JAMES CLIFFORD

Introduction: Partial Truths

Interdisciplinary work, so much discussed these days, s 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. Interdisciplinarity
consists in creating a new object that belongs to no one.
ROLAND BARTHES, “feunes Chercheurs”

Yow'll need more tables than you think.

ELENORE SMITH BOWEN, advice for fieldworkers,
in Return to Laughiter

Our frontispiece shows Stephen Tyler, one of this volume’s
contributors, at work in India in 1963. The ethnographer is absorbed
in writing—taking dictation? fleshing out an interpretation? record-
ing an important chservation? dashing off a poem? Hunched over in
the heat, he has draped a wet cloth over his glasses. His expression is
obscured. An mterlocutor looks over his shoulder—with boredom?
patience? amusement? In this image the ethnographer hovers at the
edge of the frame—faccless, almost extraterrestrial, a hand that
writes. Lt is not the usual portrait of anthropological fieldwork. We are
more accustomed to pictures of Margaret Mead exuberantly playing
with children in Manus or questioning villagers in Bali. Participant-
observation, the classic formula for ethnographic work, leaves little
room for texts. But still, somewhere lost in his account of fieldwork
among the Mbuti pygmies-—running along jungle paths, sitting up at
night singing, sleeping in a crowded leaf hut—Colin Turnbull men-
tions that he lugged around a typewriter.

In Bromnislaw Malinowski'’s Argonauts of the Western Pacific, where a
photograph of the ethnographer’s tent among Kiriwinan dwellings is
prominently displayed, there is no revelation of the tent’s interior. But
in another photo, carefully posed, Malinowski recorded himself writ-
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.ing at a table. {The tent faps are pulled back; he sits in profile, and
some Trobrianders stand outside, observing the curious rite.) This re-
markable picture was only published two years ago—a sign of our
times, not his.! We begin, not with participant-observation or with cul-
tural texts (suitable for interpretation), but with writing, the making
of texts. No longer a marginal, or occulted, dimension, writing has
emerged as central to what anthropologists do both in the field and
thereafter. The fact that it has not until recently been portrayed or
seriously discussed reflects the persistence of an ideology claiming
transparency of representation and immediacy of experience. Writ-
ing reduced to method: keeping good field notes, making accurate
maps, “writing up” results.

The essays collected here assert that this ideology has crumbled.
They see culture as composed of seriously contested codes and repre-
sentations; they assurne that the poetic and the political are insepar-
able, that science is in, not above, historical and linguistic processes.
They assume that academic and literary genres interpenetrate and
that the writing of cultural descriptions is properly experimental and
ethical. Their focus on text making and rhetoric serves to highlight
the constructed, artificial nature of cultural accounts. It undermines
overly transparent modes of authority, and it draws attention to the
historical predicament of ethnography, the fact that it is always caught
up in the invention, not the representation, of cultures (Wagner
1975). As will soon be apparent, the range of issues raised is not liter-
ary in any traditional sense. Most of the essays, while focusing on tex-
tual practices, reach beyond texts to contexts of power, resistance, in-
stitutional constraint, and innovation.-

Ethnography’s tradition is that of Herodotus and of Montesquieu’s
Persian. It looks obliquely at all collective arrangements, distant or
nearby. It makes the familiar strange, the exotic quotidian. Ethnog-
raphy cultivates an engaged clarity like that urged by Virginia Woolf:
“Let us never cease from thinking—what is this ‘civilization’ in which
we find ourselves? What are these ceremonies and why should we take
part in them? What are these professions and why should we make
money out of them? Where in short is it leading us, the procession of
the sons of educated men?” (1936: 62—63). Ethnography is actively
situated between powerful systems of meaning. It poses its questions at
the boundaries of civilizations, cultures, classes, races, and genders.
Ethnography decodes and recodes, telling the grounds of collective
order and diversity, inclusion and exclusion. It describes processes of

1. Malinowski 1961 : 7. The photograph inside the tent was.publisheci in 1983 by
George Stocking in History of Anthropology 1:101. This volume contains other telling
scenes of ethnographic writng.
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mnovation and structuration, and is itself part of these processes.

Ethnography is an emergent interdisciplinary phenomenon. Its
authority and rhetoric have spread to many fields where “culture” is
a newly problematic object of description and critique. The present
book, though beginning with fieldwork and its texts, opens onto the
wider practice of writing about, against, and among cultures. This
blurred purview includes, to name only a few developing perspec-
tives, historical ethnography (Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Natalie
Davis, Carlo Ginzburg), cultural poetics (Stephen Greenblatt), cultural
criticism (Hayden White, Edward Said, Fredric Jameson), the analysis
of implicit knowledge and everyday practices (Pierre Bourdieu, Michel
de Certeau), the critique of hegemonic structures of feeling (Raymond
Williams), the study of scientific communities (following Thomas
Kuhn), the semiotics of exotic worlds and fantastic spaces {Tzvetan
Todorov, Louis Marin), and all those studies that focus on meaning
systems, disputed traditions, or cultural artifacts.

This complex interdisciplinary area, approached here from the
starting point of a crisis in anthropology, is changing and diverse.
Thus 1 do not want to impose a false unity on the exploratory essays
that follow. Though sharing a general sympathy for approaches com-
bining poetics, politics, and history, they frequently disagree. Many
of the contributions fuse literary theory and ethnography. Some
probe the limits of such approaches, stressing the dangers of estheti-
cism and the constraints of institutional power. Others enthusiastically
advocate experimental forms of writing. But in their different ways
they all analyze past and present practices out of a commitment to fu-
ture possibiliies. They see ethnographic writing as changing, inven-
tive: “History,” in William Carlos Williams’s words, “that should be a-
left hand to us, as of a vicknist.”

A

‘ “Literary” approaches have recently enjoyed some popularity
m the human sciences. In anthropology influential writers such as
Clifford Geertz, Victor Turner, Mary Douglas, Claude Lévi-Strauss,
Jean Duvignaud, and Edmund Leach, to mention only a few, have
shown an interest in literary theory and practice. In their quite differ-
ent ways they have blurred the boundary separating art from science.
Nor is theirs a new attraction. Malinowski’s authorial identifications
(Conrad, Frazer) are well known. Margaret Mead, Edward Sapir,
and Ruth Benedict saw themselves as both anthropologists and liter-
ary artists. In Paris surrealism and professional ethnography regu-
larly exchanged both ideas and personnel. But until recently literary
influences have been held at a distance from the “rigorous” core of
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the discipline. Sapir and Benedict had, after all, to hide their poetry .

from the scientific gaze of Franz Boas. And though ethnographers
have often been called novelists manqué (especially those who write a
little too well), the notion that literary procedures pervade any work
of cultural representation is a recent idea in the discipline. To a grow-
ing number, however, the “literariness” of anthropology--and espe-
cially of ethnography—appears as much more than a matter of good
writing or distinctive style.” Literary processes—metaphor, figuration,
narrative—affect the ways cultural phenomena are registered, from
the first jotted “observations,” to the completed book, to the ways.
these configurations “make sense” in determined acts of reading.’

It has Jong been asserted that scientific anthropology is also an
“art,” that ethnographies have literary qualities. We often hear that an
author writes with style, that certain descriptions are vivid or convine-
ing (should not every accurate description be convincing?). A work is
deemed evocative or artfully composed in addition to being factual;
expressive, rhetorical functions are conceived as decorative or merely
as ways to preserit an objective analysis or description more effectively.
Thus the facts of the matter may be kept separate, at least in principle,
from their means of communication. But the literary or rhetorical di-
mensions of ethnography can no longer be so easily compartmental-
ized. They are active at every level of cultural science. Indeed, the very
notion of a “literary” approach to a discipline, “anthropology,” is seri-
ously misleading.

The present essays do not represent a tendency or perspective
within a coherent “anthropology” (pace Wolf 1980). The “four-field”
definition of the discipline, of which Boas was perhaps the last vir-
tuoso, included physical (or biological) anthropology, archaeology, cul-
tural (or social} anthropology, and linguistics. Few today can seriously
claim that these fields share a unified approach or chject, though the
dream persists, thanks largely to institutional arrangements. The es-
says in this volume occupy a new space opened up by the disintegra-
tion of “Man” as felos for a whole discipline, and they draw on recent
developments in the fields of textual criticism, cultural history, semio-
tics, hermeneutic philosophy, and psychoanalysis. Some years ago, in

2. A partiat 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 1g74; Diamond 1974;
Duvignaud 1970, 1973; Favret-Saada 1980; Favret-Saada and Contreras 1981; Dumeont
1978; Tedlock 198g; 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 trenchant essay, Rodney Needham surveyed the theoretical incoher-
ence, tangled roots, impossible bedfellows, and divergent specializa-
tions that seemed to be leading to academic anthropology’s intellectual
disintegration. He suggested with ironic equanimity that the field
might soon be redistributed among a variety of neighboring disci-
plines. Anthropology in its present form would undergo “an irides-
cent metamorphosis” (1970:46). The present essays are part of the
metamorphosis,

But if they are post-anthropological, they are also post-literary.
Michel Foucault (1973), Michel de Certeau (1983), and Terry Eagleton
(1983} have recently argued that “literature” itself is a transient cate-
gory. Since the seventeenth century, they suggest, Western science has
excluded certain expressive modes from its legitimate repertoire:
rhetoric (in the name of “plain,” transparent signification), fiction (in
the name of fact), and subjectivity {in the name of objectivity). The
qualities eliminated from science were localized in the category of “lit-
erature.” Literary texts were deemed to be metaphoric and allegori-
cal, composed of inventions rather than observed facts; they allowed a
wide latitude to the emotions, speculations, and subjective “genius” of
their authors. De Certeau notes that the fictions of literary language
were scientifically condemned (and esthetically appreciated) for lack-
ing “univocity,” the purportedly unambiguous accounting of natural
science and professional history. In this schema, the discourse of liter-
ature and fiction is inherently unstable; it “plays on the stratification
of meaning; it narrates one thing in order to tell something else; it
delineates itself in a language from which it continuously draws
effects of meaning that cannot be circumscribed or checked” {1983
128). This discourse, repeatedly banished from science, but with un-
even success, is incurably figurative and polysemous. (Whenever its
effects begin to be felt too openly, a scientific text will appear “liter-
ary”; it will seem to be using too many metaphors, to be relying on
style, evocation, and so on.)*

By the nineteenth century, literature had emerged as a bourgeois
institution closely allied with “culture” and “art.” Raymond Williams
(1966) shows how this special, refined sensibility functioned as a kind
of court of appeals in response to the perceived dislocations and vul-
garity of industrial, class society. Literature 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 coguizance of what is called simple style. But in
Fact this is merely 2 less decorated style, or rather, 2 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 (182 1 47).
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umscribed zones in which nonutilitarian, “higher” values were main-
“tained. At the same time they were domains for the playing out of
-experxmenzaE avant-garde transgressions. Seen in this light, the ideo-
“7“logical formations of art and culture have no essential or eternal sta-
- tus. They are changing and contestable, like the special rhetoric of
- Miterature.” The essays that follow do not, in fact, appeal to a literary
-~ practice marked off in an esthetic, creative, or humanizing domain.
“~They struggle, in their different ways, against the received definitions
~‘of art, literature, science, and history. And if they sometimes suggest
that ethnography is an “art,” they return the word to an older usage—
‘before it had become associated with a higher or rebellious sensibil-
- ity—to the eighteenth-century meaning Williams recalls: art as the
skillful fashioning of useful artifacts. The making of ethnography is
artisanal, tied to the worldly work of writing.

Ethnographic writing is determined in at least six ways: (1) con-
textually (it draws from and creates meaningful social milieux); {2)
rhetorically (it uses and is used by expressive conventions); (3) institu-

" tionally (one writes within, and against, specific traditions, disciplines,
audiences); (4) generically (an ethnography is usually distinguishable
from a novel or a travel account); (5) politically (the authority to rep-
resent cultural realities is unequally shared and at times contested);
(6) historically (all the above conventions and constraints are chang-
ing). These determinations govern the inscription of coherent ethno-
graphic fictions.

To call ethnographies fictions may raise empiricist hackles. But
the word as commonly used in recent textual theory has lost its con-
notation of falsehood, of something merely opposed to truth. It sug-
gests the partiality of cultural and historical truths, the ways they are
systematic and exclusive. Ethnographic writings can properly be
called fictions in the sense of “something made or fashioned,” the
principal burden of the word’s Latin root, fingere. But it is important
to preserve the meaning not merely of making, but also of making up,
of inventing things not actually real. (Fingere, in some of its uses, im-
plied 2 degree of falsehood.) Interpretive social scientists have re-
cently come to view good ethnographies as “true fictions,” but usually
at the cost of weakening the oxymoron, reducing it to the banal claim
that all truths are constructed. The essays collected here keep the oxy-
moron sharp. For example, Vincent Crapanzano portrays ethnog-
raphers as tricksters, promising, like Hermes, not to lie, but never un-
dertaking to tell the whole truth either. Their rhetoric empowers and
subverts their message. Other essays reinforce the point by stressing
that cultural fictions are based on systematic, and contestable, exclu-
sions. These may involve silencing incongruent voices (“Two Crows
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denies it!”) or deploying a consistent manner of quoting, “speaking
for,” translating the reality of others. Purportedly irrelevant personal
or historical circumstances will also be excluded (one cannot tell ali).
Moreover, the maker (but why only one?) of ethnographic texts can-
not avoid expressive tropes, figures, and allegories that select and im-
pose meaning as they translate it. In this view, more Nietzschean than
realist or hermeneutic, all constructed truths are made possible by
powerful “lies” of exclusion and rhetoric. Even the best ethnographic
texts—serious, true fictions—are systems, or gconomies, of truth.
Power and history work through them, in ways their authors cannot
fully control.

Ethnographic truths are thus inherently partiel—committed and
incomplete. This point is now widely asserted—and resisted at strate-
gic points by those who fear the collapse of clear standards of verifica-
tion. But once accepted and built into ethnographic art, a rigorous
sense of partiality can be a source of representational tact. A recent
work by Richard Price, First-Tome: The Historical Vision of an Afro-
American People (1983), offers a good example of self-conscious, se-
rious partiality. Price recounts the specific conditions of his fieldwork
among the Saramakas, 2 Maroon society of Suriname. We learn about
external and self-imposed limits to the research, about individual in-
formants, and about the construction of the final written artifact.
(The book avoids a smoothed-over, monological form, presenting it-
self as literally pieced-together, full of holes.) First-Time is evidence of
the fact that acute political and epistemological self-consciousness
need not lead to ethnographic self-absorption, or to the conclusion
that it is impossible to know anything certain about other people.
Rather, it leads to a concrete sense of why a Saramaka folktale, fea-
tured by Price, teaches that “knowledge is power, and that one must
never reveal all of what one knows” (1985 14).

A complex technique of revelation and secrecy governs the com-
munication (reinvention) of “First-Time” knowledge, lore about the
society’s crucial struggles for survival in the eighteenth century. Using
techniques of deliberate frustration, digression, and incompleteness,
old men impart their historical knowledge to younger kinsmen, pref-
erably at cock’s crow, the hour before dawn. These strategies of el
lipsis, concealment, and partial disclosure determine ethnographic

. relations as much as they do the transmission of stories between gen-

erations. Price has to accept the paradoexical fact that “any Saramaka
narrative (inchading those told at cock’s crow with the ostensible intent
of communicating knowledge) will leave out most of what the teller
knows about the incident in question. A person’s knowledge is sup-
posed to grow only in small increments, and in any aspect of life
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people are deliberately told only a little bit more than the speaker
thinks they already know” (10).

It soon becomes apparent that there is no “complete” corpus of
First-Time knowledge, that no one—1least of all the visiting etl}nog—
rapher-—can know this lore except through an open-ended series of
contingent, power-laden encounters. “It is accepted .thgt different
Saramaka historians will have different versions, and it is up to the
listener to piece together for himself the version of an event that he,
for the time being, accepts” (28). Though Price, the scrupulous field-
worker and historian, armed with writing, has gathered a text that
surpasses in extent what individuals know or telL it still “represents
only the tip of the iceberg that Saramakas collectively preserve about
First-Time” (25). .

The ethical questions raised by forming a written archive of se-
cret, oral lore are considerable, and Price wrestles with them openly.
Part of his solution has been to undermine the completeness of h%s
own account (but not its seriousness) by publishing a book that is
a series of fragments. The aim is not to indicate unfortunate gaps
remaining in our knowledge of cighteenth-century Saramaka life,
but rather to present an inherenty imperfect_,mod_e of kpowiedge,
which produces gaps as it fills them. Though Price himself is not free
of the desire to write a complete ethnography or history, to portray a
“whole way of life” (24), the message of partiality resonates through-
out First-Time.

Ethnographers are more and more like the Cree hgnter who (the
story goes) came to Montreal to testify in court concerning the fate of
his hunting lands in the new James Bay hydroelectric scheme. He
would describe his way of life. But when administered the oath he
hesitated: “I'm not sure I can tell the truth. . .. I can only tell what

I know.”

AN

It is useful to recall that the witness was speaking artfully, in a
determining context of power. Since Michel Leiris’s early essay of
1950, “L’Ethnographe devant le colontalisme” (but .whyj so late?), an-
thropology has had to reckon with historical determination and politi-
cal conflict in its midst. A rapid decade, from 1950 to 1960, saw the
end of empire become a widely accepted project, if not an accom-
plished fact. Georges Balandier’s “sifuation colomiale” was suddenly

visible (1g55). Imperial relations, formal and informal, were no longer

the accepted rule of the game—to be reformed piecemeal, or ironically
distanced in various ways. Enduring power inequalities bad clearly
constrained ethnographic practice. This “situation” was felt earliest in
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France, largely because of the Vietnamese and Algerian conflicts and
through the writings of an ethnographically aware group of black
intellectuals and poets, the négritude movement of Aimé Césaire,
Léopold Senghor, René Ménil, and Léon Damas. The pages of Prés-
ence Africaine in the early fifties offered an unusual forum for collabo-
ration between these writers and social scientists like Balandier, Leiris,
Marcel Griaule, Edmond Ortigues, and Paul Rivet. In other countries
the crise de conscience came somewhat later. One thinks of Jacques
Magquet’s influential essay “Objectivity in Anthropology” {1g64). Dell
Hymes’s Reinventing Anthropology (1973), the work of Stanley Diamond
(19%74), Bob Scholte {1971, 1972, 1978), Gérard Leclerc (19%72), and
particularly of Talal Asad’s collection Anthropology and the Colonial En-
counter (1973), which has stimulated much clarifying debate (Firth
et al. 1977).

In popular imagery the ethnographer has shifted from a sympa-
thetic, authoritative observer (best incarnated, perhaps, by Margaret
Mead) to the unflattering figure portrayed by Vine Deloria in Custer
Died for Your Sins (1969). Indeed, the negative portrait has sometimes
hardened into caricature—the ambitious social scientist making off
with tribal lore and giving nothing in return, imposing crude portraits
on subtle peoples, or (most recently) serving as dupe for sophisticated
informants. Such portraits are about as realistic as the earlier heroic
versions of participant-observation. Ethnographic work has indeed
been enmeshed in a world of enduring and changing power inequali-
ties, and it continues to be implicated. It enacts power relations. But
its function within these relations is complex, often ambivalent, po-
tentially counter-hegemontic. .

Different rules of the game for ethnography are now emerging in
many parts of the world. An outsider studying Native American cul-
tures may expect, perhaps as a requirement for continuing research,
to testify in support of land claim litigation. And a variety of formal
restrictions are now placed on fieldwork by indigenous governments
at national and local levels. These condition in new ways what can, and
especially cannot, be said about particular peoples. A new figure has
entered the scene, the “indigenous ethnographer” (Fahim, ed. 1982;

© Ohnuki-Tierney 1984). Insiders studying their own cultures offer

new angles of vision and depths of understanding. Their accounts are

- empowered and restricted in unique ways. The diverse post- and neo- |
© colonial rules for ethnographic practice do not necessarily encourage

“better” cultural accounts. The criteria for judging a good account
have never been settled and are changing. But what has emerged
from all these ideological shifts, rule changes, and new compromises
is the fact that a series of historical pressures have begun to reposition
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anthropology with respect to its “objects” of study. Anthropology no
longer speaks with automatic authority for others defined as unable to
speak for themselves (“primitive,” “pre-literate,” “without history”).
Other groups can less easily be distanced in special, almost always past
or passing, times—represented as if they were not involved in the
present world systems that implicate ethnographers along with the
peoples they study. “Cultures” do not hold still for their portraits. At-
tempts to make them do so always involve simplification and exclu-
sion, selection of a temporal focus, the construction of a particular
self-other relationship, and the imposition or negotiation of a power
relationship.

The critique of colonialism in the postwar period—an under-
mining of “The West’s” ability to represent other societies—has been
reinforced by an important process of theorizing about the limits of
representation itself. There is no way adequately to survey this multi-
farious critique of what Vico called the “sertous poem” of cultural his-
tory. Positions proliferate: “hermeneutics,” “structuralism,” “history
of mentalities,” “neo-Marxism,” “genealogy,” “post-structuralism,”
“post-modernism,” “pragmatism”; also a spate of “alternate epistemol-
ogies”—feminist, ethnic, and non-Western. What is at stake, but not
always recognized, is an ongoing critique of the West’s most confident,
characteristic discourses. Diverse philosophies may implicitly have this
critical stance in common. For example, Jacques Derrida’s unraveling
of logocentrism, from the Greeks to Freud, and Walter J. Ong’s quite
different diagnosis of the consequences of literacy share an overarch-
ing rejection of the institutionalized ways one large group of human-
ity has for millennia construed its world. New historical studies of he-
gemonic patterns of thought (Marxist, Annaliste, Foucaultian) have
in common with recent styles of textual criticism (semiotic, reader-
response, post-structural) the conviction that what appears as “real”
in history, the social sciences, the arts, even in common sense, is
always analyzable as a restrictive and expressive set of social codes
and conventions. Hermeneutic philosophy in its varying styles, from
Wilhelm Dilthey and Paul Ricoeur to Heidegger, reminds us that the
simplest cultural accounts are intentional creations, that interpret-
-ers constantly construct themselves through the others they study.

FEINTY

LII Y3

The twentieth-century sciences of “language,” from Ferdinand de

Saussure and Roman Jacobson to Benjamin Lee Whorf, Sapir, and
Wittgenstein, have made inescapable the systematic and situational
verbal structures that determine all representations of reality. Finally,
the return of rhetoric to an important place in many fields of study (it
had for millennia been at the core of Western education) has made
possible a detailed anatomy of conventional expressive modes. Allied
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with semiotics and discourse analysis, the new rhetoric is concerned
with what Kenneth Burke called “strategies for the encompassing of
situations” (196g: g). It is less about how to speak well than about how
to speak at all, and to act meaningfully, in the world of public cultural
symbols.

The impact of these critiques is beginning to be felt in ethnogra-
phy’s sense of its own development. Noncelebratory histories are be-
coming common. The new histories try to avoid charting the discov-
ery of some current wisdom (origins of the culture concept, and so
forth); and they are suspicious of promoting and demoting intellec-
tual precursors in order to confirm a particular paradigm. (For the
latter approach, see Harris 1968 and Evans-Pritcchard 1¢81). Rather,
the new histories treat anthropological ideas as enmeshed in local
practices and institutional constraints, as contingent and often “politi-

- cal” solutions to cultural problems. They construe science as a social

process. They stress the historical discontinuities, as well as continui-
ties, of past and present practices, as often as not making present
knowledge seem temporary, in motion. The authority of a scientific
discipline, in this kind of historical account, will always be mediated by
the claims of rhetoric and power.?

Another major impact of the accumulating political/theoretical
critique of anthropology may be briefly summarized as a rejection of
“visualism.” Ong (1967, 19%%), among others, has studied way$ in
which the senses are hierarchically ordered in different cultures and
epochs. He argues that the truth of vision in Western, literate cultures
has predominated over the evidences of sound and interlocution, of
touch, smell, and taste. {Mary Pratt has observed that references to
odor, very prominent in travel writing, are virtually absent from eth-
nographies.)® The predominant metaphors in anthropological re-
search have been participant-observation, data collection, and cultural
description, all of which presuppose a standpoint outside—looking
at, objectifying, or, somewhat closer, “reading,” a given reality. Ong’s

5. 1 exclude from this category the various histories of “anthropological” ideas,
which must always have 2 Whiggish cast. [ include the strong historicism of George
Stocking, which often has the effect of questioning disciplinary genealogies (for ex-
ample, 1968 :6g—g0). The work of Terry Clark on the institutionalization of social sci-
ence (1973} and of Foucault on the sociopolitical constitution of “discursive formations”

{1g773) points in the direction | am indicating. See also: Hartog (1980), Duchet (1971),
many works by De Certeau (¢.g., 1980), Boon (1982), Rupp-Eisenreich (1¢984), and the

- yearly volume History of Anthropology, edited by Stocking, whose approach goes well be-

yond the history of ideas or theory. An allied approach can be found in recent social
studies of science research: e.g., Knorr-Cetina (1981), Latour {1984), Knorr-Cetina and
Mulkay (1983). .

6. 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 1g82).
For examples of work unusunally attentive to the sensorium, see Stoller (19844, b).
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work has been mobilized as a critique of ethnography by Jjohannes
Fabian (1g83), who explores the consequences of positing cultural
facts as things observed, rather than, for example, heard, invented in
dialogue, or transcribed. Following Frances Yates (1 966), he argues
that the taxonomic imagination in the West is strongly visualist in
nature, constituting cultures as if they were theaters of memory, or
spatialized arrays.

In a related polemic against “Orientalism” Edward Said (1978)
identifies persistent tropes by which Europeans and Americans have
visualized Fastern and Arab cultures. The Orient functions as a the-
ater, a stage on which a performance is repeated, to be seen from a
privileged standpoint (Barthes [1g7%] locates a similar “perspective”
in the emerging bourgeois esthetics of Diderot.) For Said, the Orient
is “textualized”; its multiple, divergent stories and existential predlca-
ments are coherently woven as a body of signs susceptible of virtuoso
reading. This Orient, occulted and fragile, is brought lovingly to light,
salvage(i in the work of the outside scholar. The effect of domination
in such spaual/temporai deployments (not limited, of course, to Ori-
entalism proper) is that they confer on the other a discrete identity,
while also providing the knowing observer with a standpoint from
which to see without being seen, to read without interruption.

Once cultures are no longer prefigured visually—as objects, the-
aters, texts—it becomes possible to think of a cultural poetics that is
an interplay of voices, of positioned utterances. In a discursive rather
than a visual paradigm, the dominant metaphors for ethnography
shift away from the observing eye and toward expressive speech (and
gesture). The writer’s “voice” pervades and situates the analysis, and
objective, distancing rhetoric is renounced. Renato Rosaldo has re-
cently argued, and exemplified, these points (1984, 1985). Other
changes of textual enactment are urged by Stephen Tyler in this vol-
ume. (See also Tedlock 1983.) The evocative, performative elements
of ethnography are legitimated. And the crucial poetic problem for
a discursive ethnography becomes how “to achieve by written means
what speech creates, and to do it without simply imitating speech”
(Tyler 1984c: 25). From another angle we notice how much has been
said, in criticism and praise, of the ethnographic gaze. But what of the
ethnographic ear? This is what Nathaniel Tarn is getting at in an inter-
view, speaking of his experience as a tricultural French/Englishman
endlessly becoming an American.

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 of 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)

AN

An interest in the discursive aspects-of cultural representation
draws attention not to the interpretation of cultural “texts” but to
their relations of production. Divergent styles of writing are, with
varying degrees of success, grappling with these new orders of com-

plexity—different rules and possibilities within the horizon of a his-

torical moment. The main experimental trends have been reviewed in
detail elsewhere (Marcus and Cushman 1982; Clifford 1983a). It is
enough to mention here the general trend toward a specification of dis-
courses in ethnography: who speaks? who writes? when and where?
with or to whom? under what institutional and historical constraints?

Since Malinowski’s time, the “method” of participant-observation
has enacted a delicate balance of subjectivity and objectivity. The eth-
nographer’s personal experiences, especially those of participation
and empathy, are recognized as central to the research process, but
they are firmly restrained by the impersonal standards of observation
and “objective” distance. In classical ethnographies the voice of the
author was always manifest, but the conventions of textual presenta-

“tion and reading forbade too close a connection between authorial

style and the reality represented. Though we discern immediately the
distinctive accent of Margaret Mead, Raymond Firth, or Paul Radin,

- we still cannot refer to Samoans as "Meadian” or call Tikopia a “Firth-

ian” culture as freely as we speak of Dickensian or Flaubertian worlds.
‘The subjectivity of the author is separated from the objective referent

. 'of the text. At best, the author’s personal voice is seen as a style In the
- weak sense: a tone, or embellishment of the facts. Moreover, the ac-

tual field experience of the ethnographer is presented only in very -

 stylized ways (the “arrival stories” discussed below by Mary Pratt, for

example). States of serious confusion, violent feelings or acts, censor-
ships, important failures, changes of course, and excessive pleasures

' are excluded from the published account.

In the sixties this set of expository conventions cracked. Ethnog-
raphers began to write about their field experience in ways that dis-
turbed the prevailing subjective/objective balance. There had been

- earlier disturbances, but they were kept marginal: Leiris’s aberrant

L’Afrique fantome (1984); Tristes Tropiques (whose strongest impact out-
side France came only after 1960); and Elenore Smith Bowen’s impor-
tant Return to Loughter (1954). That Laura Bohannan in the early

. sixties had to d;sgulse herself as Bowen, and her fieldwork narra-
tive as a “novel,” is symptomatic. But things were changing rapidly,
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and others—Georges Balandier (L'Afrique ambigué 1957), David
Maybury-Lewis (The Savage and the Innocent 1965), Jean Briggs (Never
in Anger 1970, Jean-Paul Dumont (The Headman and I 1978), and Paul
Rabinow (Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco 1977)—were soon writing
“factually” under their own names. The publication of Malinowski’s
Mailu and Trobriand diaries {1967) publicly upset the applecart.
Henceforth an implicit mark of interrogation was placed beside any
overly confident and consistent ethnographic voice. What desires and
confusions was it smoothing over? How was its “objectivity” textually
constructed?’

A subgenre of ethnographic writing emerged, the self-reflexive
“feldwork account.” Variously sophisticated and naive, confessional
and analytic, these accounts provide an important forum for the dis-
cussion of a wide range of issues, epistemological, existential, and po-
litical. The discourse of the cultural analyst can no longer be simply
that of the “experienced” observer, describing and interpreting cus-
tom. Ethnographic experience and the participant-observation ideal
are shown to be problematic. Different textual strategies are at-
tempted. For example, the first person singular (never banned from
ethnographies, which were always personal in stylized ways) is de-
ployed according to new conventions. With the “fieldwork account”
the rhetoric of experienced objectivity yields to that of the autobiogra-

phy and the ironic self-portrait. (See Beaujour 1980, Lejeune 1975.)

The ethnographer, a character in a fiction, Is at center stage. He or
she can speak of previously “irrelevant” topics: violence and desire,
confusions, struggles and economic transactions with informants.
These matters (long discussed informally within the discipline) have
moved away from the margins of ethnography, to be seen as constitu-
tive, inescapable (Honigman 1976). '

Some reflexive accounts have worked to specify the discourse of
informants, as well as that of the ethnographer, by staging dialogues
or narrating interpersonal confrontations {Lacoste-Dujardin 1977,
Crapanzano 1980, Dwyer 1982, Shostak 1981, Mernissi 1984). These
fictions of dialogue have the effect of transforming the “cultural” text
(a ritual, an insttution, a life history, or any unit of typical behavior to
be described or interpreted) into a speaking subject, who sees as well
as is seen, who evades, argues, probes back. In this view of ethnogra-
phy the proper referent of any account is not a represented “world”;
now it is specific instances of discourse. But the principle of dialogical
textual production goes well beyond the more or less artful presenta-

7. 1 have explored the relation of personal subjectivity and authoritative cuktural
accounts, seen as mutually reinforcing fictions, in an essay on Malinowski and Conrad

{Clifford 1985a).
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tion of “actual” encounters. It locates cultural interpretations in many
sorts of reciprocal contexts, and it obliges writers to find diverse ways
f’f rendering negotiated realities as multisubjective, power-laden, and
incongruent. In this view, “culture” is always relational, an inscription

of cqmmumcative processes that exist, historically, between subjects in
reiathns of power (Dwyer 1977, Tedlock 197g).

Dialogical modes are not, in principle, autobiographical; they
need not lead to hyper self-consciousness or self-absorption. As
Bakhtin (1981) has shown, dialogical processes proliferate in .any
Fompiexly represented discursive space (that of an ethnography, or
in h1§ case, a realist novel). Many voices clamor for expression. Poly:
voca.hify was restrained and orchestrated in traditional ethnographies
by giving to one voice a pervasive authorial function and to others the

| r(_)l(? of sources, “informants,” to be quoted or paraphrased. Once dia-
logism and-.polyphouy are recognized as modes of textual production
mor.aophomc authority is questioned, revealed to be characteristic 0%
a science that has claimed to represent cultures. The tendency to spec-
ify (flzsc0urses—historically and intersubjectively—recasis this au-
thqnty,_and in the process alters the questions we put to cultural de-
© scriptions. Two recent examples must suffice. The first involves the
voices and readings of Native Americans, the second those of women.

James Walker is widely known for his classic monograph The

~ Sun Dance and Other Ceremonies of the Oglala Division of the Teton Sioux
_ (1917). It is a carefully observed and documented work of interpre-
tation. But our reading of it must now be complemented-—and al-

- tered—by an extraordinary glimpse of its “makings.” Three titles
have now appeared in a four-volume edition of documents he col-
lected wil‘uie a physician and ethnographer on the Pine Ridge Sioux
. Reservation between 1896 and 1914. The first (Walker, Lakota Belief
- .and Ritual 1982a, edited by Raymond DeMallie and Elaine Jahner) is 2
collage of notes, interviews, texts, and essay fragments written or
- spoken by Walker and numerous Oglala collaborators. This volume
hsts_ more than thirty “authorities,” and wherever possible each contri-
butllon is marked with the name of its enunciator, writer, or tran-
~scriber. These individuals are not ethnographic “informant’s.” Lakota
o Belzef %s a collaborative work of documentation, edited in a manner
“that gives equal rhetorical weight to diverse renditions of tradition.

+ Walker’s own descriptions and glosses are fragments among fragments.
S The ethnographer worked closely with interpreters Charles and
-Richard Nines, and with Thomas Tyon and George Sword, both of
‘whom composed extended essays in Old Lakota. These have now
“been translated and published for the first time. In a long section of
3 Lakota Belief Tyon presents explanations he obtained from a number
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of Pine Ridge shamans; and it is revealing to see questions of belief
{for example the crucial and elusive quality of “wakan”) interpreted in
differing, idiosyncratic styles. The result is a version of culture in pro-
cess that resists any final summation. In Lakota Belief the editors pro-
vide biographical details on Walker, with hints about the individual
sources of the writings in his collection, brought together from the
Colorado Historical Society, the American Musewmn of Natural His-
tory, and the American Philosophical Society.

The second volume to have appeared is Lakota Society (1982b),
which assembles documents roughly relating to aspects of social orga-
nization, as well as concepts of time and history. The inclusion of ex-
tensive Winter Counts (Lakota annals) and personal recollections of
historical events confirms recent tendencies to question overly clear
distinctions- between- peoples “with” and “without” history (Rosaldo
1980; Price 1983). Volume three is' Lakota Myth (1983). And the last
will contain the translated writings of George Sword. Sword was an
Oglala warrior, later a judge of the Court of Indian Offenses at Pine
Ridge. With Walker’s encouragement, he wrote a detailed vernacular
record of customary life, covering myth, ritual, warfare and games,
complemented by an autobiography.

Taken together, these works offer an unusual, multiply articula-
ted record of Lakota life at a crucial moment in its history—a three-
volume anthology of ad hoc interpretations and transcriptions by
more than a score of individuals occupying a spectrum of positions
with respect to “tradition,” plus an elaborated view of the ensemble by
a well-placed Oglala writer. It becomes possible to assess critically the
synthesis Walker made of these diverse materials. When complete, the:
five volumes (including The Sun Dance) will constitute an expanded
(dispersed, not total) text representing a particular moment of eth-
nographic production (not “Lakota culture”). [t is this expanded text,
rather than Walker’s monograph, that we must now learn to read..

Such an ensemble opens up new meanings and desires in an on-
going cultural poesis. The decision to publish these texts was provoked:
by requests to the Colorado Historical Society from community mem-

bers at Pine Ridge, where copies were needed in Oglala history-

classes. For other readers the “Walker Collection” offers different
lessons, providing, among other things, a mock-up for an ethno-
poetics. with history (and individuals) in it. One has difficulty giving
these materials (many of which are very beautiful) the timeless, imper-
sonal identity of, say, “Sioux myth.” Moreover, the question of who
writes (performs? transcribes? translates? edits?) cultural statements is
inescapable in an expanded text of this sort. Here the ethnographer
no longer holds unquestioned rights of salvage: the authority long as-
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_sociated with bringing elusive, “disappearing” oral lore into legible
textual form. It is unclear whether James Walker (or anyone) can ap-
pear as author of these writings. Such lack of clarity is a sign of the
tames.

. Western texts conventionally come with authors attached. Thus it
is perhaps inevitable that Laketa Belief, Lakota Society, and Lakota Myth
should be published under Walker’s name. But as ethnography’s com-
plex, plural poesis becomes more apparent—and politically charged—
cenventions begin, in small ways, to shp. Walker’s work may be an un-
usual case of textual collaboration. But it helps us see behind the
scenes. Once “informants” hegin to be considered as co-authors, and
the ethnographer as scribe and archivist as well as interpreting ob-
server, we can ask new, critical questions of all ethnographies. How-
ever monological, dialogical, or polyphonic their form, they are hier-
~ archical arrangements of discourses.

A second example of the specification of discourses concerns gen-
der. I shall first touch on ways in which it can impinge on the reading
- .of ethnographic texts and then explore how the exclusion of feminist
perspectives from the present volume limits and focuses its discur-
sive standpoint. My first example, of the many possible, is Godfrey
. Lienhardt’s Divinity and Experience: The Religion of the Dinka (1961),
- surely among the most finely argued ethnographies in recent anthro-
pological literature. Its phenomenological rendition of Dinka senses
of the self, of time, space, and “the Powers” is unparalleled. Thus it
- -comes as a shock to recognize that Lienhardt’s portrayal concerns, al-
. most exclusively, the experience of Dinka men. When speaking of
- “the Dinka” he may or may not be extending the point to women. We
: 'ofter_l cannot know from the published text. The examples he chooses
. -are, in any case, overwhelmingly centered on males. A rapid perusal
- .of the book’s introductory chapter on Dinka and their cattle confirms
_ t?le point. Only once is a woman's view mentioned, and it is in affirma-
tion of men’s relation to cows, saying nothing of how women experi-
“ence cattle. This observation introduces an equivocation in passages
_ -su_.tc_h as “Dinka often interpret accidents or coincidences as acts of Di-
“vinity distinguishing truth from falsehood by signs which appear to
.__mer_f’ (p- 47). The intended sense of the word “men” is certainly ge-
< heric, yet surrounded exclusively by examples from male experience
i slides toward a gendered meaning. (Do signs appear to women? in
significantly different ways?) Terms such as “the Dinka,” or “Dinka,”

used throughout the book, become similarly equivocal.
The point is not to convict Lienhardt of duplicity; his book speciﬁés
;_'gender to an unusual extent. What emerges, instead, are the history
“and politics that intervene in our reading. British academics of a cer-
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tain caste and era say “men” when they mean “people” more often
than do other groups, a cultural and historical context that is now less
invisible than it once was. The partiality of gender in question here
‘was not at issue when the book was published in 1g61. If it were,
Lienhardt would have directly addressed the problem, as more recent
ethnographers now feel obliged to (for example, Meigs 1684 :xix).
One did not read “The Religion of the Dinka” then as one now must,
as the religion of Dinka men and only perhaps Dinka women. Our
task is to think historically about Lienhardt’s text and its possible read-
ings, including our own, as we read.
Systematic doubts about gender in cultural representation have
become widespread only in the past decade or so, in certain milieux,
‘under pressure of feminism. A great many portrayals of “cultural”
truths now appear to reflect male domains of experience. (And there
are, of course, inverse, though much less common cases: for example,
Mead’s work, which often focused on female domains and generalized
on this basis about the culture as a whole.) In recognizing such biases,
however, it is well to recall that our own “full” versions will themselves
inevitably appear partial; and if many cultural portrayals now seem
more limited than they once did, this is an index of the contingency
and historical movement of all readings. No one reads from a neutral
or final position. This rather obvious caution is often violated in new
accounts that purport to set the record straight or to fill a gap in “our”
knowledge. '
When is a gap in knowledge perceived, and by whom? Where do
“problems” come from?*® It is obviously more than a simple matter of
noticing an error, bias, or omission. I have chosen examples (Walker
and Lienhardt) that underline the role of political and historical fac-
tors in the discovery of discursive partiality. The epistemology this im-
plies cannot be reconciled with a notion of cumulative scientific prog-
ress, and the partiality at stake is stronger than the normal scientific
dictates that we study problems piecemeal, that we must not over-
generalize, that the best picture is built up by an accretion of rigorous
evidence. Cultures are not scientific “objects” (assuming such things
exist, even in the natural sciences). Culture, and our views of “it,” are
produced historically, and are actively contested. There is no whole
picture that can be “filled in,” since the perception and filling of a gap
lead to the awareness of other gaps. If women’s experience has been

significantly excluded from ethnographic accounts, the recognition of.
this absence, and its correction in many recent studies; now highlights

8. “The stork didn’t bring them!” (David Schaeider, in conversation}. Foucault de-

scribed his approach as a “history of problematics” {1984).

Introduction )
19

the fact‘ {i}at men’s experience (as gendered subjects, not cultural
types— ‘Dn}ka.” or “Trobrianders”) is itself largely unstudied. As ca-
nonical topics like “kinship” come under critical scrutiny (Needham
1974; Schn‘ezder 1972, 1984), new problems concerning “sexualit »
are made visible. And so forth without end. It is evident that we knoiv
more about the Trobriand Islanders than was known in 1goo. But the
we” requires historical identification. (Talal Asad argues in.this vol-
ume that the fact that this knowledge is routinely inscribed in certain
“strong” languages is not scientifically neutral.) If “culture” is not an
object‘ to be described, neither is it a unified corpus of symbols and
- meanings that can be definitively interpreted. Culture is contested
- “temporal, and emergent. Representation and explanation—both b’
- Insiders and outsiders—is implicated in this emergence. The s eciﬁ}:
cation of discourse's I have been tracing is thus more i':ha‘n a mag:er of
22E;;:1i%ei:arefully limited claims. It is thoroughly historicist and self-
= In th1§ spirit, let me turn to the present volume. Everyone will be
;gbie to think of individuals or perspectives that should have been in-
i cluded. '".I“he volume’s focus limits it in ways its authors and editors can
-only pegln to make apparent. Readers may note that its anthropologi-
cal bias neglects photography, film, performance theory documegn—
tary art, the nonfiction novel, “the new journalism,” oral }’;istory and
‘various forms of sociology. The book gives relatively little a{tenti;)n to
‘new ethnographic possibilities emerging from non-Western experi-
ence a.nd from feminist theory and politics. Let me dwell on this last
-f:_xclusmn, .for it concerns an especially strong intellectual and moral
_-zlr_l.ﬂuence in the university milieux from which these essays have
Sprung. Thus its absence cries out for comment. (But by adciyressin
Ehn_s 'one_exclusion I do not mean to imply that it offers any privile eg
;_stagdpgmt from which to perceive the partiality of the book.) Femiiist
theorizing Is obviously of great potential significance for rethinkin
_;_th__n_ogr.a?hlc writing. It debates the historical, political constructiog
of identities and self/other relations, and it probes the gendered posi-
gngs that make all accounts of, or by, other people inescapably par-
a_l'.._ Why, then, are there no essays in this book written from pri-
marily ferinist standpoints? P

‘g “Many of the themes I have been stressin
] t g above are supported by recent femi-
(njl:th;:zrlfégcz;n;&t;]eo%sts have prc;blem}z:uzed all totalizing, Arlziimediag perspecfir:?s
(Jehles - Many have seriously rethought the social constructi f ! i
and 'difference (Chodorow 1 i e B sonship
dd 978, Rich 1976, Keller 1985). Much femini i
questions the strict separation of subjecti iecrive, izing processual
£stic jective and objective, emphasi
modes of knowledge, closely connectin fical, and sepresergatona] pro.
6des , ting personal, political, and representational pro-
c_esﬁ;_s_._()lthﬁr 1f_trands deepen the critique of visually based modes gf surveilllagie };;Od
.gyg, inking them to domination and masculine desire (Mulvey 1975, Kuha
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The volume was planned as the publication of a seminar limited
by its sponsoring body to ten participants. It was institutionally de-
fined as an “advanced seminar,” and its organizers, George Marcus
and myself, accepted this format without serious question. We de-
cided to invite people doing “advanced” work on our topic, by which
we understood people who had already contributed significantly to
the analysis of ethnographic textual form. For the sake of coherence,
we located the seminar within, and at the boundaries of, the discipline
of anthropology. We invited participants well known for their recent
contributions to the opening up of ethnographic writing possibilities,
or whom we knew to be well along on research relevant to our focus.
The seminar was small and its formation ad hoc, reflecting our spe-
cific personal and intellectual networks, our limited knowledge of ap-
propriate work in progress. (I shall not go into individual personali-
ties, friendships, and so forth, though they are clearly relevant.)

Planning the seminar, we were confronted by what seemed to
us an obvious-—important and regrettable—fact. Feminism had not
contributed much to the theoretical analysis of ethnographies as
texts. Where women had made textual innovations (Bowen 1954,
Briggs 1970, Favret-S8aada 1980, 1981) they had not done so on femi-

nist grounds. A few quite recent works (Shostak 1981, Cesara 1982,

Mernissi 1g84) had reflected in their form feminist claims about sub-
jectivity, relationality, and female experience, but these same textual
forms were shared by other, nonfeminist, experimental works. More-
over, their authors did not seem conversant with the rhetorical and
textual theory that we wanted to bring to bear on ethnography. Our
focus was thus on textual theory as well as on textual form: a defen-
sible, productive focus.

Within this focus we could not draw on any developed debates
generated by feminism on ethnographic textual practices. A few very
initial indications (for example, Atkinson 1g82; Roberts, ed. 1981)

were all that had been published. And the situation has not changed-

dramatically since. Feminism clearly has contributed to anthropologi-
cal theory. And various female ethnographers, like Annette Weiner
(1976}, are actively rewriting the masculinist canon. But feminist eth-

1g8z2). Narrative forms of representation are analyzed with regard to the gendered
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nography has focused either on setting. the record straight about
women or on revising anthropological categories (for example, the |
nature/culture opposition). It has not produced either unconven- |
tional formms of writing or a developed reflection on ethnographic tex- !
tuality as such.

The reasons for this general situation need careful exploration,
and this 18 not the place for it."® In the case of our seminar and vol-
ume, by stressing textual form and by privileging textual theory,
- we focused the topic in ways that excluded certain forms of ethno-
.+ graphic innovation. This fact emerged in the seminar discussions,
during which it became clear that concrete institutional forces—ten-
ure patterns, canons, the influence of disciplinary authorities, global
inequalities of power—could not be evaded. From this perspective, is-
sues of content in ethnography (the exclusion and inclusion of differ-
- entexperiences in the anthropological archive, the rewriting of estab-
. lished traditions) became directly relevant. And this is where feminist
- and non-Western writings have made their greatest impact.!' Clearly
- -our sharp separation of form from content—and our fetishizing of
i form-—was, and is, contestable. It is a bias that may well be implicit in
~modernist “textualism.” (Most of us at the seminar, excluding Stephen
. Tyler, were not yet thoroughly “post-modern™!)

- We see these things better, of course, now that the deed is done,
- the book finished. But even early on, in Santa Fe, intense discussions
“turned on the exclusion of several important perspectives and what to
~do about them. As editors, we decided not to try and “fll out” the vol-
- ume by seeking additional essays. This seemed to be tokenism and to
- reflect an aspiration to false completeness. Qur response to the prob-
“lem of excluded standpoints has been to leave them blatant. The
present volume remains a limited intervention, with no aspiration to
. be comprehensive or to cover the territory. It sheds a strong, partial
ight. :

ir.210. Marilyn Strathern’s unpublished essay “Dislodging a World View” (1g84), 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. I am indebted 1o conversations with her.
w00 11 Itmay 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
* téxtual 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-
efiéxivity and style may be an index of privileged estheticism. For if one does not have

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 1g75).

1o'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-
ral notion that privileged discourse indulges in esthetic or epistemological subtleties,
:whereas marginal discourse “tells it like it 15.” The reverse is too often the case. (See
:Michael Fischer’s essay in this volume.)



29 JAMES CLIFFORD

ANA

A major consequence of the historical and theoretical move-
ments traced in this Introduction has been to dislodge the ground
from which persons and groups securely represent others. A concep-
tual shift, “tectonic” in its implications, has taken place. We ground
things, now, on a2 moving earth, There is no longer any place of over-
view (mountaintop) from which to map human ways of life, no Archi-
median point from which to represent the world. Mountains are in
constant motion. So are islands: for one cannot occupy, unambigu-
ously, a bounded cultural world from which to journey out and ana-
lyze other cultures. Human ways of life increasingly influence, domi-
nate, parody, translate, and subvert one another. Cultural analysis is
always enmeshed in global movements of difference and power, How-
ever one defines it, and the phrase is here used loosely, a “world sys-
tem” now links the planet’s societies in a common historical process. '

A number of the essays that follow grapple with this predicament.
Their emphases differ. How, George Marcus asks, can ethnography—-
at home or abroad—define its object of study in ways that permit de-
tailed, local, contextual analysis and simultaneously the portrayal of
global implicating forces? Accepted textual strategies for defining cul-
tural domains, separating micro and macro levels, are no longer ade-
quate to the challenge. He explores new writing possibilities that blur
the distinction between anthropology and sociology, subverting an un-
productive division of labor. Talal Asad also confronts the systematic
interconnection of the planet’s societies. But he finds persistent, gla-
cial.inequalities imposing all-too-coherent forms on the world’s diver-
sity and firmily positioning any ethnographic practice. “Translations”
of culture, however subtle or inventive in textual form, take place
within relations of “weak” and “strong” languages that govern the in-
ternational flow of knowledge. Ethnography is still very much a one-
way street. Michael Fischer’s essay suggests that notions of global
hegemony may miss the reflexive, inventive dimensions of ethnicity
and cultural contact. (And in a similar vein, my own contribution

treats all narratives of lost authenticity and vanishing diversity as self-

confirming allegories, until proven otherwise.) Fischer locates ethno-
graphic writing in a syncretic world of ethnicity rather than a world of
discrete cultures and traditions. Post-modernism, in his analysis, is:
more than a literary, philosophical, or artistic trend. It is a general:

12. The term is, of course, Wallerstein's {(1976). I find, however, his strong sense i:)_f_
a unitary direction to the global historical process problematic, and agree with Ortner’s

reservatons (1984: 142-43).
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- condition of multicultural life demanding new forms of inventiveness
and subtlety from a fully reflexive ethnography. '

: clearly c‘leﬁned others, defined as primitive, or tribal, or non-Western
g or pre-literate, or nonhistorical—the list, if extended, soon become;
mcpherent. Now ethnography encounters others in relation to itself,
_-_-.w}%ﬂe seeing itself as other. Thus an “ethnographic” perspective is:'
~being deployed in diverse and novel circumstances. Renato Rosaldo
~.probes the way its rhetoric has been appropriated by social history
- and how this makes visible certain disturbing assumptions that have
. empowered hieldwork. The ethnographers distinctively intimate, in-
- quisiive perspective turns up in history, literature, advertising ’and
.- many other unlikely places. The science of the exotic is being “re;gatri—
--ated” (Fischer and Marcus 1986).

.-..Ethnography’s traditional vocation of cultural criticism {Mon-
taigne’s “On Cannibals,” Montesquieu’s Persian Letters) has reemerged
with new explicitness and vigor. Anthropological fieldworkers can
now realign their work with pioneers like Henry Mayhew in the nine-
tgeljath century and, more recently, with the Chicago school of urban
g_o_enoi'og‘y (Lloyd Warner, William F. Whyte, Robert Park). Socioiogical

- €thnomethodology (Leiter 1980): the work of Harold Garfinkel
Harvey Sacks, and Aaron Cicourel (also neglected in the present vol-
ume) ref:‘iec:s a crisis in sociology similar to that in anthropology
Mggnwh_ﬁe a different rapprochement between anthropological and.
: __chpigglcal ethnography has been taking place under the influence of
M_grxmt cultura} theory at the Birmingham Centre for Contemporar
:gg}turai .Studies (Stuart Hall, Paul Willis). In America fiek:hworkerij
-are turning their attention to laboratory biologists and physicists
; L‘atqur and Woolgar 1979, Traweek 1982), to American “kinship”
§§hnelder 1980), to the dynastic rich (Marcus 1983), to truckers
@_ga‘r.1985), to psychiatric clients (Estroff 1985), to new urban com-
munities (.Krleger 1983), to problematic traditional identities (Blu
980). Thfs is only the beginning of a growing list.
::.--__What 1s at stake is more than anthropological methods being de-
ig_}ygd‘ at }'xome, or studying new groups (Nader 1969). Ethnography
Ioving into areas long occupied by sociology, the novel, or avant-
_gfn"_df_:_' c_uiturak critique (Clifford 1¢81), rediscovering otherness and
d}{_fc_'r_e_nce‘ within the cultures of the West. It has become clear that
:Eygf.‘):._yersxon of an “other,” wherever found, is also the construction
f_:_a:-_-:seif,” and the making of ethnographic texts, as Michael Fischer,

o

Ethnography in the service of anthropology once looked out at’

!e
N

Vincent Crapanzano, and others in this volume show, has always in- \f;’
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| volved a process of “self-fashioning” -(Greeqbia}:t 1980). Cultural
k poesis—and  politics—is the constant reconstitution f)f sefives and
| others through specific exclusions, conventions, and d‘lscurswe prac-
| tices. The essays that follow provide tools for the analysis of these pro-
% cesses, at home and abroad. ‘
These essays do not prophesy. Taken as a whole, they portray his-
torical constraints on the making of ethnographies, as w§1i as areas of
textual experiment and emergence. Talal Asad’s tvon_e is soper, pre-
occupied (like Paul Rabinow) with institutiolnal limits on interpre-
tive freedom. George Marcus and Michael Fischer explore concrete
examples of alternative writing. Stephen Tyler evokes what does
not (cannot?) yet exist, but must be imagined-—or, better, soupded.
Many of the essays (especially those of Renato R(?saidq, Vincent
Crapanzano, Mary Pratt, and Talal Asad) are occupied with CI‘I'ILI(IaE
ground clearing—dislodging canons to make space for alternatives.
Rabinow identifies a new canon, post-modernism. Other essays (Tyler
on oral and performative modes, my own treatment of allegory) re-

old rhetorics and projects for use now. “For use now!” Charles

capture
5 they are

Olsom’s poetic rule should guide the rez.iding of these essays:
responses 1o a current, changing situanon,_ 1ntervgnuons rather than
positions. To place this volume in a historical conjuncture, as I have
tried to do here, is to reveal the moving ground on which it stands,
and to do so without benefit of a master narrative of historical develop-
ment that can offer a.coherent direction, or future, for el;lmography.f3

One launches a controversial collection like this with some trepi-
dation, hoping it will be seriously engaged—.no.t simply rejectefi,‘ for
example, as another attack on science or an mcitement to relatw‘:sm.
Rejections of this kind should at least make clear wh)f clos&_a analysis of
one of the principal things ethnographers dom—.that‘ is, write—should
not be central 1o evaluation of the results of scientific research. The
authors in this volume do not suggest that one cultural account is as
good as any other. If they espoused so trivial and seEf—rf.:f‘utmg a rela-
tivism, they would not have gone to the trouble of writing detailed,

committed, critical stud_ies. . .
Other, more subtle, objections have recently been raised to the lit-

erary, theoretical reflexivity represented here. Textual, epistemo-

1g. My notion of historicism owes a great deal to the recent work of Fredric

Jameson (1980, 1981, 19843, b). Iam not, however, persuaded by the master narraﬁl\:
(a global sequence of modes of production} he invokes from tme to t:med as fas al -
native to post-modern fragmentation (the sense that history is composed of varo

focal narratives). The partiality I have

“post-inodernism.”

been urging in this introduction always presup- :
poses a local historical predicament. This historicist partiality is not the urfs@uate(;l ﬁpa:;i .:
‘Liaiity and flux” with which Rabinow (see p. 252} taxes a somewhat rigidly defined -

. Introduction -

logical questions are sometimes thought to be paralyzing, abstract,
dangerously solipsistic—in short, a barrier to the task of writing
“grounded” or “unified” cultural and historical studies.' In practice,
. however, such questions do not necessarily inhibit those who entertain
them from producing truthful, realistic accounts. All of the essays col-
lected here point toward new, better modes of writing. One need not
--agree with their particular standards to take seriously the fact that in
.~ ethnography, as in literary and historical studies, what counts as “real-
- ist” is now a matter of both theoretical debate and practical experi-
- mentation.
_ The writing and reading of ethnography are overdetermined by
forces ultimately beyond the control of either an author or an in-
_-terpretive community. These contingencies—of language, rhetoric,
~power, and history—must now be openly confronted in the process of
writing. They can no longer be evaded. But the confrontation raises
- 'thorny problems of verification: how are the truths of cultural accounts
-evaluated? Who has the authority to separate seience from art? realism
< from fantasy? knowledge from ideology? Of course such separations
“will continue to be maintained,.and redrawn; but their changing poetic
-and political grounds will be less easily ignored. In cultural studies at
“least, we can no longer know the whole truth, or even claim to approach
it. The rigorous partiality I have been stressing here may be a source of
:-'-'pessimisrn for some readers. But is there not a liberation, too, in recog-
‘nizing that no one can write about others any longer as if they were
discrete objects or texts? And may not the vision of a complex, prob-
ematic, partial ethnography lead, not to its abandonment, but to more
“subtle, concrete ways of writing and reading, to new conceptions of
.culture as interactive and historical? Most of the essays in this volume,
-for all their trenchant critiques, are optimistic about ethnographic writ-
ing. The problems they raise are incitements, not barriers.
. These essays will be accused of having gone too far: poetry will
‘again be banned from the city, power from the halls of science. And
xtreme self-consciousness certainly has its dangers-—of irony, of elit-
1sm, of solipsism, of putting the whole world in quotation marks. But I
rust that readers who signal these dangers will do so (like some of the
ssays below) after they have confronted the changing history, rheto-
ri¢, and politics of established representational forms. In the wake of
eniotics, post-structuralism, hermeneutics, and deconstruction there
“has been considerable talk about a return to plain speaking and to re-
lism. But to return to realism one must first have left it! Moreover, to

i T4 The response is frequently expressed informally. It appears in different forms
_.1;1,_§a'adall (1984), Rosen {1984), Orter (1984:143). Pullum (1984}, and Darnton
198 5}
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i ic di i not require that
recognize the poetic dimensions of ethnography does not req

s and accurate accounting for the suppos'ed fre-e pifiy
of poetry. “Poetry” is not limited to romantic Or modernist sgbr}ecttlzs
ism-: it can be historical, precise, objectve. And“of course it is jus 2
conventional and institutionally determined as “prose. ?Zthnorlgq‘;apeg
is hybrid textual activity: it traverses genres and -dls‘,f:lp}mi. M ;:re -
says in this volume do not claim ethnography is “only hiter .

They do insist it is always writing.

one give up fact

i the memberr: of the Santa Fe seminar for their many sugges-
e e tl'mmkefr. out of, this Introduction. (I have certainly not tried to regn
£ view” of that small group.} In graduate sefmnars co-taught
£ California at Berkeley and Santa Cruz, many of
ssautted. My special thanks to him and to
Deborah Gordon, Donna Haraway, and
and 1 have had important encour-
ers of the Research Group on
gestions, particularly
lling, has been an in-

I wou
tions incorporated in, or 1
resent the “native point ¢ .
with Paul Rabinow at the University o
my ideas on these topics have been agreeably a
the students in those classes. At Santa Cruz,
Ruth Frankenberg have helped me w1th_ this essay, N
agement and stimulus from Hayden White and the mem -
Colonial Discourse. Various press readers made importar sug
Barbara Babcock. George Marcus, who got the whole project r

estimable ally and friend.

 MARY LOUISE PRATT

Fieldwork in Common Places

o In his introduction to Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922)
Bronislaw Malinowski celebrates the advent of professional, scientific
--ethnography: “The time when we could tolerate accounts presenting
-us the native as a distorted, childish caricature of a human being are
-gone,” he declares. “This picture is false, and like many other false-
~hoods, it has been killed by Science” (Malinowski 1961 : 11). The state-
. ment is symptomatic of a well-established habit among ethnographers
--of defining ethnographic writing over and against older, less special-
-ized genres, such as travel books, personal memoirs, journalism, and
‘accounts by missionaries, settlers, colonial officials, and the like. Al-
- though it will not supplant these genres altogether, professional eth-
‘“nography, it is understood, will usurp their authority and correct their
~abuses. In almost any ethnography dull-looking figures called “mere
travelers” or “casual observers” show up from time to time, only to
have their superficial perceptions either corrected or corroborated by
the serious scientist. .
< This strategy of defining itself by contrast to adjacent and ante-
cedent discourses limits ethnography’s ability to explain or examine
~itself as a kind of writing. To the extent that it legitimates itself by op-
position to other kinds of writing, ethnography blinds itself to the fact
. that its own discursive practices were often inherited from these other
genres and are still shared with them today. At times one still hears
expressed as an ideal for ethnography a neutral, tropeless discourse
that would render other realities “exactly as they are,” not filtered
through our own values and interpretive schema. For the most part,
however, that wild goose is no longer being chased, and it is possible
o suggést that ethnographic writing is as trope-governed as any other
discursive formation. This recognition is obviously fundaméntal for
those who are interested in changing or enriching ethnographic writ-
g'or simply in increasing the discipline’s self-understanding. In this
essay I propose to examine how some tropes of ethnographic writing
are deployed and how they derive from earlier discursive traditions.
1 particular, I propose to focus on the vexed but important relation-
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On Ethnographic Allegory

1. a story in which people, things and Mppmings 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 recent essay on narrative Victor Turner argues that social
performances enact powerful stories—mythic and commonsensical—
that provide the social process “with a rhetoric, a mode of emplot-
ment, and a meaning” (1980:153). In what follows I treat ethnogra-
phy itself as a performance emplotted by powerful stories. Embodied
in written reports, these stories simultaneously describe real cultural
events and make additional, moral, ideological, and even cosmological
statements. Ethnographic writing is allegorical at the level both of its
content (what it says about culiures and their histories) and of its form
(what is implied by its mode of textualization).

An apparently simple example will introduce my approach. Mar-
jorie Shostak begins her book Nisa: The Life and Words of a !Kung
Weman with a story of childbirth the !Kung way—outside the village,
alone. Here are some excerpts:

1 lay there and felt the pains as they came, over and over again. Then I felt
something wet, the beginning of the childbirth. I thought, “Eh hey, maybe it is

1. Webster’s New Twentieth Century Dictionary, 2nd ed. In literary studies definitions
of allegory have ranged from Angus Fietcher’s (1964 : 2) loose characterization (“1n the
simplest terms, allegory says one thing and means another”) to Todorov's reassertion
(1973:63} of 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 (1971 :91) 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.” The 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.” 1 got up, took a blanket and covered Tashay with it; he was still
sleeping. Then I took another blanket and my smalier duiker skin covering
and i left. Was I not the only one? The 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, 1
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?” Then
1 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.

(1981:1—-3)

The story has great immediacy. Nisa’s voice is unmistakable, the
experience sharply evoked: “She lay there, moving her arms about,
trying to suck her fingers.” But as readers we do more than register a
unique event. The story’s unfolding requires us, first, to imagine a dif-
ferent cultural norm (1Kung birth, alone in the bush) and then to rec-
ognize a common human experience {the quiet heroism of childbirth,
feelings of postpartum wonder and doubt). The story of an occur-
rence somewhere in the Kalahari Desert cannot remain just that, It
implies :both local cultural meanings and a general story of birth.
A difference is posited and transcended. Moreover, Nisa’s story tells
us (how could it not?) something basic about woman’s experience.
Shostak’s life of a {Kung individual inevitably becomes an allegory of
(female) humanity.

I argue below that these kinds of transcendent meanings are not
abstractions or interpretations “added” to the original “simple” ac-
count. Rather, they are the conditions of its meaningfulness. Ethno-
graphic texts are inescapably allegorical, and a serious acceptance of
this fact changes the ways they can be written and read. Using Shostak’s

-~ experiment as a case study I examine a recent tendency to distinguish

allegorical levels as specific “voices” within the text. I argue, finally,
that the very activity of ethnographic writing—seen as inscription or
textualization—enacts a redemptive Western allegory. This pervasive
structure needs to be perceived and weighed against other possible
emplotments for the performance of ethnography.

AAN

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”

Allegory (Gr. allos, “other,” and agoreuein, “to speak”) usually
denotes a practice in which a narrative fiction continuously refers to

another pattern of ideas or events. It is a representation that “inter-
prets” itself. I am using the term allegory in the expanded sense re-
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claimed for it by recent critical discussions, notably those of Angus
Fletcher (1964) and Paul De Man (1979). Any story has a propensity
to generate another story in the mind of its reader {or hearer), to re-
peat and displace some prior story. 'To focus on ethnographic allegory
in preference, say, to ethnographic “ideology”—although the political
dimensions are always present (Jameson 1981)—draws attention to
aspects of cultural description that have until recently been mini-
mized. A recognition of allegory emphasizes the fact that realistic por-
traits, to the extent that they are “convincing” or “rich,” are extended
metaphors, patierns of associations that point to coherent (theoreti-
cal, esthetic, moral) additional meanings. Allegory (more strongly

than “interpretation”) calls to mind the poetic, traditional, cosmologi-

cal nature of such writing processes.

Allegory draws special attention to the narrative character of cul-
tural representations, to the stories built into the representational
process itself. It also breaks down the seamless quality of cultural de-
scription by adding a temporal aspect to the process of reading. One
level of meaning in a text will always generate other levels. Thus the
rhetoric of presence that has prevailed in much post-romantic litera-
ture (and in much “symbolic anthropology”) is interrupted. De Man’s
critique of the valorization of symbols over allegory in romantic es-
thetics also questions the project of realism (De Man 1g6q). The claim
that nonallegorical description was possible—a position underlying
both positivist literalism and realist synecdoche (the organic, func-
tional, or “typical” relationship of parts to wholes)—was closely allied
to the romantic search for unmediated meaning in the event. Positiv-
ism, realism, and romanticism—nineteenth-century ingredients of
twentieth-century anthropology—all rejected the “false” artifice of
rhetoric along with allegory’s supposed abstractness. Allegory violated
the canons both of empirical science and of artistic spontaneity (Ong
1971:6—9). It was too deductive, too much an open imposition of
meaning on sensible evidence. The recent “revival” of rhetoric by
a diverse group of literary and cultural theorists (Roland Barthes,
Kenneth Burke, Gerard Genette, Michel de Certeau, Hayden White,
Paul De Man, and Michel Beaujour among others) has thrown serious
doubt on the positivist-romantic-realist consensus. In ethnography
the current turn to rhetoric coincides with a period of political and
epistemological reevaluation in which the constructed, imposed na-
ture of representational authority has become unusually visible and
contested. Allegory prompts us to say of any cultural description not
“this represents, or symbolizes, that” but rather, “this is a (morally
charged) story about that.”?

2. An “allegorical anthropology” is suggested fairly explicitly in recent works by
Boon (1977, 1982), Crapanzano (1980), Taussig (1984), and Tyler (1g84a).
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The specific accounts contained in ethnographies can never be
limited to a project of scientific description so long as the guiding task
of the work is to make the (often strange) behavior of a different way
of life humanly comprehensible. To say that exotic behavior and sym-
bols make sense either in “human” or “cultural” terms is to supply the
same sorts of allegorical added meanings that appear in older narra-
tives that saw actions as “spiritually” significant. Culturalist and hu-
manist allegories stand behind the controlled fictions of difference
and similitude that we call ethnographic accounts. What is maintained
in these texts is a double attention to the descriptive surface and to
more abstract, comparative, and explanatory levels of meaning. This
twofold structure is set out by Coleridge in a classic definition.

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)

What one sees in a coherent ethnographic account, the imaged con-
struct of the other, is connected in a continuous double structure with
what one understands. At times, the structure is too blatant: “During
the ceramic manufacturing process, women converse gently, quietly,
always without conflict, about ecosystem dynamics...” (Whitten
1978:847). Usually it is less obvious and thus more realistic. Adapting
Coleridge's formula, what appears descriptively to the senses (and pri-
marily, as he suggests, to the observing eye} seems to be “other,” while
what is suggested by the coherent series of perceptions is an under-
—lying similitude. Strange behavior is portrayed as meaningful within a
common network of symbols—a common ground of understandable
activity valid for both observer and observed, and by implication for
all human groups. Thus ethnography’s narrative of specific differences
presupposes, and always refers to, an abstract plane of similarity.

It is worth noting, though I cannot pursue the theme here, that
before the emergence of secular anthropology as a science of human
and cultural phenomena, ethnographic accounts were connected to
different allegorical referents. Father Lafitau’s famous comparison
(1724) of Native American customs with those of the ancient Hebrews
and Egyptians exemplifies an earlier tendency to map descriptions of
the other onto conceptions of the “premiers temps.” More or less explicit
biblical or classical allegories abound in the early descriptions of the
New World. For as Johannes Fabian (1983) argues, there has been a
pervasive tendency to prefigure others in a temporally distinct, but lo-
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catable, space (earlier) within an assumed progress of Western history.
Cultural anthropology in the twentieth century has tended to replace
(though never completely) these historical allegories with humanist al-
legories. It has eschewed a search for origins in favor of seeking hu-
man similarities and cultural differences. But the representational
process itself has not essentially changed. Most descriptions of others
continue to assume and refer to elemental or transcendent levels of
truth. ‘

This conclusion emerges clearly from the recent Mead-Freeman
controversy.’ Two competing portrayals of Samoan life are cast as sci-
entific projects; but both configure the other as a morally charged al-

ter ego. Mead claimed to be conducting a controlled “experiment” in

the field, “testing” the universality of stressful adolescence by examin-
ing a counter instance empirically. But despite Boasian rhetoric about
the “laboratory” of fieldwork, Mead’s experiment produced a message
of broad ethical and political significance. Like Ruth Benedict in Pat-
terns of Culture (1934), she held a liberal, pluralist vision, responding
to the dilemmas of a “complex” American society. The ethnographic
stories Mead and Benedict told were manifestly linked to the situation
of a culture struggling with diverse values, with an apparent break-
down of established traditions, with utopian visions of human malle-
ability and fears of disaggregation. Their ethnographies were “fables
of identity,” to adapt Northrop Fryess title (1963). Their openly alle-
gorical purpose was not a kind of moral or expository frame for em-
pirical descriptions, something added on in prefaces and conclusions.
The entire project of inventing and representing “cultures” was, for
Mead and Benedict, a pedagogical, ethical undertaking.

Mead’s “experiment” in controlled cultural variation now looks
less like science than allegory—a too sharply focused story of Samoa
suggesting a possible America. Derek Freeman’s critique ignores any
properly literary dimensions in ethnographic work, however, and in-
stead applies its own brand of scientism, inspired by recent develop-
ments in sociobiology. As Freeman sees it, Mead was simply wrong
about Samoans. They are not the casual, permissive people she made
famous, but are beset by all the usual human tensions. They are vio-
lent. They get ulcers. The main body of his critique is a massing of
counterexamples drawn from the historical record and from his own
fieldwork. In 170 pages of empirical overkill, he successfully shows
what was already explicit for an alert reader of Coming of Age in Samoa:
that Mead constructed a foreshortened picture, designed to propose

3- Mead (1923), Freeman (1983). I have drawn on my review of Freeman in the
Times Literary Supplement, May 13, 1983, 475—76, which explores the literary dimen-
sions of the controversy. For another treatment in this vein, see Porter 1984.
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moral, practical lessons for American society. But as Freeman heaps
up instances of Samoan anxiety and violence, the allegc.mcal frame for
his own undertaking begins to emerge. Clearly something more is get-
ting expressed than simply the “darker side,” as Freeman puts 1t,
of Samoan life. In a revealing final page he admits as ml_xch, counter-
ing Mead’s “Apollonian” sense of cultural balance with biology’s “Dio-
nysian” human nature (essential, emotional, etc.). But what is the sci-
entific status of a “refutation” that can be subsumed so neatly by a
Western mythic opposition? One is left with a stark contrast: Mead:s
attractive, sexually liberated, calm Pacific world, and now Freeman’s
Samoa of seething tensions, strict controls, and violent outbu.rsts. In-
deed Mead and Freeman form a kind of diptych, whose opposing pan-
els signify a recurrent Western ambivalence about the “primitive.” One
is reminded of Melville’s Typee, a sensuous paradise woven through
with dread, the threat of violence.

AN

Le transfert de VEmpire de la Chine & 'Empire de soi-méme est constant.
- VICTOR SEGALEN

A scientific ethnography normally establishes a privileged al-
legorical register it identifies as “theory,” “interpre.tat.ion,.” or “exp‘la-
pation.” But once all meaningful levels in a text, including theones
and interpretations, are recognized as allegorical, it becomes dlﬂicu!t
to view one of them as privileged, accounting for the rest. Once t'his
anchor is dislodged, the staging and valuing of multiple allegorical
registers, or “voices,” becomes an important area of concern f‘or c_et.h-
nographic writers. Recently this has sometimes meant giving indige-

—=n0us discourse a semi-independent status in the textual whole, in-

terrupting the privileged monotone of “scientif{c’.’ representation.*
Much ethnography, taking its distance from tota_hzmg anthropology,
seeks to evoke multiple (but not limitless}) aliegories. '

Marjorie Shostak’s Nisa exemplifies, and wrestles with, the prob-
lem of presenting and mediating multiple stories.” I s.hall dwc':ll onitat
some length. Shostak explicitly stages three allegorical registers: ‘(1)
the representation of a coherent cultural subject as source of scientific
knowledge (Nisa is a “!Kung woman”); (2) the construction of a gen-
dered subject (Shostak asks: what is it to be a woman?); (3? tl?e story .of
a mode of ethnographic production and relationship (an intimate dia-

4. On the origins of this “monotone,” see De Certean 1983:128. ]
5. The 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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logue). Nisa is the pseudonym of a fifty-year-old woman who has lived
most of her life in semi-nomadic conditions. Marjorie Shostak belongs
to a Harvard-based research group that has studied the !Kung San
hunter-gatherers since the 1g950s. The complex truths that emerge
from this “life and words” are not limited to an individual or to her
surrounding cultural world.

The book’s three registers are in crucial respects discrepant. First,
the autobiography, cross-checked against other !Kung women's lives, is
inserted within an ongoing cultural interpretation (to which it adds
“depth”). Second, this shaped experience soon becomes a story of
“women’s” existence, a story that rhymes closely with many of the ex-
periences and issues highlighted in recent feminist thought. Third,
Nisa narrates an intercultural encounter in which two individuals col-
laborate to produce a specific domain of truth. The ethnographic en-
counter itself becomes, here, the subject of the book, a fable of com-
munication, rapport, and, finally, a kind of fictional, but potent,
kinship. Nisa is thus manifestly an allegory of scientific compre-
hension, operating at the levels both of cultural description and of a
search for human origins. (Along with other students of gatherer-
hunters, the Harvard project—Shostak included—tend to see in this
longest stage of human cultural development a baseline for human
nature.} Nisa is a Western feminist allegory, part of the reinvention of
the general category “woman” in the 1970s and 8os. Nisa is an allegory
of ethnography, of contact and comprehension.

A braided narrative, the book moves constantly, at times awk-
wardly, between its three meaningful registers. Nisa is like many
works that portray common human experiences, conflicts, joys, work,
and so on. But the text Shostak has made is original in the way it re-
fuses to blend its three registers into a seamless, “full” representa-
tion. They remain separate, in dramatic tension. This polyvocality is
appropriate to the book’s predicament, that of many seif-conscious
ethnographic writers who find it difficult to speak of well-defined
“others” from a stable, distanced position. Difference invades the text;
it can no longer be represented; it must be enacted.

Nisa’s first register, that of cultural science, holds its subject in firm
relation to a social world. It explains Nisa’s personality in terms of
'Kung ways, and it uses her experience to nuance and correct gener-
alizations about her group. If Nisa reveals intersubjective mechanisms
m unusual depth, its polyvocal construction shows, too, that the tran-
sition to scientific knowledge is not smooth. The personal does not
yield to the general without loss. Shostak’s research was based on sys-
tematic interviews with more than a score of 'Kung women. From
these conversations she amassed a body of data large enough to reveal
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typical attitudes, activities, and expen:ences. But shostak was dissatis-
fied by the lack of depth in her interviews, and this led her to seek out
an informant able to provide a detailed personal narrative. Nisa was
quite unusual in her ability to recall and explain he‘r life; moreover
there developed a strong resonance between her stories and .Shostak s
personal concerns. This posed a problem for the expectations of a
neralizing social science.
¥ i\t the gnd of her first sojourn in the field, Shostak was tljoublfed
by a suspicion that her interlocutor might be too idiosyncram:_. Nisa
had known severe pain; her life as she recalled it was often wolenf.
Most previous accounts of the !Kung, like Elizabeth Marshal_l Thi)m.as s
The Harmless People (1959), had shown them to be peace-loving. “Ihd 1
really want to be the one to balance the picture?” (g350). On a return
trip to the Kalahari, Shostak found reassurance. Though Nisa still
exerted a special fascination, she now appeared less unusual. And the
ethnographer became “more sure than ever t}lat our work togetl_ler
could and should move forward. The interviews I was conducting
with other women were proving to me that Nisa was fundamentally
similar to those around her. She was unusually arLiCulau?, and she had
suffered greater than average loss, but in most other important re-
spects she was a typical !Kung woman” (3 58_). ) _
Roland Barthes (1981) has written poignantly of an rmpq551ble
science of the individual. An insistent tug toward the general is felt
throughout Nise, and it is not without pain that we find Nisa gener-
alized, tied to “an interpretation of !Kung life” (350). The book’s sci-
entific discourse, tirelessly contextual, typifying, is braldec} thrO}lgh
the other two voices, introducing each of the fifteen thematic sections
of the life with a few pages of background. ("Once a marr.iage has sur-
vived a few years beyond the young wife’s first menstruation, the rela-
—Tonship between the spouses becomes more_qual ['1 69]. And so
forth.) Indeed, one sometimes feels that the scientific dlsc<_)urse func-
tions in the text as a kind of brake on the book’s other voices, whose
meanings are excessively personal and intersubjective. _There is a real
discrepancy. For atthe same time that Nisa's story contributes to better
generalizations about the !Kung, its very specificity, and the particular
circumstances of its making, create meanings that are resistant to the
mands of a typifying science. .
o "lz:he book’sy.zeczng and third registers are sharply distinct from
the first. Their structure is dialogical, and at times each seems to exist
primarily in response to the other. Nisa’s life has its own t:extual auton-
omy, as a distinct narrative spoken in characteristic, l?eifevablcf tones.
But it is manifestly the product of a collaboration. This is pal_ruculzfrly
true of its overall shape, a full lifespan—fifieen chapters including
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“Earliest Memories,” “Family Life,” “Discovering Sex,” “Trial Mar-
riages,” “Marriage,” “Motherhood and Loss,” “Women and Men,”
“Taking Lovers,” “A Healing Ritual,” “Growing Older.” Although at
the start of the interviews Nisa had mapped out her life, sketching the
main areas to be covered, the thematic roster appears to be Shostak’s.
Indeed, by casting Nisa's discourse in the shape of a “life,” Shostak ad-
dresses two rather different audiences. On one side, this intensely
personal collection of memories is made suitable for scientific typifica-
Fion as a “life-history” or “life-cycle.” On the other, Nisa's life brings
into play a potent and pervasive mechanism for the production of
meaning in the West—the exemplary, coherent selt {or rather, the self
pulling itself together in autobiography). There is nothing universal
or natural about the fictional processes of biography and autobiogra-
phy (Gusdorf 1956; Olney 1972; Lejeune 1975). Living does not
easily organize itself into a continuous narrative. When Nisa says, as
she often does, “We lived in that place, eating things. Then we left and
went somewhere else,” or simply, “we lived and lived” (6g), the hum of
unmarked, impersonal existence can be heard. From this blurred
background, a narrative shape emerges in the occasion of speaking,
simultaneously to oneself and another. Nisa tells her life, a process
textually dramatized in Shostak’s book.

As alter ego, provoker, and editor of the discourse, Shostak makes
a number of significant interventions. A good deal of cutting and re-
arranging transforms overlapping stories into “a life” that does not
repeat itself unduly and that develops by recognizable steps and pas-
sages. Nisa's distinct voice emerges. But Shostak has systematically re-
m.oved her own interventions (though they can often be sensed in
Nisa’s response). She has also taken out a variety of narrative markers:

her friend’s habitual comment at the end of a story, “the wind has

taken that away,” or at the start, “I will break open the story and tell
you what’s there”; or in the middle, “What am I trying to do? Here 1
am sitting, talking about one story, and another runs right into my
head and into my thoughts!” (40). Shostak has clearly thought care-
fully about the framing of her transcripts, and one cannot have every-
thing—the performance with all its divagations, and also an easily un-
derstandable story. If Nisa's words were to be widely read, concessions
had to be made to the requirements of biographical allegory, to a
readership practiced in the ethical interpretation of selves. By these
formal means the book’s second discourse, Nisa's spoken life, is brought
close to its readers, becoming a narration that makes eloquent “hu-
man” sense.

The book’s third distinct register is Shostak’s personal account of
fieldwork. “Teach me what it is to be a !Kung woman” was the question
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she asked of her informants (349). If Nisa responded with peculiar
aptness, her words also seemed to answer another question, “What is
it to be a woman?” Shostak told her informants “that I wanted to learn
what it meant to be a woman in their culture so I could better under-
stand what it meant in my own.” With Nisa, the relationship became,
in !Kung terms, that of an aunt talking to a young niece, to “a girl-
woman, recently married, struggling with the issues of love, marriage,
sexuality, work and identity” (4). The younger woman {“niece,” some-
times “daughter”) is instructed by an experienced elder in the arts and
pains of womanhood. The transforming relationship ends with an
equality in affection and respect, and with a final word, potent in
feminist meaning: “sister” (g71). Nisa speaks, throughout, not as a
neutral witness but as a person giving specific kinds of advice to some-
one of a particular age with manifest questions and desires. She is not
an “informant” speaking cultural truths, as if to everyone and no one,
providing information rather than circumstantial responses.

In her account, Shostak describes a search for personal knowl-
edge, for something going beyond the usual ethnographic rapport.
She hopes that intimacy with a2 !Kung woman will, somehow, enlarge
or deepen her sense of being a modern Western woman. With-
out drawing explicit lessons from Nisa’s experience, she dramatizes
through her own quest the way a narrated life makes sense, allegori-
cally, for another. Nisa’s story is revealed as a joint production, the out-
come of an encounter that cannot be rewritten as a subject-object di-
chotomy. Something more than explaining or representing the life
and words of another is going on—something more open-ended. The
book is part of a new interest in revaluing subjective (more accurately,
intersubjective) aspects of research. It emerges from a crucial moment
of feminist politics and epistemology: consciousness raising and the

~“sharing of experiences by women. A commonality is produced that,

by bringing separate lives together, empowers personal action, recog-
nizes a common estate. This moment of recent feminist consciousness
is allegorized in Nisa’s fable of its own relationality. (In other eth-
nographies, traditionally masculine stories of initiation and penetra-
tion differently stage the productive encounter of self and other.)®
Shostak’s explicit feminist allegory thus reflects 2 specific moment in
which the construction of “woman’s” experience is given center stage.
It is 2 moment of continuing importance; but it has been challenged
by recent countercurrents within feminist theory. The assertion of
common female qualities (and oppressions) across racial, ethnic, and
class lines is newly problematic. And in some quarters “woman” is

6. On ethnography as an allegory of conquest and initiation, see Clifford 1983b.
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seen, not as a locus of experience, but as a shifting subjective position
not reducible to any essence.’

Shostak’s allegory seems to register these countercurrents in its oc-

. casionally complex accounts of the processes of play and transference,

which produce the final inscription of commonality. For the book’s in-

timate relationships are based on subtle, reciprocal movements of

doubling, imagination, and desire, movements allegorized in one of

the stories Shostak tells in counterpoint to Nisa’s narrative—an inci-
dent turning on the value of a girl-woman’s body.

One day 1 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 locked intenily 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 of 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. The pleasure she felt in her chang-
ing body was as evident as the absence of conflict about it. (270)

A great deal of the book is here: an old voice, a young voice, a mirror
. . . talk of self-possession. Narcissism, 2 term of deviance applied to
women of the West, is transfigured. We notice, too, that it is the eth-
nographer, assuming a voice of age, who has brought a mirror, just as
Nisa provides an allegorical mirror when Shostak takes the role of
youth. Ethnography gains subjective “depth” through the sorts of
roles, reflections, and reversals dramatized here. The writer, and her
readers, can be both young (learning) and old (knowing). They can
simultaneously listen, and “give voice to,” the other.® Nisa’s readers
follow—and prolong—the play of a desire. They imagine, in the mir-

7- On racial and class divisions within feminism, see the rethinking of Rich (1 979),
and the work of Hull, Scott, and Smith (1g82), Hooks (1981), and Moraga (1983).
(Str(gn;g feminist critiques of essentialism may be found in Wittig (1981) and Haraway

1g85).

8. Ethnographies often present themselves as fictions of learning, the acquisition
of knowledge, and finally of authority to understand and represent. another culure.
The 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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ror of the other, a guileless self-possession, an uncomplicated feeling
of “attractiveness” that Shostak translates as “I have work,” “1 am pro-
ductive,” “I have worth” (270). .
Anthropological fieldwork has been represented as both a scien-
tific “laboratory” and a personal “rite of passage.” The two fnet_aphors
capture nicely the discipline’s impossib!e attempt to fuse objective and
subjective practices. Until recently, this 1-mp0531b111ty was masked l()ly
marginalizing the intersubjective foundations of ﬁel-dwork, by exclu f—
ing them from serious ethnographic texts, relegating them to pref-
aces, memoirs, anecdotes, confessions, and so forth. Lately this set of
disciplinary rules is giving way. The new tendency to name an.d quote
informants more fully and to introduce personal elements into the
text is altering ethnography’s discursive strategy and mode of author-
ity. Much of our knowledge about other cultures must now be seen as
contingent, the problematic outcome of intersubjective dialogue,
translation, and projection. This poses fundamer}tal problems for any
science that moves predominantly from the particular to the -general,
that can make use of personal truths only as examples of typical phe-
nomena or as exceptions to collective patterns. _
Once the ethnographic process is accorded its full complexity qf
historicized dialogical relations, what formerly seemed to be empiri-
callinterpretive accounts of generalized cultural fact’s (statements and
attributions concerning “the IKung,” “the Samoans,” etc.) now appear
as just one level of allegory. Such accounts may be co‘mplex and. truth-
ful; and they are, in principle, susceptible to re'futatlon,‘assummg ac-
cess to the same pool of culturai facts. But as written versions based on
fieldwork, these accounts are clearly no longer the .story, but a stor?r
among other stories. Nisa's discordant allegorical reglsters—t?le boqk s
three, never quite manageable, “yoices”’—reflect a troubled, inventive

—~=1oment in the history of cross-cultural representation.

Fa'a s

Welcome of Tears is a beautiful book, combining the stories of a vanishing

eoble and the growth of an anthropologist. -
pect '. MARGARET MEAD, blurb for the paperback edition
of Charles Wagley’s Welcoms of Tears

Ethnographic texts are not only, or Qredominantly, a.llfi‘gones,;
Indeed, as we have seen, they struggle to limit the pl'ay of their “extra
meanings, subordinating them to mimetic, referenu.a} functloni. "I"hls
struggle (which often involves disputes over what‘:ﬂll count as “scien-
tific” theory and what as “literary” invention or ideological pro_}t;;:-
tion) maintains disciplinary and generic conventions. If eth{lograp y
as a tool for positive science is to be preserved, such conventions must
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mask, or direct, multiple allegorical processes. For may not every ex-
tended description, stylistic turn, story, or metaphor be read to mean
something else? (Need we accept the three explicit levels of allegory in
a book like Nisa? What about its photographs, which tell their own
story?) Are not readings themselves undecidable? Critics like De Man
(1979} rigorously adopt such a position, arguing that the choice of a
dominant rhetoric, figure, or narrative mode in a text is always an im-
perfect attemnpt to impose a reading or range of readings on an inter-
pretive process that is open-ended, a series of displaced “meanings”
with no full stop. But whereas the free play of readings may in theory
be infinite, there are, at any historical moment, a limited range of ca-
nonical and emergent allegories available to the competent reader
(the reader whose interpretation will be deemed plausible by a specific
community). These structures of meaning are historically bounded
and coercive. There is, in practice, no “free play.”

Within this historical predicament, the critique of stories and pat-
terns that persistently inform cross-cultural accounts remains an im-
portant political as well as scientific task. In the remainder of this essay
I explore a broad, orienting allegory (or more accurately, a pattern of
possible allegories) that has recently emerged as a contested area—a
structure of retrospection that may be called “ethnographic pastoral.”
Shostak’s book and the Harvard hunter-gatherer studies, to the extent
that they engage in a search for fundamental, desirable human traits,
are enmeshed in this structure.

In a trenchant article, “The Use and Abuse of Anthropology: Re-
flections on Feminism and Cross-Cultural Understanding,” Michelle
Rosaldo has questioned a persistent tendency to appropriate ethno-
graphic data in the form of a search for origins. Analyses of social
“givens” such as gender and sexuality show an almost reflexive
need for anthropological just-so-stories. Beginning with Simone de
Beauvoir’s founding question, “What is woman?” scholarly discussions
“move . . . to a diagnosis of contemporary subordination and from
then on to the queries ‘Were things always as they are today?’ and then
‘When did “it” start?”” (1980:391). Enter examples drawn from eth-
nography. In a practice not essentially different from that of Herbert
Spencer, Henry Maine, Durkheim, Engels, or Freud, it is assumed
that evidence from “simple” societies will illuminate the origins
and structure of contemporary cultural patterns. Rosaldo notes that
most scientific anthropologists have, since the early twentieth century,
abandoned the evolutionary search for origins, but her essay suggests
that the reflex is pervasive and enduring. Moreover, even scientific
ethnographers cannot fully control the meanings—readings—pro-
voked by their accounts. This is especially true of representations that
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have not historicized their objects, portraying exotic societies in an
“ethnographic present” (which is always, in fact, a past). This syn-
chronic suspension effectively textualizes the other, and gives the
sense of a reality not in temporal flux, not in the same ambiguous,
moving historical present that includes and situates the otber, the eth-
nographer, and the reader. “Allochronic” representations, to use
Johannes Fabian’s term, have been pervasive in twenuet.h-_centu'ry sci-
entific ethnography. They invite allegorical appropriations m the
mythologizing mode Rosaldo repudiates. _ )

Even the most coolly analytic accounts may be built on this retro-
spective appropriation. E. E. Evans-Pritchard’s Tiu_z Nuer (1940) is a
case in point, for it portrays an appealingly harmonious anarchy, a so-
ciety uncorrupted by a Fall. Henrika Kuklick (198@).has analyzed The
Nuer (in the context of a broad trend in Britush polm_cgl anthropology
concerned with acephalous “tribal” societies) as a political allegory re-
inscribing a recurrent “folk model” of Anglo-5axon democracy. Whe_n
Evans-Pritchard writes, “There is no master and no servant in their
society, but only equals who regard themselves as God’s noble_sli crea-
tion,” it is not difficult to hear echoes of a long politcal ?J‘aC.llt.lOl’l of
nostalgia. for “an egalitarian, contractual union” of free ln-dwlduals.
Fdenic overtones are occasionally underscored, as always with Evans-
Pritchard, drily.

Though 1 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. 1 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-

_divities themselves, which are generally of a leisurely character. Events follow

a logical order, but they are not controlled by an abstract system, there belpg
no autonomous points qf reference to which activities have to conform with
precision. Nuer are fortunate. (103)

For a readership caught up in the post-Darwinian bourgeois experi-
ence of time—a linear, relentless progress leading nm-vhere certain
and permitting no pause or cyclic return, the cultural islands out of
time {or “without history”) described by many ethnog.rapl.lers have a
persistent prelapsarian appeal. We note, however, the ironic structure
(which need not imply an ironic tone) of such allt‘:gone.s. For they are
presented through the detour of an ethnographic sub_pt?cuwty whose
attitude toward the other is one of participant-observation, or better
perhaps, belief-skepticism (See Webstex_' 198?:93). Nuer are fortu-
nate. (We are unfortunate.) The appeal is fictional, the temporal ease
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and attractive anarchy of Nuer soci i i i
are lost qualities, text?xally recovereilt.y are distant,frretrievable. They
_ This ironic appeal belongs to a broad ideological pattern that has
onentf:d much, perhaps most, twentieth century cross-cultural repre-
sentation. “For us, primitive societies [ Naturvilker] are ephemeral
At the very instant they become known to us they are doomed.” Thus
A.dolph Ba.stian in 1881 (quoted in Fabian 1983:122). In 1951 Broz
nlsl:%w Ma}lgnowski: “Ethnology is in the sadly ludicrous, not ;0 say
tragic position, that at the very moment when it begins to put its work-
shop in order, to forge its proper tools, to start ready for work on its
app_or'nted task, the material of its study melts away with hopeless
rapidity” (1961 : xv). Authentic Trobriand society, he implied, was not
long for this world. Writing in the 1g50s, Claude Lévi-Straliss saw a
global process of entropy. Tristes Tropiques sadly portrays differenti-
ated social structures disintegrating into global homogeneity under
the ‘s‘;hock of contact with a potent monoculture. A Rousseauian quest
for “elementary” forms of human collectivity leads Lévi-Strauss to the
Nam!)lkwara. But their world is falling apart. “I had been looking for
‘a society reduced to its simplest expression. That of the Nambikwara
was 50 truly simple that all I could find in it was individual human
beings” (1975:317).

.The theme of the vanishing primitive, of the end of traditional
society (th_e very act of naming it “traditional” implies a rupture), is
pervasive in ethnographic writing. It is, in Raymond Williams’s phra’se
a “structure of feeling” (1973:12). Undeniably, ways of life can ir;
a meaningful sense, “die”; populations are regularly violently (,:lis—
rupted, sometimes exterminated. Traditions are constantly being lost
But the persistent and repetitious “disappearance” of social forms a;
the moment of their ethnographic representation demands analysis
as a narrative structure. A few years ago the American Ethnologist
printed an article based on recent fieldwork among the Nambik-
wara—who are still something more than “individual human beings.”
Anc! living Trobriand culture has been the object of recent field stuci
(We.mer 1976). The now-familiar film Trobriand Cricket shows a ve ;
d¥su.nct way of life, reinventing itself under the conditions of collcz
nialism and early nationhood.

Ethn.ography’s disappearing object is, then, in significant degree
a rh?toncal construct legitimating a representational practice: “sal:
vage .’ ethnography in its widest sense. The other is lost, in disintegrat-
mg ,ume an‘d space, but saved in the text. The rationale for focusing
one’s attention on vanishing lore, for rescuing in writing the knowl-
edge of old people, may be strong (though it depends on local circum-
stances and cannot any longer be generalized). I do not wish to deny
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specific cases of disappearing customs and languages, or to challenge
the value of recording such phenomena. I do, however, question the
assumption that with rapid change something essential (“culture”), a
coherent differential identity, vanishes. And I question, too, the mode
of scientific and moral authority associated with salvage, or redemp-
tive, ethnography. It is assumed that the other society is weak and
“needs” 1o be represented by an outsider (and that what matters in its
life is its past, not present or future). The recorder and interpreter of
fragile custom is custodian of an essence, unimpeachable witness to an
authenticity. (Moreover, since the “true” culture has always vanished,
the salvaged version cannot be easily refuted.)

Such attitudes, though they persist, are diminishing. Few anthro-
pologists today would embrace the logic of ethnography in the terms
in which it was enunciated in Franz Boas’s time, as a last-chance rescue
operation. But the allegory of salvage is deeply ingrained. Indeed, 1
shall argue in a moment that it is built into the conception and prac-
tice of ethnography as a process of writing, specifically of textual-
ization. Every description or interpretation that conceives itself as
“bringing a culture into writing,” moving from oral-discursive experi-
ence (the “native’s,” the fieldworker’s) to a written version of that expe-
rience (the ethnographic text} is enacting the structure of “salvage.”
To the extent that the ethnographic process is seen as inscription
(rather than, for example, as transcription, or dialogue) the represen-
tation will continue to enact a potent, and questionable, allegorical
structure.

This structure is appropriately located within a long Western tra-
dition of pastoral (a topic also developed by Renato Rosaldo in this
volume). Raymond Williams's The Couniry and the City (1973), while
drawing on an established tradition of scholarship on pastoral (Emp-

-~=%on 1950, Kermode 1952, Frye 1971, Poggioli 1975, among others)

strains toward a global scope wide enough to accommodate ethno-
graphic writing. He shows how a fundamental contrast between city
and country aligns itself with other pervasive oppositions: civilized and
primitive, West and “non-West,” future and past. He analyzes a com-
plex, inventive, strongly patterned set of responses to social dislocation
and change, stretching from classical antiquity to the present. Williams
traces the constant reemergence of 2 conventionalized pattern of retro-
spection that laments the loss of a “good” country, a place where au-
thentic social and natural contacts were once possible. He soon, how-
ever, notes an unsettling regression. For each time one finds a writer
looking back to a happier place, toa lost, “organic” moment, one finds
another writer of that earlier period lamenting a similar, previous dis-
appearance. The ultimate referent is, of course, Eden (9—12).
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Williams does not dismiss this structure as simply nostalgic, which
it manifestly is; but rather follows out a very complex set of temporal,
spatial, and moral positions. He notes that pastoral frequently in-
volves a critical nostalgia, a way (as Diamond [1974] argues for a con-
cept qf the primitive) to break with the hegemonic, corrupt present by
asserting the reality of a radical alternative. Edward Sapir’s “Culture,
Genuine and Spurious” (1g66) recapitulates these critical pastoral
values. And indeed every imagined authenticity presupposes, and
is .pf'oduced by, a present circumstance of felt inauthenticity. But
Williams’s treatment suggests that such projections need not be consis-
tently _located in the past; or, what amounts to the same thing, that the
“genuine” elements of cultural life need not be repetitiously encoded
as fragile, threatened, and transient. This sense of pervasive social
fragqle_mation, of a constant disruption of “natural” relations, is char-
acteristic of a subjectivity Williams loosely connects with city life and
}N’lth 1_'omanticism. The self, cut loose from viable collective ties, is an
identity in search of wholeness, having internalized loss and em-
barked on an endless search for authenticity. Wholeness by definition
becomes a thing of the past (rural, primitive, childlike) accessible only
asa fiction, grasped from a stance of incomplete involvement. George
Eliot’s novels epitomize this situation of participant-observation in a
“common condition . . . a knowable community, belong[ing} ideally in
the past.” Middlemarch, for example, is projected a generation back
from the time of its writing to 1830. And this is approximately the
temporal distance that many conventional ethnographies assume
when they describe a passing reality, “traditional” life, in the present
tense. The fiction of a knowable community “can be recreated there
for a }mdely ranging moral action. But the real step that has been
Falfen is withdrawal from any full response to an existing society. Value
is in the past, as a general retrospective condition, and is in the pre-
sent only as a particular and private sensibility, the individual moral
action” (180).

In George Eliot we can see the development of a style of sociologi-
cal w:riting that will describe whole cultures (knowable worlds) from a
specific temporal distance and with a presumption of their transience.

This will be accomplished from a loving, detailed, but ultimately dis-
e‘nga.ged, standpoint. Historical worlds will be salvaged as textual fab-
rications disconnected from ongoing lived milieux and suitable for
moral, allegorical appropriation by individual readers. in properly
ethnographic pastoral this textualizing structure is generalized beyond
the dissociations of nineteenth-century England to a wider capitalist
!:c?pography of Western/non-Western, city/country oppositions. “Prim-
itive,” nonliterate, underdeveloped. tribal societies are constantly yield-
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ing to progress, “losing” their traditions. “In the name of science, we
anthropologists compose requiems,” writes Robert Murphy (1984).
But the most problematic, and politically charged, aspect of this “pas-
toral” encodation is its relentless placement of others in a present-
becoming-past. What would it require, for example, consistently to
associate the inventive, resilient, enormously varied societies of
Melanesia with the cultural future of the planet? How might ethno-
graphies be differently conceived if this standpoint could be seriously
adopted? Pastoral allegories of cultural loss and textual rescue would,
in any event, have to be transformed.®
Pervasive assumptions about ethnography as writing would also
have to be altered. For allegories of salvage are implied by the very
practice of textualization that is generally assumed to be at the core of
culturat description. Whatever else an ethnography does, it translates
experience into text. There are various ways of effecting this transia-
tion, ways that have significant ethical and political consequences. One
can “write up” the results of an individual experience of research.
This may generate a realistic account of the unwritten experience of
another group or person. One can present this textualization as the
outcome of observation, of interpretation, of dialogue. One can con-
struct an ethnography composed of dialogues. One can feature mul-
tiple voices, or a single voice. One can portray the other as a stable,
essential whole, or one can show it to be the product of a narrative of
discovery, in specific historical circumstances. 1 have discussed some
of these choices elsewhere {1983a). What is irreducible, in all of them,
is the assumption that ethnography brings experience and discourse
into writing.
Though this is manifestly the case, and indeed reflects a kind of

common sense, it is not an innocent common sense. Since antiquity

the story of a passage from the oral/aural into writing has been a com-

plex and charged one. Every ethnography enacts such a movement,
and this is one source of the peculiar authority that finds both rescue
and irretrievable loss—a kind of death in life—in the making of texts
from events and dialogues. Words and deeds are transient (and au-

g- 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,
1g80). 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 (1g979:162). 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 1o keep the
future open, uncertain, walking a fine line between narratives of “survival,” “accultura-

tion,” and “impact.”
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thentic), writing endures (as supplementarity and artifice). The text
embalms the event as it extends its “meaning.” Since Socrates’ refusal
to write, itself powerfully written by Plato, a profound ambivalence
toward the passage from oral to literate has characterized Western
thinking. And much of the power and pathos of ethnography derives
from the fact that it has situated its practice within this crucial transi-
tion. The fieldworker presides over, and controls in some degree, the
making of a text out of life. His or her descriptions and interpreta-
tions become part of the “consultable record of what man has said”
(Geertz 1973:30). The text is a record of something enunciated,
in a past. The structure, if not the thematic content, of pastoral is
repeated. '

A small parable may give a sense of why this allegory of eth-
nographic rescue and loss has recently become less self-evident. It is a
true parable.'® A student of African ethno-history is conducting field
research in Gabon. He is concerned with the Mpongwé, a coastal
group who, in the nineteenth century, were active in contacts with Eu-
ropean traders and colonists. The “tribe” still exists, in the region
of Libreville, and the ethno-historian has arranged to interview the
current Mpongwé chief about traditional life, religious ritual, and
so on. In preparation for his interview the researcher consults a com-
pendium of local custom compiled in the early twentieth century
by a Gabonese Christian and pioneering ethnographer, the Abbé
Raponda-Walker. Before meeting with the Mpongwé chief the eth-
nographer copies out a list of religious terms, institutions and con-
cepts, recorded and defined by Raponda-Walker. The interview will
follow this list, checking whether the customs persist, and if so, with
what innovations. At first things go smoothly, with the Mpongwé au-
thority -providing descriptions and interpretations of the terms sug-
gested, or else noting that a practice has been abandoned. After a
time, however, when the researcher asks about a particular word, the
chief seems uncertain, knits his brows. “Just a moment,” he says
cheerfully, and disappears into his house to return with a copy of Ra-
ponda-Walker’s compendium. For the rest of the interview the book
lies open on his lap.

Versions of this story, in increasing numbers, are to be heard in
the folklore of ethnography. Suddenly cultural data cease to move
smoothly from oral performance into descriptive writing. Now data
also move from text to text, inscription becomes transcription. Both
informant and researcher are readers and re-writers of a cultural in-
vention. This is not to say, as some might, that the interview has ended

10. My thanks to Henry Bucher for this true story. I have told it as a parable, both

because it is one, and because 1 suspect he would tell it somewhat differently, having
been there.
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in a sterile short circuit. Nor need one, like Socrates in the Phaedrus,
lament the erosion of memory by literacy. The interview has not, sud-
denly, become “inauthentic,” the data merely imposed. Rather, what
one must reckon with are new conditions of ethnographic production.
First, it is no longer possible to act as if the outside researcher is the
sole, or primary, bringer of the culture into writing. This has, in fact,
seldom been the case. However, there has been a consistent tendency
among fieldworkers to hide, discredit, or marginalize prior written ac-
counts (by missionaries, travelers, administrators, local authorities,
even other ethnographers). The fieldworker, typically, starts from
scratch, from a research experience, rather than from reading or tran-
scribing. The field is not conceived of as already filled with texts. Yet
this intertextual predicament is more and more the case (Larcom
1983). Second, “informants” increasingly read and write. They inter-
pret prior versions of their culture, as well as those being written by
ethnographic scholars. Work with texts—the process of inscription,
rewriting, and so forth—is no longer (if it ever was) the exclusive do-
main of outside authorities, “Nonliterate” cultures are already tex-
tualized; there are few, if any, “virgin” lifeways to be violated and pre-
served-by writing. Third, a very widespread, empowering distinction
has been eroded: the division of the globe into literate and nonliterate
peoples. This distinction is no longer widely accurate, as non-Western,
“tribal” peoples become increasingly literate. But furthermore, once
one begins to doubt the ethnographer’s monopoly on the power to in-
scribe, one begins to see the “writing” activities that have always been
pursued by native collaborators—from an Ambrym islander’s sketch
(in a famous gesture) of an intricate kinship system in the sand for
A. B. Deacon to the Sioux George Sword’s book-length cultural de-
scription found in the papers of James Walker. (See the Introduction

—of this volume, p- 15.)

But the most subversive challenge to the allegory of textualization
I have been discussing here is found in the work of Derrida (1g74).
Perhaps the most enduring effect of his revival of “grammatology”
has been to expand what was conventionally thought of as writing. Al-
phabetic writing, he argues, is a restrictive definition that ties the broad
range of marks, spatial articulations, gestures, and other inscriptions
at work in human cultures too closely to the representation of speech,
the oral/aural word. In opposing logocentric representation to écri-
ture, he radically extends the definition of the “written,” in effect
smudging its clear distinction from the “spoken.” There is no need
here to pursue in detail a disorienting project that is by now well
known. What matters for ethnography is the claim that all human
groups write—if they articulate, classify, possess an “oral-literature,”
or inscribe their world in ritual acts. They repeatedly “textualize”
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meanings. Thus, in Derrida’s epistemology, the writing of ethnogra-
phy cannot be seen as a drastically new form of cultural inscription,
as an exterior imposition on a “pure,” unwritten oral/aural uni-
verse. The logos is not primary and the gramme its mere secondary
representation.

Seen in this light, the processes of ethnographic writing appear
more complex. If, as Derrida would say, the cultures studied by an-
thropologists are always already writing themselves, the special status
of the fieldworker-scholar who “brings the culture into writing” is
undercut. Who, in fact, writes a myth that is recited into a tape re-
corder, or copied down to become part of field notes? Who writes (in
a sense going beyond transcription) an interpretation of custom pro-
duced through intense conversations with knowledgeable native col-
laborators? I have argued that such questions can, and should, gener-
ate a rethinking of ethnographic authority (Clifford 1g83a}. In the
present context I want merely to underline the pervasive challenge,
both historical and theoretical in origin, that presently confronts the
allegory of ethnographic practice as textualization.

It is important to keep the allegorical dimensions in mind. For in
the West the passage from oral to literate is a potent recurring story—
of power, corruption, and loss. It replicates (and to an extent pro-
duces) the structure of pastoral that has been pervasive in twentieth-
century ethnography. Logocentric writing is conventionally conceived
to be a representation of authentic speech. Pre-literate (the phrase con-
tains a story) societies are oral societies; writing comes to them from
“outside,” an intrusion from a wider world. Whether brought by mis-
sionary, trader, or ethnographer, writing is both empowering (a nec-
essary, effective way of storing and manipulating knowledge) and
corrupting (a loss of immediacy, of the face-to-face communication
Socrates cherished, of the presence and intimacy of speech). A com-
plex and fertile recent debate has circled around the valorization, his-
torical significance, and epistemological status of writing."' Whatever
may or may not have been settled in the debate, there is no doubt of
what has become unsettled: the sharp distinction of the world’s cul-
tures into literate and pre-literate; the notion that ethnographic tex-
tualization is a process that enacts a fundamental transition from oral
experience to written representation; the assumption that something
essential is lost when a culture becomes “ethnographic”; the strangely
ambivalent authority of a practice that salvages as text a cultural life
becoming past.

These components of what I have called ethnographic pastoral no

11. 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 (1g79) have made important recent contributions.
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longer appear as common sense. Reading and writing are general-
ized. If the ethnographer reads culture over the native’s shoulder, the
native also reads over the ethnographer’s shoulder as he or she writes
each cultural description. Fieldworkers are increasingly constrained
in what they publish by the reactions of those previously classified as
nonliterate. Novels by a Samoan (Alfred Wendt) can challenge the
portrait of his people by a distinguished anthropologist. The notion
that writing is a corruption, that something irretrievably pure is lost
when a cultural world is textualized is, after Derrida, seen to be a per-
vasive, contestable, Western allegory. Walter Ong and others have
shown that something is, indeed, lost with the generalization of wri.t-
ing. But authentic culture is not that something—to be gathered up in
its fragile, final truth by an ethnographer or by anyone t_else.

Modern allegory, Walter Benjamin (1g77) tells us, is based on a
sense of the world as transient and fragmentary. “History” is grasped
as a process, not of inventive life, but of “irresistible decay.” The
material analogue of allegory is thus the “ruin” (178), an always-
disappearing structure that invites imaginative reconstruction. Ben-
jamin observes that “appreciation of the transience of things, and the
concern to redeem them for eternity, is one of the strongest impulses
in allegory” (quoted by Wolin 1982:71). My account of ethnographic
pastoral suggests that this “impulse” is to be resisted, not by abanAdon-
ing allegory—an impossible aim—but by opening ourselves to differ-
ent histories. :

Allegories are secured . . . by teaching people to read in certain ways.

- TALAL ASAD (comment on this essay at the Santa Fe seminar}

I have explored some important allegorical forms that ex-
press “cosmological” patterns of order and disorder, fables .of per-
sonal (gendered) identity, and politicized models of temporality. The
future of these forms is uncertain; they are being rewritten and criti-
cized in current practice. A few conclusions, or at least assertions, may
be drawn from this exploration.

+  There is no way definitely, surgically, to separate the factual from
the allegorical in cuitural accounts. The data of ethnography
make sense only within patterned arrangements and narratives,
and these are conventional, political, and meaningful in a more
than referential sense. Cultural facts are not true and cultural al-
legories false. In the human sciences the relation of fact to alle-
gory is a domain of struggle and institutional discipline.
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The meanings of an ethnographic account are uncontroliable.
Neither an author’s intention, nor disciplinary training, nor the
rules of genre can limit the readings of a text that will emerge
with new historical, scientific, or political projects. But if ethnog-
raphies are susceptible to multiple interpretations, these are not
at any given moment infinite, or merely “subjective” (in the pe-
jorative sense). Reading is indeterminate only to the extent that
history itself is open-ended. If there is a common resistance to the
recognition of allegory, a fear that it leads to a nihilism of reading,
this is not a realistic fear. It confuses contests for meaning with
disorder. And often it reflects a wish to preserve an “objective”
rhetoric, refusing to locate its own mode of production within in-
ventive culture and historical change.

A recognition of allegory inescapably poses the political and ethi-

cal dimensions of ethnographic writing. It suggests that these be

manifested, not hidden. In this light, the open allegorizing of a
Mead or a Benedict enacts a certain probity—properly exposing
itself to the accusation of having used tribal societies for pedagogi-
cal purposes. (Let those free of such purposes cast the first stone!)
One need not, of course, purvey heavy-handed “messages,” or
twist cultural facts (as presently known) to a political purpose. 1
would suggest as a model of allegorical tact Marcel Mausss The
Gift. No one would deny its scientific importance or scholarly com-
mitment. Yet from the outset, and especially in its concluding
chapter, the work’s aim is patent: “to draw conclusions of a moral
nature about some of the problems confronting us in our present
economic crisis” (1967:2). The book was written in response to
the breakdown of European reciprocity in World War 1. The trou-
bling proximity it shows between exchange and warfare, the im-
age of the round table evoked at the end, these and other urgent
resonances mark the work as a socialist-humanist allegory ad-
dressed to the political world of the twenties, This is not the work’s
only “content.” The many rereadings The Gift has generated tes-
tify to its productivity as a text. It can even be read—in certain
graduate seminars—as a classic comparative study of exchange,
with admonitions to skim over the final chapter. This is a sad mis-
take. For it misses the opportunity to learn from an admirable ex-
ample of science deploying itself in history. '

A recognition of allegory complicates the writing and reading of
ethnographies in potentially fruitful ways. A tendency emerges to
specify and separate different allegorical registers within the text.
The marking off of extended indigenous discourses shows the

On Ethnographic Allegory 121

ethnography to be a hierarchical structure of powerful stories
that translate, encounter, and recontextualize other powerful
stories. It is a palimpsest (Owens 198o). Moreover, an awareness
of allegory heightens awareness of the narratives, and other tem-
poral setups, implicitly or explicitly at work. Is the redemptive
structure of salvage-textualization being replaced? By what new
allegories? Of conflict? Of emergence? Of syncretism? 12

Finally, a recognition of allegory requires that as readers and writ-
ers of ethnographies, we struggle to confront and take responsi-
bility for our systematic constructions of others and of ourselves
through others. This recognition need not ultimately lead to an
ironic position—though it must contend with profound ironies. If
we are condemned to tell stories we cannot control, may we not, at
least, tell stories we believe to be true.

12. For recent changes in these underlying stories, see note g, ab(?\.:e, apd Brgner
1g85. 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 wadition 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 crit.icize' t.l'lem_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.

For helpful criticisms of this paper I would like to thank Richard Handler, Susan
Gevirtz, David Schneider, Harry Berger, and the Santa Fe seminar participanis, espe-
cially Michael Fischer.
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