n o t s e e k to cons truc t a l t ernate a n d b e t t e r t h e o r i e s o f t h e 
m i n d o r k n o w l e d g e . T h e i r a im was not to i m p r o v e e p i s t e m o l o g y b u t 
to play a d i f f e r e n t g a m e . Rorty calls this g a m e h e r m e n e u t i c s . B y this , 
h e s i m p l y m e a n s k n o w l e d g e w i t h o u t f o u n d a t i o n s ; a k n o w l e d g e that 
e s sent ia l ly a m o u n t s to e d i f y i n g c o n v e r s a t i o n . Rorty has so far to ld us 
very little a b o u t t h e c o n t e n t o f this c o n v e r s a t i o n , p e r h a p s b e c a u s e 
t h e r e is v e r y little to tell. A s wi th W i t t g e n s t e i n , H e i d e g g e r , a n d , in a 
d i f f e r e n t way, D e w e y , Rorty is faced wi th the fact, t r o u b l i n g o r a m u s ­
i n g , that o n c e t h e historical or logical d e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f W e s t e r n p h i ­
l o s o p h y h a s b e e n a c c o m p l i s h e d , t h e r e is really n o t h i n g spec ia l left for 
p h i l o s o p h e r s to d o . O n c e it is s e e n that p h i l o s o p h y d o e s n o t f o u n d o r 
l e g i t i m a t e t h e c la ims to k n o w l e d g e o f o t h e r d i sc ip l ines , its task b e ­
c o m e s o n e o f c o m m e n t i n g o n their w o r k s a n d e n g a g i n g t h e m in 
c o n v e r s a t i o n . 

T r u t h v e r s u s T r u t h or Falsity 

E v e n if o n e accepts Rorty's d e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f e p i s t e m o l o g y , 
t h e c o n s e q u e n c e s o f s u c h a m o v e r e m a i n very o p e n . B e f o r e e x p l o r i n g 
s o m e o f t h e m , it s e e m s i m p o r t a n t to u n d e r l i n e the po in t that re jec t ing 
e p i s t e m o l o g y d o e s n o t m e a n reject ing t ruth , r e a s o n , o r s t a n d a r d s o f 
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H a c k i n g d r a w s the c o n c l u s i o n that th inkers f r e q u e n t l y g o t t h i n g s 
r igh t , s o l v e d p r o b l e m s , a n d e s tab l i shed truths . B u t , h e a r g u e s , this 
d o e s n o t i m p l y that w e s h o u l d s e a r c h for a un i f i ed P o p p e r i a n r e a l m o f 
t h e t r u e ; r a t h e r , a la Paul F e y e r a b e n d , w e s h o u l d k e e p o u r o p t i o n s in 
i n q u i r y as o p e n as poss ib le . T h e G r e e k s , H a c k i n g r e m i n d s us , h a d n o 
c o n c e p t , o r u s e , o f statistics, a fact that inva l idates n e i t h e r G r e e k sci­
e n c e n o r statistics as s u c h . T h i s p o s i t i o n is n o t re lat iv ism, b u t it is n o t 
i m p e r i a l i s m e i t h e r . Rorty calls his v e r s i o n o f all this h e r m e n e u t i c s . 
H a c k i n g cal ls his a n a r c h o - r a t i o n a l i s m . " A n a r c h o - r a t i o n a l i s m is to l er ­
a n c e for o t h e r p e o p l e c o m b i n e d wi th t h e d i sc ip l ine of one's o w n s tan­
d a r d s o f t r u t h a n d r e a s o n " (65). Le t us call it g o o d s c i ence . 

M i c h e l F o u c a u l t has a lso c o n s i d e r e d m a n y o f t h e s e i s sues in paral ­
lel , b u t n o t ident i ca l , f a s h i o n . Hi s Archaeology of Knowledge (1976) a n d 
Discourse on Language ( 1976) a r e p e r h a p s t h e m o s t d e v e l o p e d a t t e m p t s 
t o p r e s e n t , if n o t a t h e o r y o f w h a t H a c k i n g re f er s to as "truth or 
falsity" a n d "styles o f t h o u g h t , " t h e n at least a n analyt ic o f t h e m . A l ­
t h o u g h t h e de ta i l s o f Foucault's sys temat i za t ion o f h o w d i s c u r s i v e o b ­
j e c t s , e n u n c i a t i v e m o d a l i t i e s , c o n c e p t s , a n d d i scurs ive s t ra teg ie s are 
f o r m e d a n d t r a n s f o r m e d is b e y o n d the s c o p e o f this p a p e r , 1 s evera l 
p o i n t s are r e l e v a n t h e r e . Let us m e r e l y take o n e e x a m p l e as i l lustrat ive . 
I n t h e Discourse on Language Foucaul t d i scusses s o m e o f the c o n s t r a i n t s 
o n , a n d c o n d i t i o n s for , t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f t ruth , u n d e r s t o o d as state­
m e n t s c a p a b l e o f b e i n g t a k e n ser ious ly as t rue or false. A m o n g o t h e r s , 
F o u c a u l t e x a m i n e s t h e e x i s t e n c e o f scientif ic d i sc ip l ines . H e says: 

For a discipline to exist, there must be the possibility of formulating—and of 
do ing so ad infinitum—fresh propositions. . . . These propositions must con­
form to specific conditions of objects, subject, methods etc. . . . Within its own 
limits, every discipline recognises as true and false propositions, but it re­
pulses a whole teratology of learning. . . . In short, a proposition must fulfill 
some onerous and complex conditions before it can be admitted within a 
discipline; before it can be pronounced true or false it must be, as Monsieur 
Cangui lhem might say, "within the true." (1976: 223—24) 

F o u c a u l t g i v e s t h e e x a m p l e o f M e n d e l : " M e n d e l s p o k e of objec t s , e m ­
p l o y e d m e t h o d s a n d p l a c e d h i m s e l f w i th in a theore t i ca l p e r s p e c t i v e 
total ly a l i en to t h e b i o l o g y o f his t ime . . . . M e n d e l s p o k e t h e t r u t h , b u t 
h e w as n o t dans le vrai o f c o n t e m p o r a r y b io log ica l d i s c o u r s e " (224). 
T h e d e m o n s t r a t i o n o f the r i chness o f this style o f t h i n k i n g h a s b e e n 
t h e g r e a t s t r e n g t h o f Foucaul t , Cxeorges C a n g u i l h e m , a n d o t h e r F r e n c h 
p r a c t i t i o n e r s o f t h e h i s tory a n d p h i l o s o p h y o f s c i ence , part icular ly t h e 
"life s c i ences ." 

It is p e r h a p s n o t acc identa l that b o t h Rorty a n d H a c k i n g are c o n ­
c e r n e d wi th t h e h i s tory o f physical s c i ence , m a t h e m a t i c s , a n d p h i l o s o -

p h y . W h a t has b e e n m i s s i n g f r o m the ir a c c o u n t s is t h e c a t e g o r y o f 
p o w e r , a n d to a l e s ser e x t e n t (in Hacking 's case) society. H a c k i n g ' s cur ­
r e n t v e r y i n t e r e s t i n g w o r k o n n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y statistics d o e s , h o w ­
e v e r , i n c l u d e t h e s e c a t e g o r i e s . A l t h o u g h c o m p e l l i n g in its d e c o n s t r u c -
t ive f o r c e , Rorty's s tory is less c o n v i n c i n g in its re fusa l to c o m m e n t o n 
h o w t h e e p i s t e m o l o g i c a ! t u r n i n g c a m e a b o u t in W e s t e r n s o c i e t y — a c ­
c o r d i n g to Rorty , l ike Gal i l ean sc i ence , it j u s t h a p p e n e d — o r in its i n ­
abil i ty to s e e k n o w l e d g e as m o r e t h a n f r e e a n d e d i f y i n g c o n v e r s a t i o n . 
N o t u n l i k e J ü r g e n H a b e r m a s , a l t h o u g h r e f u s i n g H a b e r m a s ' s s t r iv ing 
f o r f o u n d a t i o n a l i s m , Rorty s ee s f r e e c o m m u n i c a t i o n , c iv i l ized c o n v e r ­
sa t ion , as t h e u l t i m a t e goa l . A s H a c k i n g says: "Perhaps R i c h a r d Rorty's 
. . . c e n t r a l d o c t r i n e o f c o n v e r s a t i o n will s o m e day s e e m as l ingu i s t i c a 
p h i l o s o p h y as t h e analys is e m a n a t i n g f r o m O x f o r d a g e n e r a t i o n a g o " 
(1984 : 109). T h e c o n t e n t o f the c o n v e r s a t i o n a n d h o w t h e f r e e d o m to 
h a v e it is to c o m e a b o u t is, h o w e v e r , b e y o n d the d o m a i n of p h i l o s o p h y . 

B u t c o n v e r s a t i o n , b e t w e e n ind iv idua l s or cu l tures , is o n l y p o s s i b l e 
w i t h i n c o n t e x t s s h a p e d a n d c o n s t r a i n e d by historical , cu l tura l , a n d 
pol i t ical r e la t ions a n d t h e o n l y partial ly d i scurs ive social pract ices that 
c o n s t i t u t e t h e m . W h a t is mi s s ing f r o m Rorty's a c c o u n t , t h e n , is a n y 
d i s c u s s i o n of h o w t h o u g h t a n d social pract ices i n t e r c o n n e c t . R o r t y is 
h e l p f u l in d e f l a t i n g ph i losophy ' s c la ims , but h e s tops exac t ly at the 
p o i n t o f t a k i n g ser ious ly his o w n ins ight : to wit, t h o u g h t is n o t h i n g 
m o r e a n d n o t h i n g less t h a n a historical ly locatable set o f pract ices . 
H o w to d o this w i t h o u t r e v e r t i n g to e p i s t e m o l o g y or to s o m e d u b i o u s 
s u p e r s t r u c t u r e / i n f r a s t r u c t u r e d e v i c e is a n o t h e r q u e s t i o n , o n e R o r t y is 
n o t a l o n e i n n o t h a v i n g s o l v e d . 

R e p r e s e n t a t i o n s a n d Soc ie ty 

M i c h e l Foucau l t has o f f e r e d us s o m e i m p o r t a n t too ls for a n a ­
l y z i n g t h o u g h t as a publ i c a n d social pract ice . Foucaul t a c c e p t s t h e 
m a i n e l e m e n t s o f t h e N i e t z s c h e a n , H e i d e g g e r e a n a c c o u n t of W e s t e r n 
m e t a p h y s i c s a n d e p i s t e m o l o g y Rorty has g i v e n us , b u t d r a w s d i f f e r e n t 
c o n c l u s i o n s f r o m t h e s e i n s i g h t s — o n e s , it s e e m s to m e , that are b o t h 
m o r e c o n s i s t e n t a n d m o r e i n t e r e s t i n g t h a n Rorty's. W e find, f o r e x ­
a m p l e , m a n y o f t h e s a m e e l e m e n t s that are in Rorty's h i s tory o f p h i l o s ­
o p h y — t h e m o d e r n subject , r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s , o r d e r — i n Foucault 's fa­
m o u s analys i s o f Velazquez's p a i n t i n g Las Meninas. B u t t h e r e a r e a l so 
s o m e m a j o r d i f f e r e n c e s . I n s t e a d o f t rea t ing t h e p r o b l e m o f r e p r e s e n ­
ta t ions as specif ic to t h e his tory o f ideas , Foucaul t treats it as a m o r e 
g e n e r a l cu l tura l c o n c e r n , a p r o b l e m that was b e i n g w o r k e d o n in 
m a n y o t h e r d o m a i n s . I n The Order of Things (1973) a n d later b o o k s , 
F o u c a u l t d e m o n s t r a t e s h o w the p r o b l e m o f correc t r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s 
has i n f o r m e d a m u l t i t u d e o f social d o m a i n s a n d pract ices , r a n g i n g 
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f r o m d i s p u t e s in b o t a n y to p r o p o s a l s for p r i s o n r e f o r m . T h e p r o b l e m 
o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s for Foucau l t is no t , t h e r e f o r e , o n e that h a p p e n e d 
to p o p u p in p h i l o s o p h y a n d d o m i n a t e t h i n k i n g t h e r e for t h r e e h u n ­
d r e d years . It is l i n k e d to the w i d e r a n g e o f d i sparate , b u t i n t e r r e l a t e d , 
soc ia l a n d pol i t ica l pract ices that cons t i tu te the m o d e r n w o r l d , w i th its 
d i s t inc t ive c o n c e r n s wi th o r d e r , t ru th , a n d the subject . F o u c a u l t dif­
fers f r o m Rorty , t h e n , in t r e a t i n g p h i l o s o p h i c a l i d e a s as social p r a c ­
t ices a n d n o t c h a n c e twists in a c o n v e r s a t i o n o r in p h i l o s o p h y . 

B u t F o u c a u l t a l so d i s a g r e e s wi th m a n y Marxi s t t h i n k e r s , w h o s e e 
p r o b l e m s in p a i n t i n g as, by de f in i t ion , u l t imate ly e p i p h e n o m e n a l to , 
o r e x p r e s s i v e of, w h a t was "really" g o i n g o n in society. T h i s b r i n g s u s 
brief ly to t h e p r o b l e m o f i d e o l o g y . I n severa l p laces , F o u c a u l t s u g g e s t s 
that o n c e o n e s e e s t h e p r o b l e m o f the subject , or r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s , a n d 
o f t r u t h as social pract ices , t h e n the very n o t i o n o f i d e o l o g y b e c o m e s 
p r o b l e m a t i c . H e says: " b e h i n d t h e c o n c e p t o f i d e o l o g y t h e r e is a k i n d 
o f n o s t a l g i a f o r a q u a s i - t r a n s p a r e n t f o r m o f k n o w l e d g e , f ree f r o m all 
e r r o r a n d i l lus ion" ( 1 9 8 0 : 1 1 7 ) . I n this s ense , the c o n c e p t o f i d e o l o g y 
is c l o s e k i n to t h e c o n c e p t o f e p i s t e m o l o g y . 

F o r Foucau l t , t h e m o d e r n c o n c e p t o f i d e o l o g y is c h a r a c t e r i z e d by 
t h r e e i n t e r r e l a t e d qual i t ies : (1) by de f in i t i on , i d e o l o g y is o p p o s e d to 
s o m e t h i n g l ike "the truth," a false r e p r e s e n t a t i o n as it w e r e ; (2) i d e ­
o l o g y is p r o d u c e d by a subject ( ind iv idua l or col lect ive) in o r d e r to 
h i d e t h e t r u t h , a n d c o n s e q u e n t l y t h e analyst's task cons i s t s in e x p o s i n g 
this fa lse r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ; a n d r e v e a l i n g that (3) i d e o l o g y is s e c o n d a r y 
to s o m e t h i n g m o r e real , s o m e infras tructura l d i m e n s i o n o n w h i c h 
i d e o l o g y is parasit ic . Foucaul t rejects all t h r e e c la ims . 

W e h a v e a l r e a d y a l l u d e d to t h e b r o a d l ines o f a cr i t ique o f t h e s u b ­
j e c t a n d t h e s e a r c h f o r cer ta inty s e e n as b a s e d o n correc t r e p r e s e n ­
ta t ions . C o n s e q u e n t l y , let us briefly f o c u s o n the th ird p o i n t : t h e 
q u e s t i o n o f w h e t h e r the p r o d u c t i o n o f t r u t h is e p i p h e n o m e n a l t o 
s o m e t h i n g e l se . H e has d e s c r i b e d his project n o t as d e c i d i n g t h e t r u t h 
o r falsity o f c la ims in his tory "but in s e e i n g historical ly h o w e f fec t s o f 
t r u t h a r e p r o d u c e d w i t h i n d i s c o u r s e s w h i c h in t h e m s e l v e s a r e n e i t h e r 
t r u e n o r false" (131—33) . Foucaul t p r o p o s e s to s tudy w h a t h e calls t h e 
r e g i m e o f t r u t h as a n ef fect ive c o m p o n e n t in the c o n s t i t u t i o n o f soc ia l 
prac t i ce s . 

F o u c a u l t h a s p r o p o s e d t h r e e w o r k i n g h y p o t h e s e s : " (1) T r u t h is 
t o b e u n d e r s t o o d as a sy s t em o f o r d e r e d p r o c e d u r e s for t h e p r o d u c ­
t i o n , r e g u l a t i o n , d i s tr ibut ion , c irculat ion a n d o p e r a t i o n o f s t a t e m e n t s . 
(2) T r u t h is l i n k e d in a c ircular re la t ion wi th sys tems o f p o w e r w h i c h 
p r o d u c e a n d sus ta in it, a n d to effects o f p o w e r w h i c h it i n d u c e s a n d 
w h i c h e x t e n d it. (3) T h i s r e g i m e is n o t m e r e l y i d e o l o g i c a l o r s u p e r -
s tructura l ; it w a s a c o n d i t i o n o f t h e f o r m a t i o n a n d d e v e l o p m e n t o f 
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cap i ta l i sm" (133) . W e shal l e x p l o r e s o m e o f t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h e s e 
w o r k i n g h y p o t h e s e s in t h e n e x t t h r e e sec t ions o f t h e p a p e r . 

A s M a x W e b e r , I th ink , o n c e said, s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y capital is ts 
w e r e n o t o n l y e c o n o m i c m e n w h o t r a d e d a n d bui l t sh ips , t h e y a l so 
l o o k e d at R e m b r a n d t ' s p a i n t i n g s , d r e w m a p s o f the w o r l d , h a d m a r k e d 
c o n c e p t i o n s o f t h e n a t u r e o f o t h e r p e o p l e s , a n d w o r r i e d a g o o d d e a l 
a b o u t the ir o w n des t iny . T h e s e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s w e r e s t r o n g a n d e f fec ­
t ive forces in w h a t t h e y w e r e a n d h o w t h e y ac ted . M a n y n e w poss ib i l ­
i t ies f o r t h o u g h t a n d act ion are o p e n e d u p if w e f o l l o w R o r t y a n d 
a b a n d o n e p i s t e m o l o g y (or at least s e e it for w h a t it has b e e n : a n i m ­
p o r t a n t cu l tura l m o v e m e n t in W e s t e r n society) a n d fo l low F o u c a u l t in 
s e e i n g p o w e r as p r o d u c t i v e a n d p e r m e a t i v e o f social r e la t ions a n d t h e 
p r o d u c t i o n o f t r u t h in o u r c u r r e n t r e g i m e o f p o w e r . H e r e are s o m e 
init ial c o n c l u s i o n s a n d r e s e a r c h s trateg ies that m i g h t f o l l o w f r o m this 
d i s c u s s i o n o f e p i s t e m o l o g y . I m e r e l y list t h e m b e f o r e m o v i n g o n to re ­
c e n t d i s c u s s i o n s in a n t h r o p o l o g y o n h o w bes t to d e s c r i b e t h e o t h e r . 

1. E p i s t e m o l o g y m u s t b e s e e n as a historical e v e n t — a d i s t inc ­
t ive social pract ice , o n e a m o n g m a n y o t h e r s , ar t i cu la ted in n e w 
ways in s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y E u r o p e . 

2. W e d o n o t n e e d a t h e o r y o f i n d i g e n o u s e p i s t e m o l o g i e s o r a 
n e w e p i s t e m o l o g y o f t h e o t h e r . W e s h o u l d b e a t t en t ive to o u r h is ­
torical prac t i ce o f p r o j e c t i n g o u r cu l tura l pract ices o n t o t h e o t h e r ; 
at bes t , t h e task is to s h o w h o w a n d w h e n a n d t h r o u g h w h a t cul ­
tura l a n d ins t i tu t iona l m e a n s o t h e r p e o p l e s tarted c l a i m i n g e p i s ­
t e m o l o g y for the ir o w n . 

3. W e n e e d to a n t h r o p o l o g i z e t h e West: s h o w h o w e x o t i c its 
c o n s t i t u t i o n o f real ity has b e e n ; e m p h a s i z e t h o s e d o m a i n s m o s t 
t a k e n f o r g r a n t e d as un iversa l (this i n c l u d e s e p i s t e m o l o g y a n d 
e c o n o m i c s ) ; m a k e t h e m s e e m as historical ly pecu l iar as poss ib l e ; 
s h o w h o w the ir c la ims to t ruth are l i n k e d to social pract ices a n d 
h a v e h e n c e b e c o m e ef fect ive forces in the social w o r l d . 

4. W e m u s t p lura l i ze a n d divers i fy o u r a p p r o a c h e s : a basic 
m o v e a g a i n s t e i t h e r e c o n o m i c o r p h i l o s o p h i c h e g e m o n y is t o di ­
vers i fy c e n t e r s o f res i s tance: avo id t h e error o f r e v e r s e essent ia l i z -
i n g ; O c c i d e n t a l i s m is n o t a r e m e d y for O r i e n t a l i s m . 

The Writing of Ethnographic Texts: 
The Fantasia of the Library 

T h e r e is a c u r i o u s t i m e lag as c o n c e p t s m o v e across d i sc ip l in ­
ary b o u n d a r i e s . T h e m o m e n t w h e n t h e historical p r o f e s s i o n is d i s -
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I n h i s e ssay "Fantasia o f the Library" ( 1977) Miche l F o u c a u l t p lays 
a d r o i t l y wi th t h e p r o g r e s s i o n o f u s e s F laubert m a d e t h r o u g h o u t his 
l i fe o f t h e fab le o f t h e t e m p t a t i o n o f Saint A n t h o n y . Far f r o m b e i n g 
t h e i d l e p r o d u c t s o f a fert i le i m a g i n a t i o n , Flaubert's r e f e r e n c e s to 
i c o n o g r a p h y a n d p h i l o l o g y in his s e e m i n g l y p h a n t a s m a g o r i c r e n d e r ­
i n g s o f t h e saint's ha l luc ina t ions w e r e exact . Foucaul t s h o w s us h o w 
F l a u b e r t r e t u r n e d t h r o u g h o u t his life t o this s t a g i n g o f e x p e r i e n c e 
a n d wr i t ing , a n d u s e d it as a n ascet ic e x e r c i s e b o t h to p r o d u c e a n d t o 
k e e p at bay the d e m o n s that h a u n t a writer's w o r l d . It was n o a c c i d e n t 
that F lauber t e n d e d his l ife as a wri ter wi th that m o n s t r o u s c o l l e c t i o n 
o f c o m m o n p l a c e s Bouvard et Pécuchet. A c o n s t a n t c o m m e n t a r y o n 
o t h e r texts , Bouvard el Pécuchet c a n b e r e a d as a t h o r o u g h d o m e s t i c a ­
t i on o f t ex tua l i ty in to a s e l f - c o n t a i n e d e x e r c i s e o f a r r a n g i n g a n d cata­
l o g u i n g : t h e fantas ia o f the library. 

For t h e sake o f t h e a r g u m e n t , let us j u x t a p o s e Cl i f ford Geertz ' s 
i n t e r p r e t i v e a n t h r o p o l o g y to J a m e s Clifford's t ex tua l i s t m e t a -
a n t h r o p o l o g y . If G e e r t z is still s e e k i n g to c o n j u r e a n d c a p t u r e t h e 
d e m o n s o f e x o t i c i s m — t h e a t e r states , s h a d o w plays, cock fights— 
t h r o u g h his l i m i t e d u s e o f fictionalized s tag ings in w h i c h t h e y can a p ­
p e a r to us , t h e t ex tua l i s t /decons truc t ive m o v e r u n s the risk of i n v e n t ­
i n g e v e r m o r e c l e v e r filing sy s t ems for o thers ' texts a n d o f i m a g i n i n g 
that e v e r y o n e e l s e in t h e w o r l d is h a r d at w o r k d o i n g the s a m e t h i n g . 
Les t t h e a r g u m e n t r u n away in d i rec t ions o f its o w n , I s h o u l d s tress 
that I a m n o t s a y i n g that Clifford's e n t e r p r i s e has u p to t h e p r e s e n t 
b e e n a n y t h i n g b u t salutary. T h e rais ing o f a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l c o n s c i o u s ­
n e s s a b o u t a n t h r o p o l o g y ' s o w n textua l m o d e of o p e r a t i o n was l o n g 
o v e r d u e . D e s p i t e Geertz's occas iona l a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t s o f t h e i n e l u c ­
tabil ity o f f ic t ional iz ing , h e has n e v e r p u s h e d that in s igh t v e r y far. 
T h e p o i n t s e e m s to h a v e n e e d e d a m e t a p o s i t i o n to b r i n g h o m e its real 
f o r c e . T h e vo i ce f r o m t h e c a m p u s library has b e e n a sa lutary o n e . 
W h a t I w a n t to d o briefly in this s ec t ion is to r e t u r n t h e g a z e , t o l o o k 
back at th i s e t h n o g r a p h e r o f e t h n o g r a p h e r s , s i t t ing across t h e tab le in 
a c a f e , a n d , u s i n g his o w n descr ip t ive c a t e g o r i e s , e x a m i n e his t e x t u a l 
p r o d u c t i o n s . 

Cli f ford's c e n t r a l t h e m e has b e e n the textua l c o n s t r u c t i o n o f a n ­
t h r o p o l o g i c a l author i ty . T h e m a i n l iterary d e v i c e e m p l o y e d in e t h n o g ­
r a p h i e s , "free ind i rec t style," has b e e n well a n a l y z e d by D a n S p e r b e r 
(1982) a n d n e e d n o t b e r e h e a r s e d h e r e . T h e ins ight that a n t h r o p o l o ­
gists wri te e m p l o y i n g literary c o n v e n t i o n s , a l t h o u g h i n t e r e s t i n g , is n o t 
i n h e r e n t l y c r i s i s - p r o v o k i n g . M a n y n o w h o l d that fiction a n d s c i e n c e 
are n o t o p p o s e d b u t c o m p l e m e n t a r y t e r m s ( D e C e r t e a u 1983). A d ­
v a n c e s h a v e b e e n m a d e in o u r a w a r e n e s s o f the fictional ( in t h e s e n s e 
o f " m a d e , " "fabricated") quality o f a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l w r i t i n g a n d in 
the i n t e g r a t i o n o f its character is t ic m o d e s o f p r o d u c t i o n . T h e self-

c o v e r i n g cu l tura l a n t h r o p o l o g y in the ( u n r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ) p e r s o n o f 
C l i f ford G e e r t z is j u s t t h e m o m e n t w h e n G e e r t z is b e i n g q u e s t i o n e d in 
a n t h r o p o l o g y ( o n e o f t h e r e c u r r e n t t h e m e s o f the Santa Fe s e m i n a r 
that g a v e rise to this v o l u m e ) . So , too , a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , o r s o m e o f 
t h e m in any case , are n o w d i s c o v e r i n g a n d b e i n g m o v e d to n e w crea­
t ion by t h e i n f u s i o n o f i d e a s f r o m d e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t l i terary cr i t i c i sm, 
n o w that it has lost its cul tural e n e r g y in l i terature d e p a r t m e n t s a n d 
D e r r i d a is d i s c o v e r i n g pol i t ics . A l t h o u g h t h e r e are m a n y carr iers o f 
this h y b r i d i z a t i o n ( m a n y o f t h o s e p r e s e n t at t h e s e m i n a r , as wel l as 
J a m e s B o o n , S t e p h e n Webs ter , J a m e s S iege l , J e a n - P a u l D u m o n t , a n d 
J e a n J a m i n ) t h e r e is o n l y o n e "profess ional ," s o to speak , in t h e c r o w d . 
For, w h e r e a s all t h e o t h e r s m e n t i o n e d are pract i c ing a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , 
J a m e s Cl i f ford has c r e a t e d a n d o c c u p i e d the ro l e o f e x off icio scr ibe 
o f o u r scr ibb l ings . G e e r t z , the f o u n d i n g f igure , m a y p a u s e b e t w e e n 
m o n o g r a p h s to m u s e o n texts , narrat ive , d e s c r i p t i o n , a n d i n t e r p r e t a ­
t i o n . C l i f ford takes as his nat ives , as wel l as his i n f o r m a n t s , t h o s e a n ­
t h r o p o l o g i s t s past a n d p r e s e n t w h o s e work , s e l f - consc ious ly o r n o t , 
h a s b e e n t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f texts , the wr i t ing o f e t h n o g r a p h y . W e are 
b e i n g o b s e r v e d a n d inscr ibed . 

A t first g l a n c e J a m e s Clifford's work , l ike that of o t h e r s in this vol­
u m e , s e e m s to fo l low natural ly in t h e w a k e o f Geertz's i n t e r p r e t i v e 
t u r n . T h e r e is, h o w e v e r , a major d i f f e r e n c e . G e e r t z (l ike t h e o t h e r a n ­
t h r o p o l o g i s t s ) is still d i r e c t i n g his e f forts t o r e i n v e n t an a n t h r o p o l o g i ­
cal s c i e n c e wi th the h e l p of t ex tua l m e d i a t i o n s . T h e c o r e activity is still 
soc ia l d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e o t h e r , h o w e v e r m o d i f i e d by n e w c o n c e p t i o n s 
o f d i s c o u r s e , a u t h o r , o r text . T h e o t h e r for Cl i f ford is t h e a n t h r o p o ­
logica l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f the o t h e r . T h i s m e a n s that Cl i f ford is s i m u l ­
t a n e o u s l y m o r e firmly in c o n t r o l o f his project a n d m o r e parasit ical . 
H e c a n i n v e n t his q u e s t i o n s wi th f e w cons tra int s ; h e m u s t c o n s t a n t l y 
f e e d o f f o t h e r s ' texts . 

T h i s n e w special i ty is current ly in the p r o c e s s of s e l f -de f in i t ion . 
T h e first m o v e in l e g i t i m a t i n g a n e w a p p r o a c h is to c la im it h a s an o b ­
j e c t o f s tudy , p r e f e r a b l y a n i m p o r t a n t o n e , that has p r e v i o u s l y e s c a p e d 
n o t i c e . Parallel to Geertz's c la im that t h e B a l i n e s e w e r e i n t e r p r e t i n g 
t h e i r cock fights as cul tural texts all a l o n g , Cl i f ford a r g u e s that a n ­
t h r o p o l o g i s t s h a v e b e e n e x p e r i m e n t i n g with wr i t ing f o r m s w h e t h e r 
t h e y k n e w it o r no t . T h e in terpre t ive t u r n in a n t h r o p o l o g y h a s m a d e 
its m a r k ( p r o d u c i n g a substantial b o d y o f work a n d a l m o s t e s tab­
l i s h i n g i tse l f as a subspecia l i ty) , but it is still n o t c lear w h e t h e r t h e 
d e c o n s t r u c t i v e - s e m i o t i c turn (an a d m i t t e d l y v a g u e label) is a sa lu tary 
l o o s e n i n g u p , an o p e n i n g for e x c i t i n g n e w work o f m a j o r i m p o r t , o r a 
tactic in the field o f cu l tura l pol i t ics to b e u n d e r s t o o d pr imar i ly in s o ­
c io log i ca l t e r m s . A s it is cer ta in ly t h e first a n d t h e th ird , it is w o r t h a 
c l o s e r e x a m i n a t i o n . 
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c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f s ty le , rhe tor i c , a n d dia lect ic in t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f a n ­
t h r o p o l o g i c a l t ex t s s h o u l d l ead u s to a finer a w a r e n e s s o f o t h e r , m o r e 
i m a g i n a t i v e , w a y s t o wri te . 

C l i f ford s e e m s , h o w e v e r , to b e say ing m o r e t h a n this . Substant ive ly , 
h e a r g u e s that f r o m M a l i n o w s k i o n , a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l au thor i ty has 
r e s t e d o n t w o t e x t u a l l e g s . A n e x p e r i e n t i a l "I was t h e r e " e l e m e n t e s tab­
l i shes t h e u n i q u e author i ty o f t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t ; its s u p p r e s s i o n in 
t h e t e x t e s tab l i shes t h e anthropo log i s t ' s scientif ic a u t h o r i t y . 2 Cl i f ford 
s h o w s u s this d e v i c e at w o r k in Geertz's f a m o u s cockf ight p a p e r : " T h e 
r e s e a r c h p r o c e s s is s e p a r a t e d f r o m the tex t s it g e n e r a t e s a n d f r o m t h e 
fictive w o r l d t h e y are m a d e to call u p . T h e actuality o f d i scurs ive s i tua­
t i o n s a n d i n d i v i d u a l in t er locu tors is filtered out . . . . T h e d ia log ica l , 
s i tua t iona l a s p e c t s o f e t h n o g r a p h i c i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t e n d to b e b a n i s h e d 
f r o m t h e final r e p r e s e n t a t i v e text . N o t ent ire ly b a n i s h e d , o f c o u r s e ; 
t h e r e ex i s t a p p r o v e d t o p o i for t h e portrayal o f the r e s e a r c h p r o c e s s " 
( 1 9 8 3 : 1 3 2 ) . C l i f ford p r e s e n t s Geertz's " a p p e a l i n g fable" as para ­
d i g m a t i c : t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t es tabl i shes that h e was t h e r e a n d t h e n 
d i s a p p e a r s f r o m t h e text . 

W i t h h i s o w n g e n r e Cl i f ford m a k e s a paral le l m o v e . J u s t as G e e r t z 
m a k e s a b o w to se l f -re ferent ia l i ty ( thereby e s tab l i sh i ng o n e d i m e n s i o n 
o f h i s a u t h o r i t y ) a n d t h e n (in t h e n a m e o f sc ience) e v a d e s its c o n s e ­
q u e n c e s , so , t o o , Cl i f ford talks a grea t d e a l a b o u t the ine luctabi l i ty o f 
d i a l o g u e ( t h e r e b y e s tab l i sh ing his author i ty as a n " o p e n " o n e ) , b u t his 
t ex t s a r e n o t t h e m s e l v e s d ia log ic . T h e y are wri t ten in a m o d i f i e d f r e e 
i n d i r e c t style. T h e y e v o k e an "I was t h e r e at the a n t h r o p o l o g y c o n v e n ­
t ion" t o n e , w h i l e cons i s t en t ly m a i n t a i n i n g a F l a u b e r t e a n r e m o v e . B o t h 
G e e r t z a n d Cl i f ford fail t o u s e se l f -referent ia l i ty as a n y t h i n g m o r e 
t h a n a d e v i c e f o r e s tab l i sh ing authori ty . Clifford's te l l ing r e a d i n g o f 
t h e B a l i n e s e cockf igh t as a p a n o p t i c c o n s t r u c t m a k e s this p o i n t p e r ­
suas ive ly , b u t h e h i m s e l f m a k e s t h e s a m e o m i s s i o n o n a n o t h e r l eve l . 
H e r e a d s a n d classif ies, d e s c r i b i n g i n t e n t i o n a n d e s tab l i sh ing a c a n o n ; 
b u t h i s o w n w r i t i n g a n d s i tuat ion are left u n e x a m i n e d . P o i n t i n g o u t 
Clif ford's t ex tua l s tance d o e s not , o f c o u r s e , inva l idate his i n s i g h t s 
(any m o r e t h a n his r e a d i n g o f Malinowski 's t ex tua l m o v e s inva l ida tes 
t h e analys is o f t h e K u l a j . It o n l y s i tuates t h e m . W e h a v e m o v e d back 
f r o m t h e t e n t in t h e T r o b r i a n d s filled wi th nat ives to t h e w r i t i n g d e s k 
in t h e c a m p u s l ibrary. 3 

A n essent ia l m o v e in e s tab l i sh ing d i sc ip l inary o r s u b d i s c i p l i n a r y 
l e g i t i m a c y is c lassi f icat ion. Cl i f ford p r o p o s e s f o u r t y p e s o f a n t h r o -

2. The importance of this double move is one of the central arguments of my Re­
flections on Fieldwork in Morocco (1977). 

3. I would like to thank Arjun Appadurai for his help in clarifying this and other 
points. 

p o l o g i c a l wr i t ing , w h i c h h a v e a p p e a r e d in r o u g h l y c h r o n o l o g i c a l o r ­
d e r . H e o r g a n i z e s his essay " O n E t h n o g r a p h i c A u t h o r i t y " (1983a) 
a r o u n d this p r o g r e s s i o n , but a lso asserts that n o m o d e o f a u t h o r i t y is 
b e t t e r t h a n a n y o t h e r . " T h e m o d e s o f author i ty r e v i e w e d i n th i s e s ­
s a y — e x p e r i e n t i a l , i n t e r p r e t i v e , d ia log ica l , p o l y p h o n i c — a r e avai lable 
to all w r i t e r s o f e t h n o g r a p h i c texts , W e s t e r n a n d n o n - W e s t e r n . N o n e is 
o b s o l e t e , n o n e is p u r e : t h e r e is r o o m for i n v e n t i o n w i t h i n e a c h para­
d i g m " (142) . T h i s c o n c l u s i o n g o e s aga ins t t h e rhe tor i ca l g r a i n o f 
Cli f ford's essay. T h i s t e n s i o n is i m p o r t a n t a n d I shall r e t u r n to it b e l o w . 

Clif ford's m a i n thes i s is that a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l w r i t i n g h a s t e n d e d to 
s u p p r e s s t h e d i a l o g i c d i m e n s i o n o f fieldwork, g i v i n g full c o n t r o l o f 
t h e t e x t t o t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t . T h e b u l k o f Clifford's w o r k h a s b e e n 
d e v o t e d t o s h o w i n g ways in w h i c h this textual e l i m i n a t i o n o f t h e d ia ­
logica l m i g h t b e r e m e d i e d by n e w f o r m s o f wr i t ing . T h i s l e a d s h i m to 
r e a d e x p e r i e n t i a l a n d i n t e r p r e t i v e m o d e s o f wr i t ing as m o n o l o g i c a l , 
l i n k e d in g e n e r a l t e r m s to c o l o n i a l i s m . "Interpre t ive a n t h r o p o l o g y . . . 
in its m a i n s t r e a m real ist s t rands . . . d o e s n o t e s c a p e t h e g e n e r a l stric­
t u r e s o f t h o s e critics o f "colonial" r e p r e s e n t a t i o n w h o , s ince 1950, 
h a v e r e j e c t e d d i s c o u r s e s that por tray t h e cu l tura l real i t ies o f o t h e r 
p e o p l e s w i t h o u t p l a c i n g the ir o w n reality in j e o p a r d y " ( 133) . It w o u l d 
b e e a s y to r e a d this s t a t e m e n t as p r e f e r r i n g s o m e " p a r a d i g m s " to o t h ­
ers . It is p e r f e c t l y poss ib l e that Cl i f ford h i m s e l f is s i m p l y a m b i v a l e n t . 
H o w e v e r , g i v e n h i s o w n i n t e r p r e t i v e c h o i c e s h e c learly d o e s c h a r a c ­
ter ize s o m e m o d e s as " e m e r g e n t " a n d t h e r e b y as t e m p o r a r i l y m o r e 
i m p o r t a n t . U s i n g a g r i d o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n that h i g h l i g h t s t h e s u p p r e s ­
s i o n o f t h e d i a l o g i c , it is h a r d n o t to r e a d t h e his tory o f a n t h r o p o l o g i ­
cal w r i t i n g as a l o o s e p r o g r e s s i o n t o w a r d d ia log ica l a n d p o l y p h o n i c 
textua l i ty . 

H a v i n g cast t h e first t w o m o d e s o f e t h n o g r a p h i c a u t h o r i t y ( e x p e r i ­
ent ia l a n d rea l i s t / in terpret ive ) in large ly n e g a t i v e t e r m s , Cl i f ford m o v e s 
o n t o a m u c h m o r e en thus ias t i c portraya l o f t h e n e x t set (d ia log ic a n d 
h e t e r o g l o s s i c ) . H e says: "Dialogic a n d construct iv i s t p a r a d i g m s t e n d to 
d i s p e r s e o r s h a r e o u t e t h n o g r a p h i c authori ty , wh i l e narrat ives o f ini­
t ia t ion c o n f i r m t h e researcher 's spec ia l c o m p e t e n c e . P a r a d i g m s o f e x ­
p e r i e n c e a n d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n are y i e l d i n g to p a r a d i g m s o f d i s c o u r s e , o f 
d i a l o g u e a n d p o l y p h o n y " (133) . T h e c la im that s u c h m o d e s are tri­
u m p h i n g is e m p i r i c a l l y d u b i o u s ; as R e n a t o R o s a l d o says: " T h e t r o o p s 
a re n o t f o l l o w i n g . " Yet t h e r e is c learly c o n s i d e r a b l e in teres t in s u c h 
m a t t e r s . 

W h a t is d ia log ic? Cl i f ford at first s e e m s to b e u s i n g t h e t e r m in a 
l iteral s e n s e : a t e x t that p r e s e n t s two subjects in d i scurs ive e x c h a n g e . 
Kev in Dwyer ' s "rather l iteral r e c o r d " (134) o f e x c h a n g e s wi th a M o r o c ­
can f a r m e r is t h e first e x a m p l e c i ted o f a "dialogic" text . H o w e v e r , a 
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p a g e la ter , Cl i f ford a d d s : "To say that a n e t h n o g r a p h y is c o m p o s e d o f 
d i s c o u r s e s a n d that its d i f f e r e n t c o m p o n e n t s are d ia log ica l ly r e l a t e d , 
is n o t to say that its t ex tua l f o r m s h o u l d be that o f a l iteral d i a l o g u e " 
( 1 3 5 ) . A l t e r n a t e d e s c r i p t i o n s are g i v e n , but n o final d e f i n i t i o n is ar­
r ived at. C o n s e q u e n t l y t h e genre ' s d e f i n i n g character i s t ics r e m a i n 
u n c l e a r . 

" B u t if i n t e r p r e t i v e au thor i ty is b a s e d o n the e x c l u s i o n o f d ia­
l o g u e , t h e r e v e r s e is a l so t rue: a p u r e l y d ia log ica l au thor i ty r e p r e s s e s 
t h e i n e s c a p a b l e fact o f textual izat ion ," Cl i f ford qu ick ly m o v e s o n to 
r e m i n d us (134) . T h i s is c o n f i r m e d by Dwyer's a d a m a n t d i s t a n c i n g o f 
h i m s e l f f r o m w h a t h e p e r c e i v e s as textual is t t r e n d s in a n t h r o p o l o g y . 
T h e o p p o s i t i o n o f i n t e r p r e t i v e a n d d i a l o g i c is h a r d t o g r a s p — s e v e r a l 
p a g e s later C l i f ford pra i ses t h e m o s t r e n o w n e d r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f h e r -
m e n e u t i c s , H a n s G e o r g G a d a m e r , w h o s e texts cer ta in ly c o n t a i n n o 
d i r e c t d i a l o g u e s , for a s p i r i n g to "radical d i a l o g i s m " (142) . Final ly , 
C l i f ford asserts that d ia log ic texts are , after all, t exts , m e r e l y "repre ­
s e n t a t i o n s " o f d i a l o g u e s . T h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t reta ins h i s o r h e r au­
t h o r i t y as a c o n s t i t u t i n g subject a n d r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f t h e d o m i n a n t 
c u l t u r e . D i a l o g i c t ex t s c a n b e j u s t as s t a g e d a n d c o n t r o l l e d as e x p e r i ­
ent ia l o r i n t e r p r e t i v e texts . T h e m o d e of fers n o textua l g u a r a n t e e s . 

Final ly , b e y o n d d ia log ic texts , lies he t erog lo s s ia : "a c a r n i v a l e s q u e 
a r e n a o f diversi ty ." F o l l o w i n g Mikhai l Bakht in , Cl i f ford p o i n t s to 
Dickens ' s w o r k as a n e x a m p l e o f t h e " p o l y p h o n i c space" that m i g h t 
s e r v e as a m o d e l f o r us . "Dickens , the actor , oral p e r f o r m e r , a n d p o l y -
p h o n i s t , is se t a g a i n s t F laubert , t h e m a s t e r o f author ia l c o n t r o l m o v i n g 
G o d l i k e , a m o n g t h e t h o u g h t s a n d f e e l i n g s o f h i s charac ters . E th ­
n o g r a p h y , l ike t h e n o v e l , wres t les wi th t h e s e a l ternat ives" ( 1 3 7 ) . I f 
d i a l o g i c t ex t s fall p r e y to the evi ls o f to ta l iz ing e t h n o g r a p h i c adjus t ­
m e n t , t h e n p e r h a p s e v e n m o r e radical h e t e r o g l o s s i c o n e s m i g h t not : 
" E t h n o g r a p h y is i n v a d e d by h e t e r o g l o s s i a . I f a c c o r d e d a n a u t o n o ­
m o u s t e x t u a l s p a c e , t ranscr ibed at suff ic ient l e n g t h , i n d i g e n o u s s tate­
m e n t s m a k e s e n s e o n t e r m s d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h o s e o f t h e a r r a n g i n g e t h ­
n o g r a p h e r . . . . T h i s s u g g e s t s a n a l t ernate t ex tua l s trategy , a u t o p i a o f 
p l u r a l a u t h o r s h i p that accords to co l laborators , n o t m e r e l y t h e s tatus 
o f i n d e p e n d e n t e n u n c i a t o r s , b u t that o f writers" (140). 

B u t Cl i f ford i m m e d i a t e l y a d d s : "quotat ions are always s t a g e d by 
t h e q u o t e r . . . a m o r e radical p o l y p h o n y w o u l d o n l y d i s p l a c e e t h ­
n o g r a p h i c author i ty , still c o n f i r m i n g , t h e final, v i r t u o s o o r c h e s t r a t i o n 
by a s i n g l e a u t h o r o f all the d i s c o u r s e s in his or h e r text" (139) . N e w 
f o r m s o f w r i t i n g , n e w textua l e x p e r i m e n t s w o u l d o p e n n e w poss ibi l ­
i t i e s — b u t g u a r a n t e e n o n e . Cl i f ford is u n e a s y a b o u t this . H e m o v e s o n . 
T e m p o r a r i l y en thus ias t i c for d ia log ic , Cl i f ford i m m e d i a t e l y qual i f ies 
h i s pra i s e . H e l e a d s u s o n to h e t e r o g l o s s i a : s e d u c e d — f o r a para-

g r a p h — u n t i l w e s e e that it t o o is, hélas, wr i t ing . Cl i f ford c loses his e s ­
say by p r o c l a i m i n g : "I h a v e a r g u e d that this i m p o s i t i o n o f c o h e r e n c e 
o n a n u n r u l y t e x t u a l p r o c e s s is n o w , ine scapab ly a m a t t e r o f s t ra teg i c 
c h o i c e " (142) . 

Clifford's p r e s e n t a t i o n c learly of fers a p r o g r e s s i o n e v e n if, by t h e 
e n d o f t h e essay, it is a p u r e l y d e c i s i o n i s t o n e . H o w e v e r , C l i f f o r d e x ­
pl icit ly d e n i e s a n y h ierarchy . At first I t h o u g h t this was m e r e i n c o n s i s ­
tency , o r a m b i v a l e n c e , o r the e m b o d i m e n t o f a n u n r e s o l v e d b u t crea ­
t ive t e n s i o n . I n o w t h i n k that Cl i f ford, l ike e v e r y o n e e l s e , is "dans 
le vrai." W e are at a d i scurs ive m o m e n t in w h i c h t h e author's i n t e n ­
t i o n s h a v e b e e n e l i m i n a t e d or u n d e r p l a y e d in r e c e n t critical t h o u g h t . 
R a t h e r , w e h a v e b e e n l e d to q u e s t i o n t h e s t r u c t u r e s a n d c o n t o u r s o f 
v a r i o u s m o d e s o f w r i t i n g p e r se. Fredr ic J a m e s o n has i d e n t i f i e d vari­
o u s e l e m e n t s o f p o s t - m o d e r n wr i t ing (e .g . , its refusal o f h i erarchy , its 
flattening o f h i s tory , its u s e o f i m a g e s ) in a m a n n e r that s e e m s t o fit 
Cl i f ford's p r o j e c t q u i t e c lose ly . 

From Modernism to Post-Modernism 
in Anthropology 

F r e d r i c J a m e s o n , in his " P o s t m o d e r n i s m a n d C o n s u m e r S o ­
ciety" (1983) , o f fers us s o m e u s e f u l s tart ing p o i n t s to s i tuate r e c e n t 
d e v e l o p m e n t s in a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l a n d m e t a - a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l wr i t ing . 
W i t h o u t s e e k i n g a u n i v o c a l de f in i t i on o f p o s t - m o d e r n i s m , J a m e s o n 
d e l i m i t s t h e s c o p e o f t h e t e r m by p r o p o s i n g a n u m b e r o f key e l e ­
m e n t s : its h is tor ica l l oca t ion , its u s e o f pas t i che , t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f 
i m a g e s . 

J a m e s o n loca tes p o s t - m o d e r n i s m cultural ly a n d his tor ical ly n o t 
j u s t as a stylistic t e r m b u t as a p e r i o d m a r k e r . B y so d o i n g h e s e e k s to 
i so la te a n d c o r r e l a t e f ea tures o f cu l tura l p r o d u c t i o n in t h e 1960s w i t h 
o t h e r social a n d e c o n o m i c t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s . T h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f a n a ­
lytic cr i ter ia a n d the ir corre la t ion wi th s o c i o e c o n o m i c c h a n g e s is v e r y 
p r e l i m i n a r y in J a m e s o n ' s a c c o u n t , l ittle m o r e t h a n a p lace m a r k e r . 
H o w e v e r , it is w o r t h m a r k i n g t h e p lace . Late capi ta l i sm is d e f i n e d by 

J a m e s o n as t h e m o m e n t w h e n "the last ves t iges o f N a t u r e w h i c h sur­
v i v e d o n i n t o classical capi ta l i sm are at last e l i m i n a t e d : n a m e l y t h e 
t h i r d w o r l d a n d t h e u n c o n s c i o u s . T h e 60s will t h e n h a v e b e e n t h e m o ­
m e n t o u s t r a n s f o r m a t i o n a l p e r i o d in w h i c h this sys temic r e s t r u c t u r i n g 
takes p l a c e o n a g loba l scale" (207). T h i s is n o t t h e p lace to d e f e n d o r 
cri t ic ize J a m e s o n ' s p e r i o d i z a t i o n , w h i c h h e r e c o g n i z e s as p r o v i s i o n a l . 
Let u s s i m p l y n o t e that it g ives us the possibi l i ty o f d i s c u s s i n g c h a n g e s 
in r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l f o r m s wi th in a c o n t e x t o f W e s t e r n d e v e l o p m e n t s 
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d e f i n i t i o n o f L y o t a r d ( 1 9 7 9 ) — t h e e n d o f m e t a n a r r a t i v e s — J a m e s o n 
d e f i n e s its s e c o n d e l e m e n t as pas t i che . T h e d ic t ionary d e f i n i t i o n — 
" (1) A n artistic c o m p o s i t i o n d r a w n f r o m several s o u r c e s , (2) a h o d g e 
p o d g e " — i s n o t suff ic ient . P o u n d , f o r e x a m p l e , d r e w f r o m severa l 
s o u r c e s . J a m e s o n is p o i n t i n g at a u s e o f pas t i che that h a s lost its n o r ­
m a t i v e m o o r i n g s , w h i c h sees the j u m b l i n g o f e l e m e n t s as all t h e r e is. 
H o d g e p o d g e is d e f i n e d as "a j u m b l e d m i x t u r e , " b u t it c o m e s f r o m t h e 
F r e n c h hochepot, a stew, a n d t h e r e i n l ies t h e d i f f e r e n c e . 

J o y c e , H e m i n g w a y , Woolf , et al. b e g a n wi th t h e c o n c e i t o f a n in te -
r i o r i z e d a n d d i s t inc t ive subject ivity that b o t h d r e w f r o m a n d s t o o d at a 
d i s t a n c e f r o m n o r m a l s p e e c h a n d ident i ty . T h e r e was "a l inguis t ic 
n o r m in c o n t r a s t to w h i c h t h e styles o f the grea t m o d e r n i s t s " ( J a m e ­
s o n 1983 : 1 1 4 ) c o u l d b e a t tacked or pra i s ed , but in e i t h e r case g a u g e d . 
B u t w h a t i f this t e n s i o n b e t w e e n b o u r g e o i s n o r m a l i t y a n d t h e m o d ­
ernis t s ' stylistic l imit t e s t ing c r a c k e d , y i e l d i n g to a social real ity in 
w h i c h w e h a d n o t h i n g b u t "stylistic d ivers i ty a n d h e t e r o g e n e i t y " w i t h ­
o u t t h e a s s u m p t i o n ( h o w e v e r contes tab le ) of relat ively s table i d e n t i t y 
o r l ingu i s t i c n o r m s ? U n d e r s u c h c o n d i t i o n s , t h e c o n t e s t a t o r y s t a n c e o f 
t h e m o d e r n i s t s w o u l d l o s e its force : "All that is left is to imi ta te d e a d 
styles , t o s p e a k t h r o u g h t h e m a s k s a n d with t h e vo ices o f t h e styles in 
t h e i m a g i n a r y m u s e u m . B u t this m e a n s that c o n t e m p o r a r y o r pos t ­
m o d e r n i s t art is g o i n g t o b e a b o u t art itself in a n e w k i n d o f way; e v e n 
m o r e , it m e a n s that o n e o f its e s sent ia l m e s s a g e s will i n v o l v e t h e n e c e s ­
sary f a i l u r e o f art a n d the aes thet ic , t h e fa i lure o f t h e n e w , t h e i m ­
p r i s o n m e n t in t h e past" ( 1 1 5 — 1 6 ) . It s e e m s to m e that this i m p r i s o n ­
m e n t in t h e pas t is q u i t e d i f f e r e n t f r o m his tor ic i sm. P o s t - m o d e r n i s m 
m o v e s b e y o n d t h e (what n o w s e e m s to b e an a l m o s t c o m f o r t i n g ) e s ­
t r a n g e m e n t o f h i s tor i c i sm, w h i c h l o o k e d , f r o m a d i s tance , at o t h e r 
c u l t u r e s as w h o l e s . T h e dialect ic o f se l f a n d o t h e r m a y h a v e p r o d u c e d 
a n a l i e n a t e d r e l a t i o n s h i p , b u t it was o n e wi th de f inab le n o r m s , ident i ­
t ies , a n d r e l a t i o n s . T o d a y , b e y o n d e s t r a n g e m e n t a n d re la t iv i sm, l ies 
p a s t i c h e . 

T o e x e m p l i f y this , J a m e s o n d e v e l o p s a n analysis o f nos ta lg ia films. 
C o n t e m p o r a r y n o s t a l g i a films s u c h as Chinatown o r Body Heat a re 
c h a r a c t e r i z e d by a "re trospec t ive styl ing," d u b b e d "la mode rétro" by 
F r e n c h crit ics . A s o p p o s e d to tradi t ional historical films w h i c h s e e k t o 
r e c r e a t e t h e fiction o f a n o t h e r a g e as o t h e r , "mode rétro" f i lms s e e k to 
e v o k e a f e e l i n g t o n e t h r o u g h the u s e o f prec i s e artifacts a n d stylistic 
d e v i c e s that b l u r t e m p o r a l b o u n d a r i e s . J a m e s o n p o i n t s o u t that r e c e n t 
n o s t a l g i a films o f t e n take p lace in t h e p r e s e n t (or, as in the case o f 
Star Wars, in t h e f u t u r e ) . A p r o l i f e r a t i o n o f m e t a r e f e r e n c e s to o t h e r 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s f lat tens a n d e m p t i e s the ir c o n t e n t s . O n e o f t h e i r c h i e f 
d e v i c e s is to d r a w heav i ly o n o l d e r p lots : " T h e a l lus ive a n d e l u s i v e 

that l e a d f o r w a r d to the p r e s e n t s i tuat ion o f t h o s e wr i t ing t h e d e s c r i p ­
t i ons n o t in a b a c k w a r d - l o o k i n g m o d e e s tab l i sh ing t ex tua l c o n n e c t i o n s 
w i t h wr i t ers in very d i f f e r e n t c o n t e x t s , w h i c h f r e q u e n t l y e l i d e di f fer­
e n c e s . For this r e a s o n , l e t us a d o p t it as heuris t ic . 

T h e v a r i o u s p o s t - m o d e r n i s m s f o r m i n g in t h e s ixt ies s u r f a c e d , at 
least in p a r t , as a re a c t ion aga ins t t h e earl ier m o d e r n i s t m o v e m e n t s . 
Class ical m o d e r n i s m , to use a n e x p r e s s i o n that is n o l o n g e r o x y -
m o r o n i c , a r o s e in t h e c o n t e x t o f h i g h capitalist a n d b o u r g e o i s soc ie ty 
a n d s t o o d a g a i n s t it: "it e m e r g e d wi th in t h e b u s i n e s s soc i e ty o f t h e 
g i l d e d a g e as s c a n d a l o u s a n d o f f e n s i v e to t h e m i d d l e class p u b l i c — 
ug ly , d i s s o n a n t , s e x u a l l y s h o c k i n g . . . . subvers ive" (124) . J a m e s o n 
c o n t r a s t s t h e s u b v e r s i v e m o d e r n i s t t u r n o f t h e ear ly t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y 
w i t h t h e f la t t en ing , react ive n a t u r e o f p o s t - m o d e r n c u l t u r e : 

Those formerly subversive and embattled styles—Abstract Expressionism; 
the great modernist poetry of Pound, Eliot or Wallace Stevens; the Inter­
national Style (Le Corbusier, Frank Lloyd Wright, Mies); Stravinsky; Joyce, 
Proust and Mann—felt to be scandalous or shocking by our grandparents 
are, for the generation which arrives at the gate in the ig6o's, felt to be the 
establishment and the enemy—dead, stifling, canonical, the reified monu­
ments one has to destroy to do anything new. This means that there will be as 
many different forms of postmodernism as there were high modernisms in 
place, since the former are at least initially specific and local reactions against 
those models . ( 1 1 1 - 1 2 ) 

J a m e s o n , n o t u n l i k e H a b e r m a s (1983), c learly th inks t h e r e w e r e i m ­
p o r t a n t critical e l e m e n t s in m o d e r n i s m . A l t h o u g h t h e y w o u l d p r o b a ­
bly d i f f er o n w h a t t h e y w e r e , t h e y w o u l d a g r e e that in a n i m p o r t a n t 
s e n s e t h e p r o j e c t o f m o d e r n i t y is u n f i n i s h e d , a n d certa in o f its fea­
t u r e s (its a t t e m p t to b e critical, secu lar , anti-capital ist , rat ional ) are 
w o r t h s t r e n g t h e n i n g . 

I w o u l d a d d that if it arose in t h e i g6os in part as a r e a c t i o n t o t h e 
a c a d e m i c c a n o n i z a t i o n o f the grea t m o d e r n i s t artists, p o s t - m o d e r n i s m , 
m o v i n g quickly , has i tself s u c c e e d e d in e n t e r i n g t h e a c a d e m y in t h e 
1980s. It h a s success fu l ly d o m e s t i c a t e d a n d p a c k a g e d i tself t h r o u g h 
t h e p r o l i f e r a t i o n o f classif icatory s c h e m e s , t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f c a n o n s , 
t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f h i e r a r c h i e s , b l u n t i n g o f o f f e n s i v e b e h a v i o r , ac­
q u i e s c e n c e to un ivers i ty n o r m s . J u s t as t h e r e are n o w art ga l l er i e s f o r 
graffiti in N e w York, so , t o o , t h e r e are t h e s e s b e i n g w r i t t e n o n graffiti , 
b r e a k d a n c i n g , a n d so o n , in the m o s t a v a n t - g a r d e d e p a r t m e n t s . E v e n 
t h e S o r b o n n e has a c c e p t e d a thes is o n Dav id B o w i e . 4 

W h a t is p o s t - m o d e r n i s m ? T h e first e l e m e n t is its h is tor ical l o c a t i o n 
as a c o u n t e r - r e a c t i o n to m o d e r n i s m . G o i n g b e y o n d t h e by n o w "classic" 
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t ices e i t h e r . I f w e a t t e m p t to e l i m i n a t e social re ferent ia l i ty , o t h e r 
r e f e r e n t s will o c c u p y t h e v o i d e d p o s i t i o n . T h u s t h e r e p l y o f D w y e r ' s 
M o r o c c a n i n f o r m a n t ( w h e n a s k e d w h i c h part o f the ir d i a l o g u e h a d 
i n t e r e s t e d h i m mos t ) that h e h a d n o t b e e n i n t e r e s t e d in a s i n g l e q u e s ­
t i on a s k e d by D w y e r is n o t t r o u b l i n g as l o n g as o t h e r a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s 
r e a d t h e b o o k a n d i n c l u d e it in the ir d i s c o u r s e . B u t o b v i o u s l y n e i t h e r 
D w y e r n o r Cl i f ford w o u l d b e satisf ied wi th that r e s p o n s e . T h e i r i n t e n ­
t i o n s a n d t h e i r d i s c o u r s e s trateg ies d i v e r g e . It is t h e latter that s e e m to 
h a v e g o n e astray. 

Interpretive Communities, Power Relations, Ethics 
The young conservatives . . . claim as their own the revelations of a 
decentering subjectivity, emancipated from the imperatives of work and 
usefulness, and with this experience they step outside the modern world. 
. . . They remove into the sphere of the far-away and the archaic the 
spontaneous powers of imagination, self-experience and emotion. 

JÜRGEN HABERMAS, "Modernity—An Incomplete Project" 

A var ie ty o f i m p o r t a n t w r i t i n g in t h e past d e c a d e h a s e x p l o r e d 
t h e his tor ical re la t ions b e t w e e n w o r l d macropo l i t i c s a n d a n t h r o p o l o g y : 
T h e West vs . T h e Rest; I m p e r i a l i s m ; C o l o n i a l i s m ; N e o - C o l o n i a l i s m . 
W o r k r a n g i n g f r o m Talal A s a d o n co lon ia l i sm a n d a n t h r o p o l o g y to 
E d w a r d Sa id o n W e s t e r n d i s c o u r s e a n d t h e o t h e r h a v e p u t t h e s e q u e s ­
t i ons s q u a r e l y o n t h e a g e n d a o f c o n t e m p o r a r y d e b a t e . H o w e v e r , as 
Tala l A s a d p o i n t s o u t in his p a p e r for this v o l u m e , this by n o m e a n s 
i m p l i e s that t h e s e macropo l i t i ca l e c o n o m i c c o n d i t i o n s h a v e b e e n s ig­
n i f icant ly a f f e c t e d by w h a t g o e s o n in a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l d e b a t e s . W e a lso 
n o w k n o w a g o o d d e a l a b o u t the re la t ions o f p o w e r a n d d i s c o u r s e that 
o b t a i n b e t w e e n t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t a n d t h e p e o p l e wi th w h o m h e / s h e 
w o r k s . B o t h t h e m a c r o - a n d m i c r o r e l a t i o n s o f p o w e r a n d d i s c o u r s e 
b e t w e e n a n t h r o p o l o g y a n d its o t h e r are at last o p e n to inquiry . W e 
k n o w s o m e o f t h e q u e s t i o n s w o r t h a s k i n g a n d h a v e m a d e a s k i n g t h e m 
p a r t o f t h e disc ipl ine's a g e n d a . 

T h e m e t a r e f l e c t i o n s o n t h e crisis o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n in e t h n o ­
g r a p h i c w r i t i n g i n d i c a t e a shift away f r o m c o n c e n t r a t i n g o n re la t ions 
w i t h o t h e r c u l t u r e s to a ( n o n t h e m a t i z e d ) c o n c e r n wi th t rad i t ions o f 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , a n d m e t a t r a d i t i o n s o f m e t a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s , in o u r 
c u l t u r e . I h a v e b e e n u s i n g Clifford's m e t a p o s i t i o n as a t o u c h s t o n e . H e 
is n o t t a l k i n g pr imar i ly a b o u t re la t ions wi th the o t h e r , e x c e p t as m e d i ­
a t e d t h r o u g h h is centra l analyt ic c o n c e r n , d i scurs ive t r o p e s , a n d 
s t r a t e g i e s . T h i s h a s t a u g h t us i m p o r t a n t t h i n g s . I h a v e c l a i m e d , h o w ­
e v e r , that this a p p r o a c h c o n t a i n s a n i n t e r e s t i n g b l ind spot , a re fusa l o f 

p l a g i a r i s m o f o l d e r p lots is, o f c o u r s e , a lso a f e a t u r e o f pas t i che" ( 1 1 7 ) . 
T h e s e films f u n c t i o n n o t so m u c h to d e n y the p r e s e n t b u t to b l u r t h e 
spec i f ic i ty o f t h e past , to c o n f u s e the l ine b e t w e e n past a n d p r e s e n t (or 
f u t u r e ) as d i s t inc t p e r i o d s . W h a t t h e s e films d o is r e p r e s e n t o u r r e p r e ­
s e n t a t i o n s o f o t h e r eras . "If t h e r e is any rea l i sm left h e r e , it is a 'real­
i sm' w h i c h s p r i n g s f r o m the shock o f g r a s p i n g that c o n f i n e m e n t a n d 
o f r e a l i z i n g that , for w h a t e v e r pecu l iar r e a s o n s , w e s e e m c o n d e m n e d 
to s e e k t h e h is tor ica l past t h r o u g h o u r o w n p o p i m a g e s a n d s t e r e o ­
t y p e s a b o u t that past , w h i c h i tself r e m a i n s f o r e v e r o u t o f r e a c h " ( 1 1 8 ) . 
T h i s , it s e e m s t o m e , d e s c r i b e s a n a p p r o a c h that sees s trateg ic c h o i c e 
o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s as its m a i n p r o b l e m . 

A l t h o u g h J a m e s o n is wr i t ing a b o u t historical c o n s c i o u s n e s s , t h e 
s a m e t r e n d is p r e s e n t in e t h n o g r a p h i c wr i t ing: i n t e r p r e t i v e a n t h r o ­
p o l o g i s t s w o r k w i t h t h e p r o b l e m o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f o t h e r s ' r e p r e ­
s e n t a t i o n s , h i s tor ians a n d metacr i t ics o f a n t h r o p o l o g y wi th t h e classi­
fication, c a n o n i z a t i o n , a n d " m a k i n g available" o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s . T h e historical f la t t en ing f o u n d in 
t h e p a s t i c h e o f n o s t a l g i a films r e a p p e a r s in the m e t a - e t h n o g r a p h i c 
f l a t t e n i n g that m a k e s all the world's cu l tures pract i t ioners o f textual i ty . 
T h e de ta i l s in t h e s e narrat ives are prec i se , the i m a g e s e v o c a t i v e , t h e 
n e u t r a l i t y e x e m p l a r y , a n d t h e m o d e rétro. 

T h e final f e a t u r e o f p o s t - m o d e r n i s m for J a m e s o n is "textual ity." 
D r a w i n g o n L a c a n i a n i d e a s a b o u t s c h i z o p h r e n i a , J a m e s o n p o i n t s t o 
o n e o f t h e d e f i n i n g character is t ics o f t h e t ex tua l m o v e m e n t as t h e 
b r e a k d o w n o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n s ignif iers: " s c h i z o p h r e n i a is a n 
e x p e r i e n c e o f i so la ted , d i s c o n n e c t e d , d i s c o n t i n u o u s mater ia l s igni f iers 
w h i c h fail to l ink u p i n t o a c o h e r e n t s e q u e n c e . . . a s igni f ier that h a s 
los t its s i gn i f i ed h a s t h e r e b y b e e n t r a n s f o r m e d in to a n i m a g e " (120) . 
A l t h o u g h t h e u s e o f the t e r m schizophrenic o b s c u r e s m o r e t h a n it il­
l u m i n a t e s , t h e p o i n t is te l l ing . O n c e the s ignif ier is f r e e d f r o m a c o n ­
c e r n w i t h its r e la t ion to a n e x t e r n a l r e f e r e n t it d o e s n o t f loat f r e e o f 
a n y re f eren t ia l i t y at all; ra ther , its r e f e r e n t b e c o m e s o t h e r t ex t s , o t h e r 
i m a g e s . For J a m e s o n , p o s t - m o d e r n texts (he is ta lk ing a b o u t L a n ­
g u a g e p o e t s ) paral le l this m o v e : " T h e i r r e f e r e n t s are o t h e r i m a g e s , 
a n o t h e r text , a n d t h e uni ty o f the p o e m is n o t in t h e t e x t at all b u t 
o u t s i d e it in t h e b o u n d un i ty o f a n absent book" (123) . W e are back 
at t h e "Fantasia o f t h e Library," this t i m e n o t as bi t ter p a r o d y b u t as 
c e l e b r a t o r y p a s t i ch e . 

O b v i o u s l y this d o e s noe m e a n that w e c a n so lve t h e c u r r e n t crisis 
o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n by fiat. A r e t u r n t o ear l ier m o d e s o f u n s e l f c o n s c i o u s 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n is n o t a c o h e r e n t p o s i t i o n ( a l t h o u g h t h e n e w s h a s n o t 
y e t a r r i v e d in m o s t a n t h r o p o l o g y d e p a r t m e n t s ) . B u t w e c a n n o t s o l v e it 
b y i g n o r i n g t h e re la t ions o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l f o r m s a n d social prac -
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se l f - re f l ec t ion . Fredr ic J a m e s o n ' s analys is o f p o s t - m o d e r n c u l t u r e was 
i n t r o d u c e d as a k i n d o f a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e o n this cu l tura l 
d e v e l o p m e n t . R i g h t o r w r o n g ( m o r e r ight t h a n w r o n g in m y v i ew) , 
J a m e s o n s u g g e s t s ways o f t h i n k i n g a b o u t t h e a p p e a r a n c e o f this n e w 
crisis o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n as a historical e v e n t wi th its o w n specif ic h i s tor ­
ical c o n s t r a i n t s . Said a n o t h e r way, J a m e s o n e n a b l e s us to s e e that in 
i m p o r t a n t ways n o t s h a r e d by o t h e r critical s tances ( w h i c h h a v e t h e i r 
o w n character i s t i c b l i n d spots ) the p o s t - m o d e r n i s t is b l i n d to h e r o w n 
s i t u a t i o n a n d s i t u a t e d n e s s b e c a u s e , q u a p o s t - m o d e r n i s t , s h e is c o m ­
m i t t e d t o a d o c t r i n e o f partiality a n d f lux for w h i c h e v e n s u c h t h i n g s 
as one 's o w n s i tuat ion are so u n s t a b l e , so w i t h o u t ident i ty , that t h e y 
c a n n o t s e r v e as objects o f s u s t a i n e d re f l ec t ion . 5 P o s t - m o d e r n i s t p a s t i c h e 
is b o t h a critical p o s i t i o n a n d a d i m e n s i o n o f o u r c o n t e m p o r a r y w o r l d . 
J a m e s o n ' s analys is h e l p s u s to es tabl i sh a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the ir i n ­
t e r c o n n e c t i o n s , t h e r e b y a v o i d i n g b o t h nos ta lg ia a n d t h e m i s t a k e o f 
u n i v e r s a l i z i n g o r o n t o l o g i z i n g a very part icular historical s i tua t ion . 

I n m y o p i n i o n , t h e s takes in r e c e n t d e b a t e s a b o u t w r i t i n g are n o t 
d irec t ly pol i t ical in t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l s e n s e o f t h e t e r m . I h a v e a r g u e d 
e l s e w h e r e (1985) that w h a t pol i t ics is i n v o l v e d is a c a d e m i c pol i t ics , a n d 
that this l eve l o f pol i t ics has n o t b e e n e x p l o r e d . T h e w o r k o f P i erre 
B o u r d i e u is h e l p f u l in p o s i n g q u e s t i o n s a b o u t t h e pol i t ics o f c u l t u r e 
(1984a, b ) . B o u r d i e u has t a u g h t us to ask in w h a t field o f p o w e r , a n d 
f r o m w h a t p o s i t i o n in that field, any g i v e n a u t h o r wri tes . H i s n e w so ­
c i o l o g y o f cu l tura l p r o d u c t i o n d o e s n o t seek to r e d u c e k n o w l e d g e t o 
social p o s i t i o n o r i n t e r e s t p e r se but , ra ther , to p lace all o f t h e s e vari­
ables w i t h i n t h e c o m p l e x c o n s t r a i n t s — B o u r d i e u ' s habitus—within 
w h i c h t h e y are p r o d u c e d a n d r e c e i v e d . B o u r d i e u is part icular ly a t t en ­
t ive to s t ra teg i e s o f cu l tura l p o w e r that a d v a n c e t h r o u g h d e n y i n g t h e i r 
a t t a c h m e n t t o i m m e d i a t e polit ical e n d s a n d t h e r e b y a c c u m u l a t e b o t h 
s y m b o l i c capita l a n d "h igh" structural pos i t ion . 

B o u r d i e u ' s w o r k w o u l d l ead us to s u s p e c t that c o n t e m p o r a r y aca­
d e m i c p r o c l a m a t i o n s o f ant i - co lon ia l i sm, w h i l e a d m i r a b l e , are n o t t h e 
w h o l e story. T h e s e p r o c l a m a t i o n s m u s t b e s e e n as pol i t ical m o v e s 
w i t h i n t h e a c a d e m i c c o m m u n i t y . N e i t h e r Cl i f ford n o r any o f t h e res t 
o f us is w r i t i n g in t h e late 1950s. H i s a u d i e n c e s are n e i t h e r c o l o n i a l 
off icers n o r t h o s e w o r k i n g u n d e r t h e aeg i s o f co lon ia l p o w e r . O u r p o ­
litical field is m o r e famil iar: t h e a c a d e m y in t h e 1980s. H e n c e , t h o u g h 
n o t e x a c t l y fa l se , s i tua t ing the crisis o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n w i t h i n t h e c o n ­
text o f t h e r u p t u r e o f d e c o l o n i z a t i o n is, g i v e n t h e way it is h a n d l e d , 
1 >asically b e s i d e t h e po in t . It is t rue to the e x t e n t that a n t h r o p o l o g y is 
cer ta in ly ref lect ive o f t h e c o u r s e o f l arger w o r l d e v e n t s , a n d specif i ­

er,. I would like to thank James Faubion for this point. 
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cally o f c h a n g i n g historical re la t ions wi th t h e g r o u p s it s t u d i e s . A s s e r t ­
i n g that n e w e t h n o g r a p h i c wr i t ing e m e r g e d b e c a u s e o f d e c o l o n i z a ­
t i o n , h o w e v e r , l eaves o u t prec i se ly t h o s e m e d i a t i o n s that w o u l d m a k e 
h is tor ica l s e n s e o f the p r e s e n t object o f s tudy. 

O n e is l e d to c o n s i d e r t h e pol i t ics o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n in t h e a c a d e m y 
today . A s k i n g w h e t h e r l o n g e r , d i spers ive , m u l t i - a u t h o r e d t ex t s w o u l d 
y i e l d t e n u r e m i g h t s e e m petty. B u t t h o s e are the d i m e n s i o n s o f p o w e r 
r e l a t i o n s to w h i c h N i e t z s c h e e x h o r t e d us to b e s c r u p u l o u s l y a t t ent ive . 
T h e r e c a n b e n o d o u b t o f t h e e x i s t e n c e a n d i n f l u e n c e o f this t y p e o f 
p o w e r r e l a t i o n in t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f texts . W e o w e t h e s e less g l a m ­
o r o u s , i f m o r e i m m e d i a t e l y c o n s t r a i n i n g , c o n d i t i o n s m o r e a t t e n t i o n . 
T h e t a b o o a g a i n s t s p e c i f y i n g t h e m is m u c h g r e a t e r t h a n t h e s tr ic tures 
a g a i n s t d e n o u n c i n g c o l o n i a l i s m ; an a n t h r o p o l o g y o f a n t h r o p o l o g y 
w o u l d i n c l u d e t h e m . J u s t as t h e r e was f o r m e r l y a d i s curs ive k n o t 
p r e v e n t i n g d i s c u s s i o n o f exact ly t h o s e fieldwork pract ices that d e ­
fined t h e a u t h o r i t y o f t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t , w h i c h has n o w b e e n u n t i e d 
( R a b i n o w 1 9 7 7 ) , so , t o o , t h e m i c r o p r a c t i c e s o f t h e a c a d e m y m i g h t w e l l 
d o w i t h s o m e scrut iny . 

A n o t h e r w a y o f p o s i n g this p r o b l e m is to r e f e r t o "corr idor talk." 
For m a n y y e a r s , a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s i n f o r m a l l y d i s c u s s e d fieldwork e x p e ­
r i e n c e s a m o n g t h e m s e l v e s . G o s s i p a b o u t a n anthropo log i s t ' s field e x ­
p e r i e n c e s w a s a n i m p o r t a n t c o m p o n e n t o f that person's r e p u t a t i o n . 
B u t s u c h m a t t e r s w e r e not , unt i l recent ly , wr i t t en a b o u t "seriously." It 
r e m a i n s in t h e c o r r i d o r s a n d faculty c lubs . B u t w h a t c a n n o t b e p u b ­
licly d i s c u s s e d c a n n o t b e a n a l y z e d o r r e b u t t e d . T h o s e d o m a i n s t h a t 
c a n n o t b e a n a l y z e d o r r e f u t e d , a n d ye t are direct ly centra l to h i e r a r ­
chy , s h o u l d n o t b e r e g a r d e d as i n n o c e n t or i rre levant . W e k n o w t h a t 
o n e o f t h e m o s t c o m m o n tactics o f a n el i te g r o u p is to r e f u s e to d is ­
c u s s — t o label as v u l g a r o r u n i n t e r e s t i n g — i s s u e s that are u n c o m f o r t ­
ab le f o r t h e m . W h e n c o r r i d o r talk a b o u t fieldwork b e c o m e s d i s c o u r s e , 
w e l e a r n a g o o d dea l . M o v i n g t h e c o n d i t i o n s o f p r o d u c t i o n o f a n t h r o ­
p o l o g i c a l k n o w l e d g e o u t o f t h e d o m a i n o f g o s s i p — w h e r e it r e m a i n s 
t h e p r o p e r t y o f t h o s e a r o u n d to h e a r i t — i n t o that o f k n o w l e d g e 
w o u l d b e a s t e p in t h e r ight d i rec t i on . 

M y w a g e r is that l o o k i n g at t h e c o n d i t i o n s u n d e r w h i c h p e o p l e are 
h i r e d , g i v e n t e n u r e , p u b l i s h e d , a w a r d e d grants , a n d f e t e d w o u l d re ­
p a y t h e e f f o r t . 6 H o w has t h e "decons truct ion i s t" w a v e d i f f e r e d f r o m 
t h e o t h e r m a j o r t r e n d in t h e a c a d e m y in t h e past d e c a d e — f e m i n i s m ? 7 

H o w a r e c a r e e r s m a d e n o w ? H o w are careers d e s t r o y e d n o w ? W h a t 

6. Martin Finkelstein (1984) presents a valuable summary of some of these issues 
as seen in the social sciences. 

7. These issues are being explored in an important doctoral thesis being written 
by Deborah Gordon at the University of California, Santa Cruz. 
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Stop Making Sense: Dialogue and Identity 

M a r i l y n S t r a t h e r n , in a very c h a l l e n g i n g p a p e r (1984) , "Dis­
l o d g i n g a W o r l d V i e w : C h a l l e n g e a n d C o u n t e r - C h a l l e n g e in t h e Re la ­
t i o n s h i p B e t w e e n F e m i n i s m a n d A n t h r o p o l o g y , " has t a k e n a n i m p o r ­
t a n t s t e p in s i tua t ing the s trategy o f r e c e n t textual i s t wr i t ing t h r o u g h a 
c o m p a r i s o n w i t h r e c e n t w o r k by a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l f emin i s t s . S t r a t h e r n 
m a k e s a d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n f e m i n i s t a n t h r o p o l o g y , an a n t h r o p o l o g i ­
cal s u b d i s c i p l i n e c o n t r i b u t i n g to the discipl ine's a d v a n c e m e n t , a n d a n 
a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l f e m i n i s m w h o s e a i m is to bu i ld a f e m i n i s t c o m m u n i t y , 
o n e w h o s e p r e m i s e s a n d goa l s d i f fer f r o m , a n d are o p p o s e d to , a n ­
t h r o p o l o g y . I n t h e latter e n t e r p r i s e , d i f f e r e n c e a n d c o n f l i c t — a s h is ­
torical c o n d i t i o n s o f ident i ty a n d k n o w l e d g e — a r e t h e v a l o r i z e d t e r m s , 
n o t s c i e n c e a n d h a r m o n y . 

S t r a t h e r n ref lects o n h e r a n n o y a n c e w h e n a s e n i o r m a l e c o l l e a g u e 
p r a i s e d f e m i n i s t a n t h r o p o l o g y for e n r i c h i n g t h e d i sc ip l ine . H e sa id: 
"Let a t h o u s a n d flowers b l o o m . " S h e says: " I n d e e d it is t r u e in g e n e r a l 
that f e m i n i s t cr i t ique has e n r i c h e d a n t h r o p o l o g y — o p e n e d u p n e w 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g s o f i d e o l o g y , the c o n s t r u c t i o n o f s y m b o l i c s y s t e m s , re ­
s o u r c e m a n a g e m e n t , p r o p e r t y c o n c e p t s , a n d so o n . " A n t h r o p o l o g y , in 
its re la t ive o p e n n e s s a n d ec lec t ic i sm, has i n t e g r a t e d t h e s e scienti f ic a d ­
v a n c e s , at first re luctant ly , n o w eager ly . S t ra thern , d r a w i n g o n Kuhn' s 
m u c h - u s e d p a r a d i g m c o n c e p t , p o i n t s o u t that this is h o w n o r m a l 
s c i e n c e w o r k s . Yet the "let a t h o u s a n d flowers b l o o m " t o l e r a n c e p r o ­
d u c e d a s e n s e o f u n e a s e ; later, S t r a t h e r n rea l i zed that h e r u n e a s e 
s t e m m e d f r o m a s e n s e that f emin i s t s s h o u l d b e l a b o r i n g in o t h e r 
fields, n o t a d d i n g flowers to an thropo logy ' s . 

S t r a t h e r n d i s tances h e r o w n pract ice f r o m t h e n o r m a l s c i e n c e 
m o d e l in t w o ways . First, s h e c la ims that social a n d natura l s c i e n c e a r e 
d i f f e r e n t : "not s imply [because ] w i t h i n any o n e d i sc ip l ine o n e finds d i ­
ver se ' schools ' (also true in sc ience) but that the ir p r e m i s e s are c o n ­
s t r u c t e d c o m p e t i t i v e l y in re la t ion to o n e a n o t h e r . " S e c o n d , this c o m ­
p e t i t i o n d o e s n o t t u r n o n e p i s t e m o l o g i c a ! i s sues a l o n e , b u t u l t i m a t e l y 
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o n pol i t ica l a n d ethica l d i f f e r e n c e s . I n his essay, "What M a k e s a n I n ­
t e r p r e t a t i o n A c c e p t a b l e ? " (1980), S tan ley Fish m a k e s a s imi lar p o i n t 
(albeit to a d v a n c e a very d i f f erent a g e n d a ) . H e a r g u e s that all s tate­
m e n t s a r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , a n d that all a p p e a l s to the text , or the facts , 
are t h e m s e l v e s b a s e d o n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ; t h e s e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s a r e 
c o m m u n i t y affairs a n d n o t subject ive (or ind iv idua l ) o n e s — t h a t is, 
m e a n i n g s a r e cu l tura l o r social ly avai lable , t h e y are n o t i n v e n t e d e x 
n i h i l o by a s i n g l e i n t e r p r e t e r . Finally, all i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , m o s t e s p e ­
cial ly t h o s e that d e n y the ir status as in t erpre ta t ions , are o n l y poss ib le 
o n t h e bas is o f o t h e r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , w h o s e ru les they aff irm w h i l e a n ­
n o u n c i n g t h e i r n e g a t i o n . 

F ish a r g u e s that w e n e v e r re so lve d i s a g r e e m e n t s by an a p p e a l to 
t h e facts o r t h e tex t b e c a u s e "the facts e m e r g e o n l y in t h e c o n t e x t o f 
s o m e p o i n t o f v iew. It fo l lows , t h e n , that d i s a g r e e m e n t s m u s t o c c u r 
b e t w e e n t h o s e w h o h o l d (or are h e l d by) d i f f erent p o i n t s o f v iew, a n d 
w h a t is at s take in a d i s a g r e e m e n t is t h e r ight to spec i fy w h a t t h e facts 
c a n h e r e a f t e r b e sa id to be . D i s a g r e e m e n t s are n o t se t t led by t h e facts , 
b u t a r e t h e m e a n s by w h i c h t h e facts are set t led" (338). S t r a t h e r n 
adro i t ly d e m o n s t r a t e s t h e s e p o i n t s in h e r contras t o f a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l 
f e m i n i s m a n d e x p e r i m e n t a l a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s . 

T h e g u i d i n g v a l u e o f t h o s e i n t e r e s t e d in e x p e r i m e n t a l e t h n o ­
g r a p h i c w r i t i n g , S t r a t h e r n a r g u e s , is d ia log ic : "the e f fort is to crea te a 
r e l a t i o n w i t h t h e O t h e r — a s in t h e s earch f o r a m e d i u m o f e x p r e s s i o n 
w h i c h will o f f er m u t u a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , p e r h a p s v i sual i sed as a c o m m o n 
text , o r as s o m e t h i n g m o r e l ike a d i scourse ." F e m i n i s m , for S t r a t h e r n , 
p r o c e e d s f r o m t h e initial a n d u n a s s i m i l a b l e fact o f d o m i n a t i o n . T h e 
a t t e m p t to i n c o r p o r a t e f e m i n i s t u n d e r s t a n d i n g s in to a n i m p r o v e d sci­
e n c e o f a n t h r o p o l o g y or a n e w rhetor ic o f d i a l o g u e is t a k e n as a fur ­
t h e r act o f v i o l e n c e . Femin i s t a n t h r o p o l o g y is t ry ing to shift d i s c o u r s e , 
n o t i m p r o v e a p a r a d i g m : "that is, it alters t h e n a t u r e o f t h e a u d i e n c e , 
t h e r a n g e o f r e a d e r s h i p a n d t h e k i n d s o f in terac t ions b e t w e e n a u t h o r 
a n d r e a d e r , a n d alters t h e subject m a t t e r o f c o n v e r s a t i o n in t h e way it 
a l l o w s o t h e r s to s p e a k — w h a t is ta lked a b o u t a n d w h o m o n e is ta lk ing 
to ." S t r a t h e r n is n o t s e e k i n g to i n v e n t a n e w synthes i s , b u t to s t r e n g t h e n 
d i f f e r e n c e . 

T h e i r o n i e s h e r e are e x h i l a r a t i n g . E x p e r i m e n t a l i s t s (a lmost all 
m a l e ) a r e n u r t u r i n g a n d opt imis t ic , i f j u s t a t o u c h s e n t i m e n t a l . Cl i f ford 
c l a i m s to b e w o r k i n g f r o m a c o m b i n a t i o n o f s ixt ies i d e a l i s m a n d 
e i g h t i e s i rony . T e x t u a l radicals s eek to w o r k t o w a r d e s tab l i sh ing re la ­
t i o n s h i p s , t o d e m o n s t r a t e t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f c o n n e c t i o n a n d o p e n ­
n e s s , to a d v a n c e t h e poss ibi l i t ies o f s h a r i n g a n d m u t u a l u n d e r s t a n d ­
i n g , w h i l e b e i n g fuzzy a b o u t p o w e r a n d t h e real it ies o f s o c i o e c o n o m i c 
c o n s t r a i n t s . Strathern's a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l f e m i n i s t insists u p o n n o t los -

a r e t h e b o u n d a r i e s o f taste? W h o e s tab l i shed a n d w h o e n f o r c e s t h e s e 
civil it ies? W h a t e v e r e l se w e k n o w , w e certa inly k n o w that t h e mater ia l 
c o n d i t i o n s u n d e r w h i c h the t ex tua l m o v e m e n t has flourished m u s t i n ­
c l u d e t h e univers i ty , its micropo l i t i c s , its t r ends . W e k n o w that this 
l eve l o f p o w e r re la t ions ex is ts , affects us , in f luences o u r t h e m e s , f o r m s , 
c o n t e n t s , a u d i e n c e s . W e o w e t h e s e i s sues a t t e n t i o n — i f o n l y to e s tab­
l ish t h e i r re lat ive w e i g h t . T h e n , as wi th f i e ldwork, w e shal l b e ab le to 
p r o c e e d to m o r e g loba l i s sues . 
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i n g s ight o f f u n d a m e n t a l d i f f e r e n c e s , p o w e r r e l a t i o n s h i p s , h i e r a r c h i ­
cal d o m i n a t i o n . S h e seeks to art iculate a c o m m u n a l ident i ty o n t h e 
basis o f conf l ict , s e p a r a t i o n , a n d a n t a g o n i s m : partial ly as a d e f e n s e 
a g a i n s t t h e t h r e a t o f e n c o m p a s s m e n t by a p a r a d i g m o f l ove , m u t u ­
ality, a n d u n d e r s t a n d i n g in w h i c h s h e sees o t h e r m o t i v e s a n d s truc­
t u r e s ; part ia l ly as a d e v i c e to p r e s e r v e m e a n i n g f u l d i f f e r e n c e p e r se as 
a d i s t inc t ive v a l u e . 

D i f f e r e n c e is p l a y e d o u t o n two leve ls : b e t w e e n f e m i n i s t s a n d a n ­
t h r o p o l o g y a n d w i t h i n the f emin i s t c o m m u n i t y . Fac ing o u t w a r d , res is­
t a n c e a n d n o n a s s i m i l a t i o n are the h i g h e s t va lues . W i t h i n this n e w in­
t e r p r e t i v e c o m m u n i t y , h o w e v e r , the v ir tues of d ia log ic r e l a t i o n s h i p s 
h a v e b e e n a f f i rmed . Internal ly , f emin i s t s may d i s a g r e e a n d c o m p e t e ; 
but t h e y d o so in re la t ion t o o n e a n o t h e r . "It is precise ly b e c a u s e f e m i ­
nis t t h e o r y d o e s n o t c o n s t i t u t e its past as a 'text' that it c a n n o t b e 
a d d e d o n o r s u p p l a n t a n t h r o p o l o g y in any s i m p l e way. For if f e m i n i s t s 
a lways m a i n t a i n a d i v i d e aga ins t the O t h e r , a m o n g t h e m s e l v e s by c o n ­
trast t h e y c r e a t e s o m e t h i n g i n d e e d m u c h c loser to d i s c o u r s e t h a n to 
text . A n d t h e c h a r a c t e r o f this d i s c o u r s e a p p r o a c h e s the ' in ter locu-
t i o n a r y c o m m o n p r o d u c t ' for w h i c h t h e n e w e t h n o g r a p h y a ims ." 
W h i l e t r o p e s are avai lable for all to u se , h o w they are u s e d m a k e s all 
t h e d i f f e r e n c e . 

Ethics and Modernity 
The emergence offactions within a once interdicted activity is a sure sign of 
its having achieved the. status of an orthodoxy. 

STANLEY FISH, "What Makes an Interpretation Acceptable?" 

R e c e n t d i s cus s ions o n the m a k i n g o f e t h n o g r a p h i c t ex t s h a v e 
r e v e a l e d d i f f e r e n c e s a n d p o i n t s o f o p p o s i t i o n as wel l as i m p o r t a n t 
areas o f c o n s e n s u s . T o b o r r o w yet a n o t h e r o f Geertz's p h r a s e s , w e c a n , 
a n d h a v e b e e n , v e x i n g e a c h o t h e r wi th profit , the t o u c h s t o n e o f in ter ­
p r e t i v e a d v a n c e . I n this last s ec t ion , t h r o u g h the d e v i c e o f a s c h e m a t i c 
j u x t a p o s i t i o n of t h e t h r e e pos i t ions prev ious ly o u t l i n e d , 1 shall p r o ­
p o s e m y o w n . A l t h o u g h critical of d i m e n s i o n s o f e a c h o f t h e s e pos i ­
t ions , I c o n s i d e r t h e m to be m e m b e r s , if n o t o f a n i n t e r p r e t i v e c o m ­
m u n i t y , at least o f an i n t e r p r e t i v e f e d e r a t i o n to w h i c h I b e l o n g . 

A n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , critics, f emin i s t s , a n d critical in te l l ec tua ls are all 
c o n c e r n e d wi th q u e s t i o n s o f t ruth a n d its social locat ion; i m a g i n a t i o n 
a n d f o r m a l p r o b l e m s of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ; d o m i n a t i o n a n d res i s tance ; 
t h e e th ica l subject a n d t e c h n i q u e s for b e c o m i n g o n e . T h e s e top ics are , 
h o w e v e r , i n t e r p r e t e d in d i f f e r i n g fa sh ions ; d i f f erent d a n g e r s a n d dif­
f e r e n t poss ibi l i t ies are p i c k e d out; a n d d i f férent h i e r a r c h i e s b e t w e e n 
t h e s e c a t e g o r i e s are d e f e n d e d . 
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1. Interpretive Anthropologists. T r u t h a n d s c i e n c e c o n c e i v e d as 
i n t e r p r e t i v e pract ices ar e t h e c o m m a n d i n g t e r m s . B o t h a n t h r o ­
p o l o g i s t a n d nat ive are s e e n as e n g a g e d in i n t e r p r e t i n g the m e a n ­
i n g o f e v e r y d a y life. P r o b l e m s o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n are c e n t r a l f o r 
b o t h , a n d a r e t h e loci o f cul tural i m a g i n a t i o n . R e p r e s e n t a t i o n s ar e 
n o t , h o w e v e r , sui g e n e r i s ; they serve as m e a n s f o r m a k i n g s e n s e o f 
l i fe w o r l d s ( w h i c h t h e y are i n s t r u m e n t a l in c o n s t r u c t i n g ) a n d c o n ­
s e q u e n t l y t h e y d i f fer in the ir f u n c t i o n s . T h e g o a l s o f t h e a n t h r o ­
p o l o g i s t a n d t h e nat ive are dist inct . T o take o n e e x a m p l e , s c i e n c e 
a n d r e l i g i o n d i f fer as cul tural sys tems in strategy, e t h o s , a n d e n d s . 
T h e pol i t ical a n d ethica l pos i t ions are i m p o r t a n t , i f l arge ly i m ­
plicit , a n c h o r s . Weber's twin idea ls o f sc i ence a n d pol i t ics as voca ­
t i ons w o u l d , if e m b o d i e d in a r e s e a r c h e r , y ie ld t h e e th ica l subjec t 
f o r this p o s i t i o n . C o n c e p t u a l l y , scientif ic spec i f i ca t ion c o n c e r n i n g 
cu l tura l d i f f e r e n c e is at the hear t o f the project . T h e g r e a t e s t d a n ­
g e r , s e e n f r o m t h e ins ide , is the c o n f u s i o n o f s c i ence a n d pol i t ics . 
T h e g r e a t e s t w e a k n e s s , s e e n f r o m t h e o u t s i d e , is t h e historical , p o ­
litical, a n d e x p e r i e n t i a l c o r d o n sanitaire d r a w n a r o u n d in ter ­
p r e t i v e s c i e n c e . 

2. Critics. T h e g u i d i n g p r i n c i p l e is formal . T h e text is pri­
m a r y . A t t e n t i v e n e s s to the t r o p e s a n d rhetor ica l d e v i c e s t h r o u g h 
w h i c h a u t h o r i t y is c o n s t r u c t e d a l lows the i n t r o d u c t i o n o f t h e m e s 
o f d o m i n a t i o n , e x c l u s i o n , a n d inequa l i ty as subject m a t t e r . B u t 
t h e y are o n l y mater ia l . T h e y are g i v e n f o r m by t h e cri t ic /writer , b e 
s h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t or nat ive: "Other tr ibes , o t h e r Scribes ." W e 
c h a n g e o u r s e l v e s pr imar i ly t h r o u g h i m a g i n a t i v e c o n s t r u c t i o n s . 
T h e k i n d of b e i n g s w e w a n t to b e c o m e are o p e n , p e r m e a b l e o n e s , 
s u s p i c i o u s o f m e t a n a r r a t i v e s ; p lural izers . B u t author ia l c o n t r o l 
s e e m s t o b l u n t se l f -re f lec t ion a n d t h e d ia log ic i m p u l s e . T h e d a n ­
g e r : t h e o b l i t e r a t i o n o f m e a n i n g f u l d i f f e r e n c e , Weber's m u s e u m i -
fication o f t h e w o r l d . T h e truth that e x p e r i e n c e a n d m e a n i n g ar e 
m e d i a t e d r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l l y c a n be o v e r - e x t e n d e d to e q u a t e e x p e ­
r i e n c e a n d m e a n i n g wi th the f o r m a l d i m e n s i o n o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 

3. Political subjects. T h e g u i d i n g va lue is t h e c o n s t i t u t i o n of a 
c o m m u n i t y - b a s e d polit ical subjectivity. A n t h r o p o l o g i c a l f emin i s t s 
w o r k a g a i n s t a n o t h e r cast as essent ia l ly d i f f erent a n d v io l ent . 
W i t h i n t h e c o m m u n i t y the search for trutfi, as well as social a n d 
e s t h e t i c e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n are g u i d e d by a d ia log i c des i re . T h e fic­
t ive o t h e r a l lows a p lura l i z ing set of d i f f e r e n c e s to a p p e a r . T h e 
risk is that t h e s e e n a b l i n g fictions o f essent ia l d i f f e r e n c e m a y b e ­
c o m e re i f i ed , t h e r e b y r e d u p l i c a t i n g the o p p r e s s i v e social f o r m s 
t h e y w e r e m e a n t to u n d e r m i n e . S t r a t h e r n p u t s this p o i n t wel l : 
" N o w if f e m i n i s m m o c k s t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l p r e t e n s i o n o f creat ­
i n g a p r o d u c t in s o m e ways jo in t ly a u t h o r e d t h e n a n t h r o p o l o g y 
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F r e n c h a d m i n i s t r a t o r s , co lon ia l officials as well as social r e f o r m e r s , 
all c o n c e r n e d w i t h u r b a n p l a n n i n g in the 1920s. B y " s t u d y i n g u p " I 
find m y s e l f in a m o r e c o m f o r t a b l e pos i t i on t h a n I w o u l d b e w e r e I 
"g iv ing v o i c e " o n b e h a l f o f d o m i n a t e d or m a r g i n a l g r o u p s . I h a v e 
c h o s e n a p o w e r f u l g r o u p o f m e n c o n c e r n e d wi th i s sues o f pol i t ics a n d 
f o r m : n e i t h e r h e r o e s n o r vil lains, they s e e m to a f ford m e t h e n e c e s ­
sary a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l d i s tance , b e i n g s e p a r a t e e n o u g h to p r e v e n t a n 
easy ident i f i ca t ion , ye t c lose e n o u g h to a f ford a char i tab le , i f crit ical , 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g . 

T h e d i s c i p l i n e o f m o d e r n u r b a n i s m was p u t i n t o pract ice in t h e 
F r e n c h c o l o n i e s , part icular ly in M o r o c c o u n d e r G o v e r n o r - g e n e r a l 
H u b e r t L y a u t e y ( 1 9 1 2 - 2 5 ) . T h e co lonia l a r c h i t e c t - p l a n n e r s a n d t h e 
c o l o n i a l g o v e r n m e n t a l officials w h o h i r e d t h e m c o n c e i v e d o f t h e c i t ies 
w h e r e t h e y w o r k e d as social a n d es thet i c laborator ies . T h e s e s e t t ings 
o f f e r e d b o t h g r o u p s t h e o p p o r t u n i t y to try o u t n e w , large-sca le p l a n ­
n i n g c o n c e p t s a n d to test t h e polit ical e f f ec t iveness o f t h e s e p lans f o r 
a p p l i c a t i o n b o t h in t h e c o l o n i e s a n d eventua l ly , t h e y h o p e d , at h o m e . 

S t u d i e s o f c o l o n i a l i s m h a v e unt i l recent ly b e e n cast a l m o s t e x c l u ­
s ively in t e r m s o f this dialect ic o f d o m i n a t i o n , e x p l o i t a t i o n , a n d res is ­
t a n c e . T h i s d ia lect ic is, a n d was , a n essent ia l o n e . B y itself, h o w e v e r , it 
n e g l e c t s at least t w o m a j o r d i m e n s i o n s o f the co lon ia l s i tuat ion: its cul ­
t u r e a n d t h e pol i t ical field in w h i c h it was set. T h i s has l ed to a n u m b e r 
o f s u r p r i s i n g c o n s e q u e n c e s ; s t range ly e n o u g h t h e g r o u p in the c o l o ­
n i e s w h o h a v e r e c e i v e d the least a t t e n t i o n in historical a n d soc io log ica l 
s t u d i e s are t h e co lon i s t s t h e m s e l v e s . Fortunate ly , this p i c ture is b e g i n ­
n i n g t o c h a n g e ; t h e var ied sy s t ems o f social stratif ication a n d t h e cul ­
tural c o m p l e x i t y o f co lon ia l l i f e — a s it var ied f r o m p lace to p lace at 
d i f f e r e n t h is tor ica l p e r i o d s — i s b e g i n n i n g to b e u n d e r s t o o d . 

A s a m o r e c o m p l e x v i ew o f co lon ia l cu l ture is b e i n g ar t i cu la ted , I 
t h i n k w e a l so n e e d a m o r e c o m p l e x u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f p o w e r in t h e 
c o l o n i e s . T h e t w o are c o n n e c t e d . P o w e r is f r e q u e n t l y u n d e r s t o o d as 
f o r c e p e r s o n i f i e d : t h e p o s s e s s i o n o f a s ing le g r o u p — t h e co lonia l i s t s . 
T h i s c o n c e p t i o n is i n a d e q u a t e f o r a n u m b e r o f r e a s o n s . First, the c o l o ­
nists t h e m s e l v e s w e r e h i g h l y fac t iona l i zed a n d stratif ied. S e c o n d , t h e 
state ( a n d part icu lar ly t h e co lon ia l state) is s o m e t h i n g w e n e e d to 
k n o w a g r e a t d e a l m o r e about . T h i r d , t h e v i ew o f p o w e r that u n d e r ­
s t a n d s it as a t h i n g , o r a p o s s e s s i o n , o r e m a n a t i n g u n i d i r e c t i o n a l l y 
f r o m t h e t o p d o w n , or o p e r a t i n g pr imari ly t h r o u g h t h e a p p l i c a t i o n o f 
f o r c e h a s b e e n p u t ser ious ly in q u e s t i o n . W i t h less t h a n 20,000 t r o o p s , 
t h e F r e n c h , a f t er all, r a n I n d o c h i n a in t h e 1920s w i th a d e g r e e o f c o n ­
trol that t h e A m e r i c a n s wi th 500,000 s o m e fifty years later n e v e r a p ­
p r o a c h e d . P o w e r enta i l s m o r e t h a n a r m s , a l t h o u g h it certa inly d o e s 
n o t e x c l u d e t h e m . 

m o c k s t h e p r e t e n s i o n that f emin i s t s c a n ever really a c h i e v e the 
s e p a r a t i o n t h e y des ire ." 

4. Critical, Cosmopolitan Intellectuals. I h a v e e m p h a s i z e d t h e 
d a n g e r s o f h i g h i n t e r p r e t i v e s c i e n c e a n d the over ly s o v e r e i g n r e p ­
r é s e n t e r , a n d a m e x c l u d e d f r o m d irec t part i c ipat ion in t h e f e m i ­
nist d i a l o g u e . Le t m e p r o p o s e a critical c o s m o p o l i t a n i s m as a 
f o u r t h figure. T h e ethica l is the g u i d i n g va lue . T h i s is an o p p o s i ­
t i ona l p o s i t i o n , o n e s u s p i c i o u s o f s o v e r e i g n p o w e r s , u n i v e r s a l 
t ru ths , over ly re lat iv ized p r e c i o u s n e s s , local authent ic i ty , m o r a l -
i s m s h i g h a n d low. U n d e r s t a n d i n g is its s e c o n d va lue , b u t a n u n d e r ­
s t a n d i n g s u s p i c i o u s o f its o w n imper ia l t e n d e n c i e s . It a t t e m p t s t o 
b e h i g h l y a t t e n t i v e to ( a n d respec t fu l o f ) d i f f e r e n c e , b u t is a l so 
w a r y o f t h e t e n d e n c y to essent ia l i ze d i f f e r e n c e . W h a t w e s h a r e as 
a c o n d i t i o n o f e x i s t e n c e , h e i g h t e n e d today by o u r ability, a n d at 
t i m e s o u r e a g e r n e s s , to obl i terate o n e a n o t h e r , is a specif ic i ty o f 
his tor ica l e x p e r i e n c e a n d place , h o w e v e r c o m p l e x a n d c o n t e s t a b l e 
t h e y m i g h t b e , a n d a w o r l d w i d e m a c r o - i n t e r d e p e n d e n c y e n c o m ­
p a s s i n g a n y local part icularity. W h e t h e r w e l ike it or n o t , w e a r e 
all in this s i tuat ion . B o r r o w i n g a t e r m a p p l i e d d u r i n g d i f f e r e n t 
e p o c h s to Chr i s t ians , aristocrats , m e r c h a n t s , J e w s , h o m o s e x u a l s , 
a n d in te l l ec tua l s (whi le c h a n g i n g its m e a n i n g ) , I call t h e a c c e p ­
t a n c e o f this twin va lor izat ion cosmopolitanism. Le t us d e f i n e c o s ­
m o p o l i t a n i s m as a n e t h o s o f m a c r o - i n t e r d e p e n d e n c i e s , w i th a n 
a c u t e c o n s c i o u s n e s s (o f t en f o r c e d u p o n p e o p l e ) o f the i n e s c a p -
abil i t ies a n d part iculari t ies o f p laces , characters , h is tor ical trajec­
tor ies , a n d fates . A l t h o u g h w e are all c o s m o p o l i t a n s , Homo sapiens 
h a s d o n e r a t h e r p o o r l y in i n t e r p r e t i n g this c o n d i t i o n . W e s e e m t o 
h a v e t r o u b l e wi th t h e b a l a n c i n g act, p r e f e r r i n g to reify local i d e n ­
t it ies o r c o n s t r u c t un iversa l o n e s . W e live i n - b e t w e e n . T h e S o p h i s t s 
o f f er a fictive figure for this slot: e m i n e n t l y G r e e k , ye t o f t e n e x ­
c l u d e d f r o m c i t i zensh ip in the var ious po le i s ; c o s m o p o l i t a n i n ­
sider's o u t s i d e r s o f a part icular historical a n d cul tura l w o r l d ; n o t 
m e m b e r s o f a p r o j e c t e d un iversa l r e g i m e ( u n d e r G o d , t h e i m p e -
r i u m , or t h e laws o f reason) ; d e v o t e e s o f rhe tor i c a n d t h e r e b y 
ful ly a w a r e o f its abuses ; c o n c e r n e d wi th t h e e v e n t s o f the day, b u t 
b u f f e r e d by iron ic re serve . 

T h e p r o b l e m a t i c re la t ions o f subjectivity, t ru th , m o d e r n i t y , a n d 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s have b e e n at the hear t o f m y o w n w o r k . F e e l i n g that 
c o n s i d e r a t i o n s o f p o w e r a n d r e p r e s e n t a t i o n w e r e t o o loca l i zed in m y 
ear l i er w o r k o n M o r o c c o , I h a v e c h o s e n a r e s e a r c h top ic that e m p l o y s 
t h e s e c a t e g o r i e s m o r e broadly . B e i n g t e m p e r a m e n t a l l y m o r e c o m f o r t ­
ab le in a n o p p o s i t i o n a l s tance , I h a v e c h o s e n to s tudy a g r o u p o f e l i te 
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T h e w o r k o f M i c h e l Foucau l t o n p o w e r re lat ions p r o v i d e s us w i t h 
s o m e h e l p f u l analyt ic too l s . Foucaul t d i s t i n g u i s h e s b e t w e e n e x p l o i t a ­
t i o n , d o m i n a t i o n , a n d s u b j e c t i o n ( 1 9 8 2 : 2 1 2 ) . H e a r g u e s that m o s t 
a n a l y s e s o f p o w e r c o n c e n t r a t e a lmos t exc lus ive ly o n re la t ions o f d o m i ­
n a t i o n a n d e x p l o i t a t i o n : w h o c o n t r o l s w h o m , a n d w h o extract s t h e 
frui ts o f p r o d u c t i o n f r o m t h e p r o d u c e r s . T h e th ird t e r m , subjec t i on , 
f o c u s e s o n that a s p e c t o f a field o f p o w e r farthes t r e m o v e d f r o m t h e 
d i r e c t a p p l i c a t i o n o f force . T h a t d i m e n s i o n o f p o w e r re la t ions is w h e r e 
t h e i d e n t i t y o f i n d i v i d u a l s a n d g r o u p s is at s take , a n d w h e r e o r d e r in 
its b r o a d e s t m e a n i n g is t a k i n g f o r m . T h i s is t h e r e a l m in w h i c h c u l t u r e 
a n d p o w e r are m o s t c lose ly i n t e r t w i n e d . Foucaul t s o m e t i m e s calls 
t h e s e re la t ions "governmenta l i t y ," a n d the t e r m is a h e l p f u l o n e . 

F o l l o w i n g Foucaul t , J a c q u e s D o n z e l o t has a r g u e d that d u r i n g t h e 
la ter par t o f t h e n i n e t e e n t h cen tury , a n e w re lat ional field o f g r e a t h is ­
torical i m p o r t was b e i n g c o n s t r u c t e d : D o n z e l o t (1979) calls it t h e "so­
cial." Spec i f i c areas , f r e q u e n t l y taken to b e o u t s i d e o f pol i t ics , s u c h as 
h y g i e n e , f ami ly s t ruc ture , a n d sexual i ty , w e r e b e i n g m a d e i n t o targe t s 
f o r s tate i n t e r v e n t i o n . T h e social b e c a m e a d e m a r c a t e d a n d object i f i ed 
se t o f prac t i ce s partial ly c o n s t r u c t e d by, a n d partial ly u n d e r s t o o d 
t h r o u g h , t h e e m e r g i n g m e t h o d s a n d ins t i tut ions o f t h e n e w socia l sci­
e n c e d i s c ip l ines . T h e "social" was a p r i v i l e g e d locus for e x p e r i m e n t a ­
t i o n w i t h n e w f o r m s o f pol i t ical rationality. 

Lyautey's h i g h l y soph i s t i ca ted v iew o f c o l o n i z a t i o n t u r n e d o n t h e 
n e e d t o b r i n g social g r o u p s i n t o a d i f f e r e n t field o f p o w e r r e l a t i o n s 
t h a n h a d p r e v i o u s l y e x i s t e d in the c o l o n i e s . I n his v iew, this c o u l d o n l y 
b e a c h i e v e d t h r o u g h large-sca le social p l a n n i n g , in w h i c h city p l a n ­
n i n g p l a y e d a centra l ro le . A s h e said in a e u l o g y f o r his c h i e f p l a n n e r , 
H e n r i Prost : " T h e art a n d sc i ence o f u r b a n i s m , so f l o u r i s h i n g d u r i n g 
t h e classical a g e , s e e m s to have s u f f e r e d a total ec l ipse s ince t h e S e c ­
o n d E m p i r e . U r b a n i s m , t h e art a n d sc i ence o f d e v e l o p i n g h u m a n ag ­
g l o m e r a t i o n s , is c o m i n g back to l ife u n d e r Prost's h a n d . Pros t is t h e 
g u a r d i a n , in this m e c h a n i c a l a g e , o f ' h u m a n i s m . ' Pros t w o r k e d n o t 
o n l y o n t h i n g s , b u t o n m e n , d i f f erent types o f m e n , to w h o m la Cité 
o w e s s o m e t h i n g m o r e t h a n roads , canals , s ewers a n d a t r a n s p o r t sys­
t e m " (Marrast , e d . i 9 6 0 : 1 1 9 ) . For L y a u t e y a n d h is arch i tec t s , t h e n , 
t h e n e w h u m a n i s m a p p l i e d itself a p p r o p r i a t e l y n o t o n l y to t h i n g s , b u t 
to m e n , a n d n o t o n l y to m e n in g e n e r a l — t h i s was n o t L e Corbus ier ' s 
h u m a n i s m — b u t to m e n in d i f f erent cu l tura l a n d social c i r c u m s t a n c e s . 
T h e p r o b l e m wa s to a c c o m m o d a t e this diversi ty . For t h e s e arch i tec t s , 
p l a n n e r s , a n d a d m i n i s t r a t o r s , the task c o n f r o n t i n g t h e m was h o w to 
c o n c e i v e o f a n d p r o d u c e a n e w social ordonnance. 

T h i s is t h e r e a s o n w h y t h e cities o f M o r o c c o w e r e o f s u c h i m p o r ­
t a n c e in Lyautey's eyes . T h e y s e e m e d t o o f fer h o p e , a way to a v o i d t h e 
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i m p a s s e s b o t h o f F r a n c e a n d o f A l g e r i a . Lyautey's f a m o u s d i c t u m "A 
chantier [ c o n s t r u c t i o n site] is w o r t h a battal ion" was m e a n t l iterally. 
L y a u t e y f e a r e d that i f t h e F r e n c h w e r e a l l o w e d to c o n t i n u e t o pract ice 
pol i t ics as u s u a l , the resul ts w o u l d c o n t i n u e to b e ca tas troph ic . A di­
rect ly pol i t ica l s o l u t i o n , h o w e v e r , was n o t at h a n d . W h a t w a s u r g e n t l y 
r e q u i r e d was a n e w scientif ic a n d strategic social art; o n l y in this way 
c o u l d pol i t ics b e s u b l a t e d — a n d p o w e r truly "ordonné." 

T h e s e m e n , l ike s o m a n y o t h e r s in the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , w e r e try­
i n g t o e s c a p e f r o m polit ics . T h i s d i d n o t m e a n , h o w e v e r , that t h e y 
w e r e u n c o n c e r n e d w i t h p o w e r re la t ionsh ips . Far f r o m it. T h e i r goa l , a 
k i n d o f t e c h n o c r a t i c s e l f - c o l o n i z a t i o n , was to d e v e l o p a n e w f o r m o f 
p o w e r r e l a t i o n s w h e r e "heal thy" social , e c o n o m i c , a n d cu l tura l re la­
t i ons c o u l d u n f o l d . I n t e g r a l in this s c h e m e was t h e n e e d to i n v e n t a 
n e w g o v e r n m e n t a l i t y t h r o u g h w h i c h the (to t h e m ) fatally d e c a d e n t 
a n d ind iv idua l i s t i c t e n d e n c i e s o f t h e F r e n c h c o u l d b e r e s h a p e d . T h e y 
c o n s t r u c t e d a n d ar t i cu la ted b o t h n e w r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f a m o d e r n or ­
d e r a n d t e c h n o l o g i e s for its i m p l e m e n t a t i o n . T h e s e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s 
are m o d e r n social facts . 

T h i s p a p e r has o u t l i n e d s o m e o f the e l e m e n t s o f the d i s c o u r s e s 
a n d prac t i ce s o f m o d e r n r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . T h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f this 
analys i s to pol i t ical pract ice has b e e n o n l y g l a n c i n g l y t o u c h e d o n . 
W h a t , h o w , a n d w h o m i g h t b e r e p r e s e n t e d by t h o s e h o l d i n g a s imi lar 
v i ew o f t h i n g s e s c a p e s f r o m o u r m o r e s t a n d a r d c a t e g o r i e s o f social 
a c t o r s a n d pol i t ica l rhe tor i c . I n c lo s ing , I s i m p l y m a r k t h e s p a c e . 
Foucau l t , r e s p o n d i n g to t h e c h a r g e that by r e f u s i n g to affiliate h i m s e l f 
w i t h a n a l r e a d y ident i f i ed a n d polit ical ly locatable g r o u p h e f o r f e i t e d 
a n y c l a i m s t o r e p r e s e n t a n y b o d y o r any v a l u e s , a n s w e r e d : "Rorty 
p o i n t s o u t that in t h e s e ana lyses I d o n o t a p p e a l to any ' w e ' — t o a n y o f 
t h o s e 'we's' w h o s e c o n s e n s u s , w h o s e va lues , w h o s e t rad i t ions c o n s t i t u t e 
t h e f r a m e w o r k for a t h o u g h t a n d d e h n e t h e c o n d i t i o n s i n w h i c h it c a n 
b e v a l i d a t e d . B u t t h e p r o b l e m is, prec ise ly to d e c i d e if it is actual ly 
su i tab le to p l a c e o n e s e l f w i t h i n a 'we' in o r d e r to assert t h e p r i n c i p l e s 
o n e r e c o g n i z e s a n d t h e v a l u e s o n e accepts ; or if it is n o t , ra ther , n e c e s ­
sary t o m a k e t h e f u t u r e f o r m a t i o n o f a 'we' poss ib le" ( 1 9 8 4 : 3 8 5 ) . 

I would like to thank Talal Asad, James Faubion, Stephen Foster, Michael Rogin, 
Marilyn Strathern, and the participants in the Santa Fe seminar. The usual disclaimers 
apply. Paragraphs of this article have appeared elsewhere. 
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Afterword: Ethnographic Writing 
and Anthropological Careers 

If you want to understand what a science is, you should look 
in the first instance not at its theories or its findings, and 
certainly not at what its apologists say about it; you should 
look at what the practitioners of it do. 

C L I F F O R D G E E R T Z , The Interpretation of Cultures 

T h e task o f t h e Santa Fe s e m i n a r f r o m w h i c h t h e s e essays 
e m e r g e d was to i n t r o d u c e a l i terary c o n s c i o u s n e s s to e t h n o g r a p h i c 
prac t i ce by s h o w i n g v a r i o u s ways in w h i c h e t h n o g r a p h i e s can b e r e a d 
a n d w r i t t e n . W h a t w e h a v e said a b o u t t h e e n t e r p r i s e o f r e p r e s e n t i n g 
soc ie ty a n d c u l t u r e w o u l d n o t b e n e w s in t h e c o m p l e x d e b a t e s o f c o n ­
t e m p o r a r y l i terary theory , o n e m a j o r thrus t o f w h i c h h a s b e e n t o 
t r a n s f o r m l i terary cri t ic ism in to a m o r e e n c o m p a s s i n g cu l tura l criti­
c i s m . F o r t u n a t e l y , w e d i d n o t h a v e t o e n t e r t o o far i n t o t h e th icke t s o f 
t h e s e o f t e n c o n v o l u t e d a n d technica l d e b a t e s to h a v e a t h e r a p e u t i c 
e f f ec t o n a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l pract i t ioners o f e t h n o g r a p h y . T h e y are 
m o r e s e l f - c o n s c i o u s t h a n e v e r b e f o r e that they are wri ters w h o , as m a ­
t u r i n g p r o f e s s i o n a l s , r o u t i n e l y o u t g r o w the m o d e l s o f e t h n o g r a p h y by 
w h i c h t h e y w e r e i n d u c t e d in to a n t h r o p o l o g y . 

T h e q u e s t i o n for the a n t h r o p o l o g i s t is, t h e n , h o w c o n s e q u e n t i a l 
th is l i terary t h e r a p y s h o u l d b e — d o e s it m e r e l y a d d a n e w critical a p ­
p r e c i a t i o n o f e t h n o g r a p h y , w h i c h o n e c a n take o r l eave in r e a d i n g a n d 
w r i t i n g e t h n o g r a p h i c a c c o u n t s , o r d o e s it c l ear the way f o r r e c o n c e p -
t u a l i z i n g a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l careers a n d va lor iz ing i n n o v a t i o n s in s trate­
g i e s f o r projec t s that l ink fieldwork a n d wr i t ing? His tory , f o r e x a m p l e , 
h a s l o n g h a d an in terna l d i s c o u r s e ( the specia l ty o f h i s t o r i o g r a p h y ) 
that h a s v i e w e d its m e t h o d as wr i t ing , a n d a n u m b e r o f r e c e n t w o r k s 
( m o s t p r o m i n e n t l y , W h i t e 1973) h a v e s o u g h t to g ive this d i s c o u r s e a 
d is t inct ly l i terary cast, as w e h a v e tr ied to d o h e r e for a c o n s i d e r a t i o n 
o f e t h n o g r a p h y . H o w e v e r , t h e potent ia l ly radical i n f l u e n c e s u c h liter-
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ary t h e r a p y m i g h t h a v e h a d o n t h e pract ice o f h i s tor ians has b e e n c o n ­
t a i n e d w i t h i n t h e r e c o g n i t i o n o f "a narrat ive p e r s p e c t i v e " — o n e va l id 
w a y o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g historical wr i t ing , b u t h a r d l y m o r e t h a n that . 
T h e c o m i n g o f a l i terary c o n s c i o u s n e s s to e t h n o g r a p h y p r o m i s e s to b e 
s o m e w h a t m o r e e v e n t f u l , n o t o n l y b e c a u s e the sa l i ence o f w r i t i n g as 
p r o f e s s i o n a l activity has n e v e r b e e n as m u c h o f a c o m m o n p l a c e in a n ­
t h r o p o l o g y as it has b e e n in history, but a lso b e c a u s e this arrival o c c u r s 
at a m o m e n t w h e n the l arger theoret ica l project o f t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y 
soc ia l a n d cu l tura l a n t h r o p o l o g y is in disarray, l e a v i n g d i sc ip l inary d e ­
bates to f o c u s u p o n a n d p r o b l e m a t i z e b o t h t h e t ex tua l e x p r e s s i o n s o f 
k n o w l e d g e a n d t h e c a r e e r p r o c e s s that g e n e r a t e s t h e m . A n d in this 
l i terary t r e a t m e n t o f e t h n o g r a p h y m o r e is at s take t h a n t h e m e r e d e -
mys t i f i ca t ion o f past d o m i n a n t c o n v e n t i o n s o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . R a t h e r , 
s u c h a cr i t ique l e g i t i m a t e s e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n a n d a s e a r c h for o p t i o n s 
in r e s e a r c h a n d w r i t i n g activity, w h i c h w o u l d b e e q u a l to t h e c l a i m s 
a n d a m b i t i o n s o f t h e inf luent ia l i n t e r p r e t i v e styles o f analys is in c o n ­
t e m p o r a r y a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l t h o u g h t . 

M y i n t e n t i o n is t h u s to view, h o w e v e r schemat ica l ly , t h e m a j o r c o n ­
c e r n o f t h e s e m i n a r wi th e t h n o g r a p h i c wr i t ing in the typical c a r e e r 
c o n t e x t o f c o n t e m p o r a r y a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s . A full analys is in this v e i n 
w o u l d re late t h e i s sues ra i sed in the s e m i n a r p a p e r s to a d e t a i l e d e t h ­
n o g r a p h i c c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f t h e p r o f e s s i o n a l c u l t u r e o f a n t h r o p o l o g y 
itself, w h i c h Paul R a b i n o w has ca l l ed for . 

M o s t o f t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s in the s e m i n a r p r e s e n t e d t h e m s e l v e s 
as r e a d e r s o f e t h n o g r a p h y , a n d m a i n l y o f inf luent ia l classics r a t h e r 
t h a n o f c u r r e n t , less e s tab l i shed , a n d se l f -consc ious ly e x p e r i m e n t a l 
w o r k s . W h a t this p e r s o n a as r e a d e r s o b s c u r e d was t h e fact that they , 
l ike all p r o f e s s i o n a l soc iocu l tura l a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , w e r e equal ly , i f n o t 
pr imar i ly , wr i t er s o f e t h n o g r a p h y , a n d a c c o m p l i s h e d o n e s at that . Al l 
t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t par t i c ipants in the s e m i n a r h a d p u b l i s h e d e t h ­
n o g r a p h i c w o r k s b e y o n d a d i s ser ta t ion , a n d w e r e i n v o l v e d in w r i t i n g 
pro jec t s q u i t e d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h e w o r k that h a d l a u n c h e d the ir p r o f e s ­
s i ona l c a r e e r s . A n s w e r s to m y casual q u e s t i o n "What are y o u w o r k i n g 
o n n o w ? " i n c o n v e r s a t i o n s b e t w e e n s e m i n a r s e s s i o n s r e v e a l e d a re ­
m a r k a b l e d ivers i ty o f projects , all e v o l v i n g in o n e way o r a n o t h e r f r o m 
t h e in t e l l e c tua l l e s s o n s e a c h part i c ipant h a d d e r i v e d f r o m his init ial 
e x p e r i e n c e o f e t h n o g r a p h i c wr i t ing as i m p o s e d p r o f e s s i o n a l t r a i n i n g . 

I c a m e to s e e t h e p a p e r s that w e r e p r e s e n t e d a n d d i s c u s s e d as re ­
f l ec t ions o f the ir au thors ' b e h i n d - t h e - s c e n e s e v o l u t i o n s f r o m , a n d re­
a c t i o n s to , t h e i r in i t iatory e x p e r i e n c e s as e t h n o g r a p h i c wri ters . It is 
t h u s i m p o r t a n t to u n d e r s t a n d that the expl ic i t c o n c e r n s o f t h e s e m i ­
nar's p a p e r s w i t h r e a d i n g past a n d p r e s e n t e t h n o g r a p h i e s in t e r m s o f 
t h e i r r h e t o r i c a l d e v i c e s a n d l i terary c o n s t r u c t i o n d o n o t arise pr i -
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mari ly e i t h e r f r o m t h e s t i m u l a t i o n o f post -s tructural i s t l i terary t h e o ­
rists, o r f r o m a d e s i r e t o a s s u m e t h e ro l e o f critic as d i s t inc t f r o m 
wr i t er in t h e g e n r e cr i t ic ized ( a l t h o u g h a centra l c la im in c o n t e m p o ­
rary l i t erary t h e o r y , e x p r e s s e d by G e o f f r e y H a r t m a n [1980] , a m o n g 
o t h e r s , is that critical d i s c o u r s e has a c h i e v e d , o r s h o u l d a s p i r e to , t h e 
s ta tus o f t h e l i t era ture that is t h e object o f cr i t ic ism). R a t h e r , t h e i m p e ­
tus f o r t h e seminar ' s r e a d i n g s o f e t h n o g r a p h y in a l i terary m o d e d e ­
r ives m o s t s t r o n g l y f r o m t h e p r e d i c a m e n t s o f t h e par t i c ipants as act ive 
r e s e a r c h e r s a n d wri ters , t r a i n e d in the a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l t rad i t i on o f 
e t h n o g r a p h i c pract ice a n d acute ly aware o f t h e cr i t iques o f its c o n v e n ­
t ions t h a t h a v e b e e n d e v e l o p i n g s ince the 1960s. R e m o v i n g t h e c o n ­
s tr i c t ions o n t h e ways o f r e a d i n g past e t h n o g r a p h y , a n d t h u s e x p o s i n g 
f o r g o t t e n or u n n o t i c e d possibi l i t ies in it, is a neces sary a n d n a t u r a l 
c o n c o m i t a n t t o the p r e s e n t e x p e r i m e n t a l m o m e n t , w h i c h e n c o u r a g e s 
a d ivers i ty o f s tra teg ies a n d i n f l u e n c e s in t h e wr i t ing projec t s o f b o t h 
o l d e r a n d y o u n g e r a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s (see M a r c u s a n d F i s c h e r 1986) . 

T h o u g h s o m e o f m y m o s t va luab le in s igh t s t h u s c a m e in e f f ec t 
f r o m t h e talk b e t w e e n se s s ions , I d o n o t i n t e n d f u r t h e r t o revea l this 
m a s k e d s i d e o f t h e s e m i n a r by m a t c h i n g part ic ipants ' c u r r e n t w r i t i n g 
p r o j e c t s , as I u n d e r s t a n d t h e m , against w h a t t h e y h a v e h a d to say as 
critical r e a d e r s o f e t h n o g r a p h y . I n s t e a d , I w a n t to s u g g e s t h o w t h e 
c u r r e n t t r e n d o f s e l f - consc ious e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n a n d d ivers i ty o f writ­
i n g pro jec t s in a n t h r o p o l o g y m i g h t d e r i v e f r o m the c o n s t i t u t i o n a l e x ­
p e r i e n c e o f p r o d u c i n g a n e t h n o g r a p h i c a c c o u n t in t h e c o u r s e o f o b ­
t a i n i n g p r o f e s s i o n a l credent ia l s . 

R e g a r d l e s s o f w h e t h e r a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s e v e r p u b l i s h m o n o g r a p h s 
— a n d m a n y n e v e r d o — m o s t careers b e g i n wi th a n e t h n o g r a p h i c re ­
s e a r c h p r o c e s s that in all its p h a s e s invo lves d e s c r i p t i v e - i n t e r p r e t i v e 
w r i t i n g a n d t h e app l i ca t ions o f t e c h n i q u e s for the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f 
social a n d cul tura l l i fe . A l t h o u g h the initial e t h n o g r a p h i c e x p e r i e n c e 
s e r v e s inaccura te ly as t h e actual m o d e l o f p r o f e s s i o n a l craft p r e s u m ­
ably t o b e r e p e a t e d t h r o u g h o u t a career , it d o e s s h a p e t h e c o g n i t i v e 
t e r m s in w h i c h a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s th ink a n d s p e a k a b o u t the ir r e s e a r c h 
pro jec t s . T h e s e are s e g m e n t e d pr imar i ly as p e r i o d s o f fieldwork e n ­
c o m p a s s e d as e t h n o g r a p h i c wr i t ing projects . T h e i m a g e o r c o n c e p t o f 
w o r k t o w a r d "an e t h n o g r a p h y " is very s t r o n g i n d e e d in t h e w a y a n ­
t h r o p o l o g i s t s th ink a b o u t a n d d i scuss the ir career projec ts , h o w e v e r 
c a r e e r s o f w r i t i n g are in fact p l a y e d out . 

T e x t u a l i z a t i o n is at t h e h e a r t o f the e t h n o g r a p h i c e n t e r p r i s e , b o t h 
in t h e field a n d in un ivers i ty se t t ings . In a n i m p o r t a n t s e n s e , fieldwork 
is s y n o n y m o u s wi th t h e activity o f inscr ib ing d i v e r s e c o n t e x t s o f ora l 
d i s c o u r s e t h r o u g h field n o t e s a n d r e c o r d i n g s . U n l i k e h is tor ica l re ­
s e a r c h (wi th t h e e x c e p t i o n o f oral h is tory) , e t h n o g r a p h y o r i g i n a t e s in 
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oral i ty a n d o n l y m a k e s t h e trans i t ion to wr i t ing wi th difficulty. M u c h 
o f t h e c r i t i q u e o f d o m i n a n t c o n v e n t i o n s o f e t h n o g r a p h i c r e a l i s m , as 
wel l as a l t ernat ive s t o t h e m , thus arises f r o m re f l ec t ions o n t h e o r i g i n s 
o f a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l k n o w l e d g e in this p r i m a r y p r o c e s s o f t ex tua l i za ­
t i o n . T h e e t h n o g r a p h i c task as o n e o f inscr ip t ion , s trateg ies o f r e p r e ­
s e n t i n g d i a l o g u e in e t h n o g r a p h i c a c c o u n t s , a n d o b j e c t i o n s t o t h e n o ­
t ion o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n i tse l f w e r e i s sues that r e c u r r e d t h r o u g h o u t t h e 
s e m i n a r d i s c u s s i o n s , e spec ia l ly as t h e y w e r e f o r m u l a t e d in t h e p a p e r s 
by Cl i f ford a n d Ty ler . 

T h e a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l d i s ser ta t ion , typically a s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d ana­
lytical a n d d e s c r i p t i v e a c c o u n t f r o m fieldwork, is t h e e t h n o g r a p h y 
that m o s t a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s m u s t wri te . S ince t h e g r a n t i n g o f p r o f e s ­
s iona l c r e d e n t i a l s has d e p e n d e d o n its e v a l u a t i o n , it has t e n d e d to b e a 
c o n s e r v a t i v e e x e r c i s e . It is in t u r n i n g the d i s ser ta t ion i n t o a p u b l i s h e d 
m o n o g r a p h o r ser ies o f articles that c a r e e r d i rec t ions are d e t e r m i n e d 
o n a n u m b e r o f l eve ls . For o n e t h i n g , r e p u t a t i o n s a n d t e n u r e d e p e n d 
o n w r i t i n g b e y o n d t h e d i s ser ta t ion . O n a m o r e p e r s o n a l leve l o f inte l ­
l ec tua l d e v e l o p m e n t , t h e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f the d i s ser ta t ion , a n d t h e 
t e x t u a l i z e d field mater ia l s o n w h i c h it is b a s e d , i n t o o t h e r w r i t t e n ver ­
s i o n s e m b o d i e s a reac t ion to the t ra in ing m o d e l o f e t h n o g r a p h i c p r a c ­
t ice. I n this t r a n s f o r m a t i o n , o n e is f r e e r to take risks a n d a lso m o r e 
subjec t to i n t e r t e x t u a l i t y — t h a t is, wr i t ing u n d e r t h e i n f l u e n c e of, a n d 
w i t h t h e d e s i r e to i n f l u e n c e , o t h e r writers . A m o n g r e c e n t g e n e r a t i o n s 
o f a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , t h e n e w "classics," part icular e t h n o g r a p h i e s t h a t 
c o m e t o b e r e c e i v e d as t o k e n s o f a n idea l i zed i m a g e o f w h a t t h e prac ­
t ice o f a n t h r o p o l o g y s h o u l d e x e m p l i f y , d e r i v e pr imar i ly f r o m w r i t i n g 
in r e a c t i o n to t h e in i t iatory t ra in ing e x p e r i e n c e . 

A f f e c t e d by t h e g e n e r a l inte l lec tual m o o d o f t h e p e r i o d in w h i c h it 
o c c u r s , t h e init ial e x p e r i e n c e o f p r o d u c i n g a n a c c o u n t for p r o f e s ­
s iona l qua l i f i ca t ion c a n b e p e r s o n a l l y r e c o n f i r m e d , quiet ly m o d i f i e d , 
s t r e n u o u s l y cr i t ic ized, o r e v e n re jec ted in the v a r i e d o u t c o m e s o f at­
t e m p t s t o r e w r i t e t h e c o n s e r v a t i v e t ra in ing m o d e l o f e t h n o g r a p h y . 
T h e g e n e r a l m o o d n o w b e i n g re f l ex ive a n d self-crit ical , d i s s e r t a t i o n 
c o n v e n t i o n s a r e p e r h a p s less conservat ive , b u t the l e g i t i m a t e array o f 
o p t i o n s in t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f p u b l i s h e d a c c o u n t s is a lso m o r e e x t e n ­
sive. P r o d u c i n g a n e t h n o g r a p h i c a c c o u n t f r o m fieldwork m a y still o c ­
c u p y its s e m i n a l r o l e i n i n a u g u r a t i n g c a r e e r s a n d c r e a t i n g a c e r t a i n 
i d e o l o g i c a l c o m m u n i t y o f s h a r e d e x p e r i e n c e a m o n g a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , 
b u t it c a n n o l o n g e r b e so easi ly u n d e r s t o o d s imply as t h e de f in i t ive 
m o d e l o f cra f t to b e r e p e a t e d in a c a r e e r o f r e search . I n m a n y c a r e e r s , 
t h e k i n d o f t e x t o n e p r o d u c e s , o r fails to p r o d u c e , f o l l o w i n g t h e d i s ­
s e r t a t i o n is f o r m a t i v e o f the f u t u r e wr i t ing projects o n e u n d e r t a k e s . 
O f t e n as n o t t h e s e d e p a r t in i n t e r e s t i n g ways f r o m d i s ser ta t ion e t h -
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n o g r a p h y , e spec ia l ly in t h e t ex tua l u s e s m a d e o f the c o r p u s o f field 
mater ia l . 

It h a s p r o b a b l y a lways b e e n the case that t h e initial e x p e r i e n c e o f 
e t h n o g r a p h i c w r i t i n g has b e e n cons t i tu t iona l a n d e x p e r i m e n t a l in t h e 
c o n t e x t o f r e s e a r c h c a r e e r s , e v e n a m o n g the p i o n e e r i n g e x e m p l a r s o f 
m o d e r n e t h n o g r a p h i c pract ice , s u c h as Mal inowsk i , E v a n s - P r i t c h a r d , 
a n d Fir th , a n d certa in ly for s u c c e e d i n g g e n e r a t i o n s o f a n t h r o p o l o ­
g is ts w h o h a v e c o n t i n u e d to r e g a r d certa in o f t h e former's texts ca-
non ica l ly . H o w e v e r , t h e e t h n o g r a p h y f o r g e d f r o m a p o s t - d i s s e r t a t i o n 
a t t e m p t t o r e w r i t e mater ia l by p u t t i n g a m o r e p e r s o n a l s t a m p o n it is 
in m a n y c a r e e r s a o n e - o f - a - k i n d p h e n o m e n o n ra ther t h a n a s t a n d a r d 
p r o d u c t . S o m e d i s t i n g u i s h e d careers h a v e b e e n m a d e by t h e c o n t i n u a l 
r e w r i t i n g o f or ig ina l field mater ia l s , a n d it is a c o m m o n o b s e r v a t i o n 
that w h e n a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s start a s e c o n d project a n d t h u s b e g i n a n e w , 
t h e y are rare ly able to a c h i e v e the f r e s h n e s s a n d in tens i ty o f t h e p r o j ­
ects that i n a u g u r a t e d the ir careers . O f t e n , the m o s t i n t e r e s t i n g wr i t ers 
in a n t h r o p o l o g y are t h o s e w h o , w h i l e c o n t i n u i n g to i n v o k e e t h n o ­
g r a p h i c a u t h o r i t y a n d to w o r k t h r o u g h e t h n o g r a p h i c deta i l in the ir 
w r i t i n g , n e v e r try to r e p r o d u c e t h e k ind o f t ex t that t h e y w r o t e in 
r e s p o n s e t o t ra in ing , but ra ther a t t e m p t to e x p l o r e l e s s o n s g a i n e d 
f r o m that e x p e r i e n c e , w h i c h r e q u i r e s d i f f e r e n t f o r m s a n d sty les o f 
e x p o s i t i o n . 

A c e r t a i n i m a g e o f the e t h n o g r a p h y is p o w e r f u l l y i n c u l c a t e d by 
in i t ia tory r e s e a r c h t r a i n i n g a n d art iculated in a p r o f e s s i o n a l social iz­
i n g d i s c o u r s e that s p e a k s a r o u n d its subject ra ther t h a n t o it ( y o u o n l y 
k n o w a g o o d e t h n o g r a p h y w h e n y o u r e a d o n e , d e s p i t e t h e w i d e s p r e a d 
s e n s e that t h e r e are s t a n d a r d s ) . C o n s e q u e n t l y , the actual d ivers i ty a n d 
p a t t e r n i n g o f a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l careers as to the ir t ex tua l p r o d u c t s h a v e 
b e e n o b s c u r e d a n d large ly u n e x a m i n e d . T h e w o r k o f t h e s e m i n a r was 
t o u n f i x , by l i terary t h e r a p y , the n a r r o w f r a m e s in w h i c h e t h n o g r a ­
p h i e s h a v e typical ly b e e n r e a d . T h i s has b e e n by n o m e a n s a h e r m e t i c 
o r n a i v e e n t e r p r i s e , as s o m e may fear , s ince t h e c o n c e r n o f m u c h c o n ­
t e m p o r a r y l i terary cri t ic ism is to e x p o s e t h e his tor ical a n d pol i t ical 
c o n t e x t s o f w r i t i n g — p r e c i s e l y the d i m e n s i o n s e t h n o g r a p h y o f a n in ­
t e r p r e t i v e b e n t has l o n g b e e n cri t ic ized for e l i d i n g or sk ir t ing . B u t , 
b e y o n d this critical f u n c t i o n , o u r q u e s t i o n i n g o f the part icu lar m o d e s 
o f real i s t d e s c r i p t i o n in c o n t e m p o r a r y a n t h r o p o l o g y c o n d i t i o n s t h e 
w r i t i n g s trateg ies o f a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s w h o c o n t i n u e to l ook pr imar i ly to 
t h e e t h n o g r a p h i c t rad i t ion for b o t h l imits a n d possibi l i t ies . B y criti­
c i s m o f t h e t e r m s in w h i c h e t h n o g r a p h y has b e e n r e c e i v e d a n d by 
a l t ernat ive r e a d i n g s o f e x e m p l a r y w o r k s , w e h a v e tr ied to e x p o s e 
poss ib i l i t i e s in past e t h n o g r a p h i c wr i t ing that m a k e it r e l e v a n t to t h e 
c u r r e n t spiri t o f e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n . 
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