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pomt~ of resiStance. The posll1on from whtch anthropology may . , , · • · . ; · · . 
now speak is one of deliberate eccentricity. The point is that the On slarttng m tsme 
degree. of. centrality .to our own belief sy11tem held by various 
propositions about the worl~ is · not a correlate to different 
degrees. of reality (Rorty l99la: 52). By its double vision, and 
through its speaking from the pcreeived periphery rather than the 
self-declared. centre of rea~on, anthropology challenges received 
wisdom. 111Us, it enables us to ma~c the world new rather than 
to get it right (cf. Rorty t99ta: 44). 

This evidently J1as to be demonstrated in practice. Ethnography 
and detailed empirical studies from aU over ~he globe must be 
produced to that" effec~. Along with that, the epistemological 
assumptions of anthropology must be questioned and clarified, · 
As noted by Piette Boutdieu, prosrcss of knowledge in the ·aocial 
sciences lmpllea progress In our knowledge of. the conditions of 
knowledge (Bourdieu 1990: l). This book is addressed to an 
elucidati<m of some of the basic conditions for anthropological 
knowledge by the end of the twentieth century, at a time. of 
scholarly uncertainty in the wake of a self-declared postmodern­
ism that made of the world a paradox of uniftcati.on and fragmen­
tation - inacccssif:,le for science; if ~dy for narration. 

Given t~is paradox, the pa.uagc to anthropology is not easily 
made by way of a traditional map. Regionalism, grand theory 
and dogma that onec provided fixed coordinates for orientation 
in the scholarly space ure being replaced by moving frames of 
reference. nais calls for an, itinerary rather than a map ... The IaUer 
may show you whe~e you are, while tbe former tells you where 
you ·are going. The itinerary indicates direction and places of 
reverence; and works on the experience of movement in space. 
lllis explains the organization of my book. The direction is 
towards anthropology as a vital theoretical project; the tour 
passes what I consider to be points of contemplative relevance 
as indicated·by lhe chapter headings. It is neither a straight line 
of argument nor a fixed structure of certainties. It. is .a t.our which 
- like a pilgrimage - .counts by the effort as much as by the goal. 
At the end or: the tour lies nothing but a rather simple point 
about the intrinsic value of the theoretical project of anthropology 
- apart from the knowledge that the passage has been made. A 
renewed confidenCe in the anthropologiei!l project m_ay ~operully . 
ensue upon return. 

In a he context of modern world history the present tends to c;vade 
••ur ~aze and .. to defy our language. '11Jc present~ refers. not only 
'" the: canlcmporary but also to. the peculiar: what ia. not yet 
dear hecause .of its uniqueness and ln,terpretatlvc ambiguity. Our· 
rrc~ent seems. to be substantially different f-rom tfie present lhal 
t•ur predc;:cessors confronted. just a short time. ago (Fox 199.1 b: 
II. Decentrcd, fragmented and compressed are some of the words . 
in cur:rent, use. signalling the nature of the' difference. With the 
<4!nsc: of substantial change goes an enlarged mental problem of. 
ar-!'c!'sing rhe present; as Marilyn Strathem has recently argued. it 
i~ alwa}:s the present rather than the future that is the momentous 
unknown (Strarhem 1992: 178). It .is only the future that can tell 
us how to evaluate the present. And with the decenlredness of 
rhc world, it seems more doubtful than ever that we shall be able 
rn make a unifomi future evaJuatjo..n. The p~esent is endlessly 
••ren for interpretation. ·· 

Se\·ertheless..thc present' is where. we start from. Touring means. 
~uin[! out from a particular point in time and space. Trajectories 
ma\· he made in all directions, but the anthropological· traveller 
lire~ally moves in lhe present and becomes part-and parcel of I be 
doPal unrest. Tite old treading stones have to be turned as a 
~Jailer of course. Occasionally, this will give one a sense of losing 
tlhe·s footing, but the sense of d.irection is not net:essatily 
threatened .. 

As implied by the prologue, recent epislemological. runnoils in 
anthropology have lleen related to no less dramatic changes in the 
\\orld order. AUempls have been made, at rccapturing·lhe disci­
pline hefpre it.disappears altogether (e.g. Fox 1991a). There haS. 
Peen a certaiJ~ sense o[ panic resulting from the disappearance 
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. . d what seems ·to be the last bus:ial of 
of..the, traditionall obt_hJeCl, anntcxt of modern world history, englobe-

. · • t virtue. n e co · dl l'k ·• ' posat,vJS . . . I . the •others• . have; become sa . y I e u~ • 
men~ ~ems comp e~es the mourneni is the fac.~ that modematy 
W.hat, IS (o~gf)ttcn ~y enizcd (Sahlins 1993). Lhc present. cultural 
was everywhere inda~ d t earlier were deemed without history 
Projects ofth~: peop ~· 18 

f t d'U'on· but full'-SC8le. declarations 
h . vcntaons o . ra I . . 

are n~l c ancc. 10 . · , •.• 
1 

Anthropology must·seek to contex-
ot~~tonomy and au!~.enftaca Y·a tlieoretical . .standpoint, not j~st a 
tuatizc. this declaratac:JP rom· · · · · 
sentimental of!_C. • th l~gy to r,CCJpture because it 

nse. there· IS no an ropo h Jd · ln .. a s~ . i.. .. . •• . ~ . r: . • h'ang· n· ot- more Utan t e wor . 
. · t th . pomt -or vams • . . 1 was, .never,., a . e,. . . L-.:.. · . rta'l·n· degree of ep1stemolog1ca 

. th • '1h rc ·bas ~n a.ce . . d f . . atself, at IL .. e . . . f the discipline has been announce . o ten 
Angst, and the .death: t l continuity between. anthropology 
enough. but the fu~, a~:a::.l as· ever~ lihe changes experienced 
and. !he world rcmat~. 1he world dlanges and so _must anthro-­
.are. u.tdeed, co~nect~k . ·it. . not. ·'anthropology as one, of . the 

I av ·whether we II o .or ' . ; ,. . r: th o·r 
po Oe:.r • . ·. . the:se.lf-annotinting specacs,oa-an. wp ": 
dcclar~taons made.~Y, . . •·h· .'. 1 dccad"' -or more bears wll-. . . · SS¢d. over t c· pas · · ., · 

11te.Ang~. cxpre ~,.,.h···· t' a· shortcoming .of anthropology 
. ·temnnrarY, t core le& • • I l d .ness to .a ·~. -.r-. . .•. • .. death• 'Fbe· •obitoary·mode···.IS·re a e 

·-:fo~Uter than to Its lmJtltne~~ct that anthropological know.ledge .all· 
to .. tb~.somc-.vlus~ palnf~~ fto- supplyr us. with parables fo.r .talkmg 
.too .. orten b~. ,bcc;l,l~use_ h 1~ explore historical alternatav~~ for 
.aboUt ou~l~CS;; JB,t cr~~=~·; who live under critical con~tltons, 
the. vast ~um~t:$. of . 'n . civil war. flight; torture, ractsm. or 

.. be. at . ,due to pov~rty. r:~ e. d is implicated by the lheoreiiCBI 
totalitariarai~· 1)us, t e m~ e Jed on an idea ·of other societies 
h:ga.cy-.otantbr-9polog~~::;:.:;·reieg~ting chaos and di~order to 
as coherent wh~.lcs,an . ·_

1 
porary.setback (cf. Dav1s l992b). 

• J· or at bcsUo a . em . the no~-soc:aa f ·. . · · · h . this .iS no longer tenable (Hastrup 
As l~have_argued elsew ~~e. .. ·.th the often distressful fact that 

· Jb) Th ory has to cal\01• ,up WI . be J 99.. . . ~ . h . th. . mechanical The Angst: m~st 
ld • . haoli¢. rat er . an · . . · the WOf 15. c · . · ~· . of disci Unary su1cade. 

Ja~d;, no.t. evaded ~l' meanls . r: nourished by the eternal 
...-:t. abies· on ourse v,es. we. · th · ... ,..e par . I . between ourselves and o ers •. a 

mimetic/ process .tak. ang P a~el . · ngly· _ was seen as, a western 
h. h ~ r lono - ·qUI e wro . · proceSS< w ac •0 ·· · r:o · · • · • 1 Jay the -other· &he 

. . • 1993).- To marne •s· o P . ' 
prtvdege rr·;ss·~ . 'lh it anthropology has held·:lhis mappar~nt 
western wort . .an. ~·dW.I h · ' that took U:i bodily into altenty: 
-monopoly.· We .rna e.t e move . 
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as field workers we ~me part, pf .the. _spa~ we .studied •. Jind to 
which we attributed· a . .dreamlike ~order~·11te dream .has vanished. 
The manifest .disorder in .th~ woild and. thc .. di&Co~ccy or the 
othe!'S' capaci'y to .. mime us . have .made· it clear.· •hat.. while.~differ­
ence remains. . .the. world ]& .one. To· explore .the .epistemological 
foundation or anthropology at this ,stage. therefo~ •.. Jerves;a dif­
fere~t purpose than just pr,ovidin_g.·a Jifeboat.Jor .a sioting~d~­
pline. It .se.rves lo remind.it aboutJts:own .. ~ustructiv..~ ambiguity: 
in addition to its being a fi~l~ o( knowl~ge,· ,a;disdplintJry field, 
. il is .. also a field·. of action, a [or.u _'field. \(ScJieper-JJ.ug~es 1992: 
~4:-25). This. book. is an .attempt to p(o~ide ,an ~p~tcmological 
basis for a practical', in~p:ation. o[ theSe:, t~ ·. flel., being the 
arenas for objectivity and' solidarity rcspecCively. The present 
western disorientation IC6a111 to be 'a_,.privilegcd stau;ting._point for 
aolhr()po,()g. y, to once again .catch ~p .. :wilh. 1 ... time. . . . . 

TUE HORIZON OFANDIROPOLOGY .. ,,':'·· ... 

~e horizon is as far •·• ·~· se.e. Jt.om where w.e 1,1r:e. .. lt.is not· 
fixed: if w.e mov.eJn spac:c tho,horimn..shiftS. Wluat:.ia·within~one's 
horizon jS. subject. to. revision and. expansion~ Schoh11:ly aaitbru. 
poh:ag;y dev.ciQped.ltom..-the Ase. or::D.isco11:eey, .and was :founded 
upon an exploration obm.mipped'culturaUerritorics.J~.tb!J vein, 

.. anlhropologj .has.;.continue~l to cma~butc,Jo-~bc expaq~iol.l.<of the 
\\,es&em.horizon. . . - ' 

The. identity .of a pepon, and of a scholarly disc~pline...is also 
lirmly·linked to-the horizon. with{_.;wbicJi we are,capable.oUaking 
a ~tand. tlaylor J.989: 21). It is not a property but a space with 
unlbed. boundaries, .perpetually aubjcc:t to expansion. or contrac~ 
tiun. It is a moral space which allows us to orient ourselves. and. 
thus lo "become' ourselves in the -first place. 11te notion of a 
mural space poinls to the fact that the space. within which we 
••rienl ourselves is not just a society or a language. ,but a space 
"ithin which our grasping the world in terms of values b i~par-
JI>k from our way of living (Taylor 1989: 67). · . 

·n~i~ implies that the identify ofthe anthropological profession 
!< anlimately linked lo its practice and to its contribution to; the 
.:uhuml and:mor.al a.orizons by which our Jives. are hounded.~f.or· 
··~rn.; .. tbc~. claim. Jo a pl)rticular. prof~ion rathet than, just a 
f'(r.;pcc&h·c naay seem superRuollsi· 76-~me this,' is a neces5ar:y : 
4.~.utin!!- puh11 fur ·qualir~ing the practice as something o•her than 
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ordinary· travclli-.g, an~ subsequent pondering about difference. 
Anthropology may not be a prototypicalme.mber of the category 
of scholarship, .. let .alone of ~science', yet 'its ~mport derives from 

· its ability to disq.lver and define .-ealityjust as much as linguistics 
and physics. .Its: potential' stems ftoin its- power to .question the. 
givens, of western C1ilture rather •than confirming them. As such, 
anthropology continues •Ute Romantic reaction against Enlighten­
ment reason (ct 'Sitweder 1984), and against the sanctification of 
the natural sciences; (Rorty 1991b: 18), .The discoyery of other 
worlds is. e~plicilly ,ctcativp · · . 

The point js, n'1ltO ,dethtoll_e natural. Science. for the fun of .it 
alone; its displacc.mentfrom the ceutre oft he. category of sciences 

- . is princ.1lpally~a ,mean• of' unden,llnding the shortcomings of the 
· view'- :stretching .from. physics and extending far into analytic 

philosophy -.that .sclenUftc thinking,essentially consists in clarifi­
cation, or "ln,patl~ntly makingcxplldt what has.remained implicit' 
(Ror(¥ 1.99lb: 12}. Oariljcation does not make the triclt as far as 
the humaai scieQces are Cbncemed. The intetpretation .. or the 
scientific explanation of matters cultural, .is not an inherent qual­
ity of; lhe o!Jject.: it is t~e :r~s.ult of a project of liuking and. 
contextualizing-delined by·'a specific purpose. The event of under­
standing is i~tertextual in the' widest :sense Df this tenn. This 
event is mediated. in w~nds that have often belied the demands 
of the.ih\e~pr:etati~e fra!ne and ,pre5ented- the understanding as if 
given .. by the· nature of ;llj~ objecL. This can never be the case; 
clarification of objectiye properf:ies is ·but one st~p in_ a Jaa;g~r 
p~ocess.Qf radical' inu:rpretalion.. .. · 

Articulation, .evidently, is ·not the. target All scholarship needs 
to be articulated: to '.make sense. ·In. spite of the delusive nature 
of language~· p~oponerits ohiilehce .are unconvh'lcing (cf·Taylor 
l9S9: 9Uf.,.'98): Articulacy, however~ is. no.t a .mauer of finding 
words corresponding adeqllatel}' to the reality beyond them in 
the hope of fi,hdlng.,a fi.na,.restlng-place for thought (Rorty 199lb: 
19). 11tere· is nq ~uch ·final. resting•place,, no ultimate, ahisto~ical 
reality,, to. which our vocabulnries must be· adequate. Clarification 
recedes lo arlictilation~ as a way .of'making sense. In anthropology, 
articulacy is a Of. of explidtly e~ping the illusion of fit beiween 
words and lived experiences, by· demonstrating the lack of fit 
between, different reference schemes. 

The. mismatch between reference schemes, or cultures, as 
· experienced in fieldwork. is conceptually ·overcome by our shared 
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~uman ·Gapacity of imagination. 'The range of imaginative power 
m anthropology .is: a11: integral pall or its· ability Jo. co.-. tribute to 
a- l_i~eration of culture from its· own. obsolete vocabulari~ by :ill! 
al11bty to weave: new: metaphors-into the:fabric.ofcommon beliefs. . 
:".h:taphors are not paf~ilcs .. upon rcality,.the.y ,ar.-c ~xtensions_.-.of 
il. As such lh~y.ate. fore{Unners of a new· language, stretched ;to 
lit new expeden.:es.. ln. short, .anthr;opoiQgy .is .one import..ant 
soua:ce ·for ac~nowledging that ~gnition is .not.n_eCcssarily · c~g­
nitio~. and that the acquisition .of tm.tb.. is .. not a, ·matter oUittin& 

· data_ mtp a pre-established .scheme (cL_Ror.ty l99lb: JJ). · 
The prime. virtue qf anthropology ;JiesJn;tlle .. facl that its space 

is as Qpen~en,de.d as thct -world, ,to, whidt Jt belongs.. It cannot, 
ther.efore, make ;e:labns .. to. ·• particular reJime. of ttuth .. in· the· 
Eoucauldian .wtse - impl)!lnj: just -another poal~le e~i$tcmic 
order:. The open-en.dedness of!anthropology.Js,,owcdJ.() .its ,UI\fail­
ing, .commi.tment Jo .. exploring_ different ·epistemQiogles, ·but t~ls . 
does not amount .to a. claim that aU orders are equally possible 
or eq~aUy gQod. This. is where .the_ subjective standpoint .is once. 
aga~n insurmountable; as _pointed oul by Taylor, Ute · · · . . · , 

-,point o(,view from which we mightconstate 1hat ·all orders are 
:eq:ually arbitrary. in parli~lar'th8t 'all moral views· arc: equally 
.so. is just; no( available: to us ·humans. It ·js a form ·of :self~ 
delusion to- think that, we do not· speak from a moral orientation 
which we take· to be' right. · 

(1aylor i-989: 99) 

Thet;e is no way, or . !!peaking fropt nowhere jn particular. as ' 
previously argued, not even .for tra~lturated Bl:lthropologisis. ' 

S.q.·far anthropologists ,have spo.k~n from an on-centred pOsi­
tion within the cat~go~y of scien~ If: this has see01ed ·to :mar­
ginallze our contributi.on. l believe. tha(, theJnbcJ:~nt eccentricity 
of anlhropology,vis.J-v.~ the: dominant world~yiew: is. a sou~' of 
extreme strength. This,, of oourse. :bas still.ri..:be.:dem~nstratcd in' . 
practice. 'T.taj~ling the pre5ent· horizon of .anthropology, as-J'do' 
in this book, points tQ, the future. l.n: JJ, sense 1.. am .. trying_ to. 
·pwject back• [rom some (ut~re vaul~ge ,point :tp an. evalua!ion. 

of the present. Evalu~lion. js. part o( knowledge: people[- •ud: · 
anthropologists among them.- qot only learn lo think, lhey also 
learn. to ca.r~ U lt .seem~--dadng. thUs· to ~ttelch,the present .~q.jts 
limiJ.s it .. is perfectly in keeping.~with the .. anlhropologicat..q .. est: 
l~e elpansion of.~~h.orizon. tak~ placc.in.~imc'as,w.cll -~~pa.ce •. 
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. the present is to make claim to potentiality as well as 

Eva uatmg _, 
actuality. 

P.ll!1CJISING .. EJIINOGRAfHY . . 
. I . . d to. take off in the present imphes an e~phasls 

Stressang l 1e nee . - .. t ctice, -that .is, ·a. mode of domg and 
upon. anthropolo:y 

8
!l:sJ:al pra~li~ ·bifurcates into a field pr~c­

creatmg.l:h~ anl • roP -'lee implicated .a.lso in t~e perfontumve 
tlcc and.a d~&curaave pra ... , • . . . · . 

d ,.. 'd ·=-'ed above. · para ol I eni\1•- . • l d' has been marked by: an extensave 
The.anthropolo~~-.. ~:::'ethnographic pr~ent'.~ It implies 

use of what, is k,n · •: · the dominant mode .of represent­
the- use. of the ~rcsen~J~h;~ a:.., h~s been seriously criticized as 

.. lng th~ .~thcJlL. ~cl use ~ti:nship of obserVation and distancing 
· reftecung_a partac~ llt~. 86 It has been described as a "'ague 

to Jhe .obj~l llfabaan l I ~o~ent {Stocking 1983: 86), refte.cting. 
and. essent~aUy atemhpor,a, etense. of anthropology (Crapanzano 
the ahistonc or·sync ronac pr . . 

1986:51). •. ic . resent~ evidently. a literary devi_ce, an~ as 
The cthn~gr_a.pb P_ d·. .,,: - d ""'ong . with other convent10ns 
h 't eeds to be q es aone iiJ . · • • 1 . 

sue .. 1. , .n . • . th...... lo""'· However Jl IS nol .sole y an 
tation m an '"po -· · ' ,of reprcsen . . I ode loOieiy linked to the synchronic nature 

accidentaltem~::and Fischer 1986: 96). N~r ~s it in any wa? 
bf ~eldwork .. (M . f· • .. chronizing our· descnpuons. Rather at 
a sample m~tter: 0 

· synl ·m·· _ .... •cines ·(Davis t992a)~ The .cth-
. . . anety of texull • l.fe ""'~ '" . f· · h tovers a v · . . llary of· ·the pecubar nature. .o • t e · ·· tas-·a-coro · · 
no~phl~ p~n racticc asjdentified'in the perfonnative paradox. 
anthropo ogaca P ·-_,. 

1
• n of tim"' ·~cause only· the present 

I • . . necessary consta-uC 10 . . ~ . . 1 tas-,&. ·h. I .. U, ··ranihronnlogical knowledge .. , argue 
t Sc Preser.ves.t c Jc& Y 0 · r- · ·- · th l'er en . · . · · · ' f th critique raased agamst . · e ear 1 

this in full .reco,gnallon · 0 t The choice of· tense was right 
ahistoric mode .. of anthropo o~y. · · . · : thai we. are . . _ . ~ 1 assumptions. My contentaon JS • 
but Jl< rested. on .. .ail se · 1• and to rem vent the 

win a osition to reassessour··~ump Ions • . 
no · phic resent without, prcv1ous ·Conno!atloll$. . . . 
cthnograp .P d' 't'caJ· ·.n. the anthropo· logtcal practice. While 

Fi ldwor.k as aacn 1 . . · · 1 · · . ac · . : · . · . . 1 riencc. of estrangement and re allvt~m. 
at lasts. tl. IS- ~-.radacal_c pem ry· and•·the backbone of objectivism. 

· · d at becomes me o . 
Afterwar s. ... . . . this well·known Uaeme ·t shall p~esent a frag· 
By way of o_penang. · .. 

f . own memllries from. the field; . 
ment ~ my fi ldwork in Iceland in 1982-1983 I 

Looking back upon my e · 
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recall th~t l suffered a .loL~ Aithough it t~k,' .place. .. wilhin the 
boundaries of the self-declared westem:d'tilizatipn, my:sufferings 
were:of a gener.al )ind. ·ln:.:addition .to the.monotonous,_diet. the 
cold. the .bUzzards. .ani! -the, inescapabJe nature, to, which I was 
constantly .. ex]JOsed,l had lbenot u~mmon pr.oblemu,Uoneli· 
ness, of sexu~t 'assaults, Joss or~ ~identity and offensive enemy 
.spirits. In spite of all this, one of. niy greatest :shocb .. ;in the field 
was. to be. tem~dcd of my· own. wpdd. T,.ow~ .tl,l~: .!!nd of .. y 
first year-lo~s. stay in Iceland, wllen (Ji;~"· ,and 'worked ~n :a 
.fishing ~illage in pitch-darlt and.J~Id .. ~r, and where_ I, had 
fo.: Some time f~ll JXJmplctely cut off.~in th!l' .rest pf the world, 
I once reeeived six .. letters addt~d· ~o ~.ten Hutr;up. They 
were full of gg~ions.likE: would loraa.nia.J conference?; !wh.at 
would I like to- teach in .the spring. tennii; :,...ould I do ·.an Open 
University course?; and would lt.not 'be. wondenul to .get'back7 
That really got me down. ·and I knew instantly that:l ,.wuuld,.never, 
ever go back. to th,at world which had nothing to do willa me. I 
was infurhited that. people: assumed· that they knew who I was. 
lhcy did not,1Jbviou.sly~ "l ·WBS' Kris,tfta·. atGimU, worked as- a fish. 
woman; smelled ofiish~ and' shared·':my incredibly $habby house 
witlr three young and wild ftsltemen.1bat 'Was· who• I wanted· to 
be, lf.decided~ and- threw the .letters into a ·heap of junk. 

1J1ey r.emalned there. butau-eadcrs will. have.~ •. I myself 
r~lur,ned - aUeast partly --lo,the world, l W.d .leflJn .that world 
I write ar_ticles no. the . .fishenncn:sYiolericc._and,:the ,g~~r,orsaken 
,-jl)~ge. Experience bas ~me memory, ancUhe~,relics,~ embel­
lished. SQ 8$· to paSs .fpr anthro_polol)' (ct ·Boon.,!986) •. 1Jte,a~c­
lh:Jte. th~ .sewes. tbe immediate. purpose .oL.situaiiDJ fieldwork 
between. autobiography and. antbmpo~ugy -(~ JJutrup .19928). . 

J:tc also illus.trates. the. nat .. re of the-.ethnqgraphet's.presen~.il.l 
the field •. At the .time of my in-verse GulJpm shOc:ld bad in some 
sense '_gone native'. Margaret Mead once ~"med ,DJ,~at .although 
immersing oneself Jn.locallife js ,,OCJd..,one.shouJd .. be .. careful, .not 
to .drown; tdl~gedly •. one ·way .af mainlaining. Jhe· delicate balance 
is lo. write. and. receive letters from~ onc~,.own world. (Mead J9n: 
7t ln my caSe:, the.let.ters pushed:.me· even .further:.down -into lh~. 
nati~e worl~ 1 had! no choice .tJf degree . of immersion.. Even 
&hough we no.w .recognize -that •going natjve~ is to ,enter· a· world 
Hhone·'sown, creation (Wagner 1975:. 9),.thete is-·.stilh-eason to 
\lress.the radical nature of the fteldworlt:·experierice.- profoundly 
mar.ldng the entire: anthropological discourse. Whether·the'indi-
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vidual anthropologist goes temporarily native or not, the field· 
work practice. implies that the wcll:-establisbed opposiJion 
between- subject and ·object dissolves- in anthropology. Tile eth­
nographer is not only labelled by the others. she is also named. 
- As named, that is. as ali identified subject in the alien discursive 
space, the _ethn(Jgrapher becomes part of her fiel~. Her presence 
is the occasion and the locus of the drama that 1s the source of 
anthropological' reflection (Dumont 1978: 12). There is no 
absolute_ pe~pcetivc from where we can eliminate- our own con­
sciousnc5s,from our object (Rabinow 1977: 151). By her presence 
in the field, the ethnographer is actively engaged in the construc­
tion of th~ ethnographic reality; or •. one might ~ay, of the ethno­
graphic present. · - , . - _ 

ibis is where we can begin to see that the practice of fieldwork 
elimin~les- bo_th subjectivism and objectivism and posits trutj1 as 
an int~rsubjective creation. tn this sense, fieldwork is almost like 
a possession, which by itself is nothing but the collapse of the 
subject~bject relation (Feman.dez 1986: 2~7). Althol!gh our 
results cannot ~ measured agaanst the reqmrements of natural· 
scientific verification, wc:"'utvc no choice: anthropology is radical 
interp{elation.and cann.ot, therefore. be wenfre_i (cf. Taylor 1979: 
71). U tan-be _scholarship, of course, and of a kmd that may h~ve 
radical. implication~- for the world. ~efore that, fieldwo~k h~s to 
be transforme~ into text. -1lle ptactace of anthropology 1mphes a 
writing o_f e~hnography from a particular standpoint of knowing 
and interpretif!g - in time. 

WRffi!'IG. CULTURES 

Culture is an .invention, tied up with ·the invention of anthro­
pology (Wagner 1975)_. Unlik~ earlier. g~ner.ations of anth{op~l­
ogists who thought of culture an essentialist t_erm~, we now reahze 
rhat it .. is a .cr;eatiog on our part, and one wluch may become 
increasingly poeticized- in fact allld in text (cf .. Rorty 1?91a: J ~Q). 
Whether construed in tht:. singular, and denotang a plulosoph1cal 
counterpoint· to nature; or in the plu-:-al, designating ~oci_ological 
entities, we can no longer Claim culture to be an obJecttye fact. 
Cullures materialiZe in contradistinction lo each other; differences 
are exaggerated in the process. Anthropolpgy has cemented the 
exaggeration and described the others as everything we were not. 
Conversely, the others have presented simulacra of the1~selves in 

order lo fob off and salisf¥ our search tQ unders~and their specl-
lity (Ardcner l989b: 183). · · ·· · 

A. ~rintary ~onclusion Is, then; that unlike a society which i• an 
~mpm~al.enuty,. c~llurc ~s an analytical impliCJilion. The cultural 
orde~ Js VIrtual; It as realized only as events of speech and action 
.(S~hh~s 1985: 153)~ Events ·are the empirical form. of system, 
whu~l.us, therefore, under· constant risk from pra~tice. Uliimately, 
that Is ·why. we have to write cultures in order to perceive them 
as wholes. · 

11te invention of culture in anthropological writing JllUSl (in 
some sense at. least) reflect the ways in which cultures invent 
~hemselvc:s if anthropology wants to be faithful· tri' its ~wn ~ims · 
(Wagner 1975: 30). Not any piece of writing will do.. if we· want 
to call. ourselves .anthropologists 'and not just travel writers. We 
ha~e to seriously investig~te t.he lived spaec, ·which is ll~e experi­
~llalcou~ter:vart to the 1mpltcatlonal cultural space.lshall term 
I has expenent1al space a 'world' (Hastrup J987c)~ ll wilf~be .undc.r­
stood that this. is not-solely an ideational space, but one that 'is 
made u~ of .people' and ac~ions. Indeed. the old· dichotomy 
bdween adeahsm and materialiSm mates no ~nse {Ardener 1982: 
II.). However, the main ·point . hete il ~that the -linplicalion of­
culture -: t.o _pO$C- ,as an analytical-object of ant.hro.pQfogy - must 
have a h,ved counterpart in the world. 'It is this world -that: the 
ethnographers must enter if thcir··wrilings shaJi}:&e •~:ealisti~·-- -· 

We shall return to realism later·(ih.cha'j)ter 9): here 1 shall·sum 
up about c.ulture _.thai it is. sensed unly by way of •cultutc shoek• 
- summing. u.p in dramatic form the-exposure to another culture. 
~n -~nlhropology th.i$ i~pli~ the ethnog_rapher'i:,:dclibcrately sub­
Jetting herself to. a . world beyond -her 'competence: we c::annot 
write real' cul.tures without e~pcriences .of other ·worlds. ne road · 
lo anlhropolo_gical k110wledge gOC$ vJa shared soeial e.xpcritnce 
~ H~strup aqd Rer;vik l994):..1be degree of sharing is often utl>n­
tshmg. as another anecdote from my. fieldwork will illustrate. 
- For· some ·months I lived and worked on an Icelandic farm 
wh~re I, to the best. of my knowledge, practised participant obser­
,·auon. It implied a particular kind of presence that miide me an . 
object in lhe lcela.114ers' disco~: they wrote llreir cwture all 
o~·~r me. In or~er tn achie:ve a proper position in_ the fanning 
"or~d I had assumed the cole of ,miJkfnaid' end shepherdess.. 
Duran? ~y first stay, _thad actually ~n partly responsible for 
the mtlkmg and. tendiDJl .of some 3~- ~ws, J_t ·was gratifying to 

---



I 
-..j 
CXl 

I 

' c.:>· 
(,) 
CJ) 

' 

18 Tho ethnographic present ,. , .,. . 

- • kills in itself. but more importantly, my 
achi~~e ne~ • basa~ s ready· facilitated an actual shift of identity, 
workin~ ,Posa~aon ~ s~ g artici ant qbservation. As an anthr~pol· 
theoretically unpb~.~y: t Jose relationship to thirty relauvely 
ogist one. ~ot casa .Y. e .ad· is:bound to take them seriously. 

. ld - but as maltma• one . h • stop. co........ · d . tho role in a very direct manner; t ere as 
one ~ust IUITO~ er to elf' between cows handling their. udders 
no 'war of ftndi~~ o:,. one is there only ·for. sch~larsbip. For 
and still prctcn . g l d differentiated relataons to the- cows. 
me,. the··worlt. soon ental: .1 . • th. as a category but had to ·deal 

. which ·l ooufd -~o ~:~~~s. C: C:.~eetcd their names. of course. for 
with as na~c.cl in . . of aU texperienced how. some cows w~rc 
later anal~as. but ll=lt th rs were stupid, and some even b~tde. 
nice.and. fnendi~·C:aar :.~a c annoyed me. and once jt occasaoned 
One cow in part& b. i Y.'ury that is very inconvenient for a 
a sprained ·thum . - an :! rk. the beast atid I am sure it was 
milkmaid. l·really got to as I e . . 

a anutual fe~Jing. ths I left the fann ~~ g~ elsewhere. but. also 
After a. fc~. • rqonhs· 1- t ··on my return l imme.diatel.~ found 

l rn six· mont a er. · 11 to re u · . . hod and went from"c:ow to cow lo:roea 
mY'·~·~~place.ln_. the cowt ld· cmy· l•enSQd the well-known 

I 
ea. In· ·front of my o · ·.en · · · · · · ·u 

the r .nam ; ., · d · urcd· 'So thcrc:you stilfare. you sa Y 
feeling· of anger .an m.urm h~ the fanner and: J went into the 
old beast.' N.ext momm~ ~ 'lking. the beast was lyingdeild on 

- hed to do the mommg IP1 ~. . . .. d. b 
coWS -· . . . . rent reason. lwas· deeply shocke • . eca~:tse 
the:.Ooor, for .no ~~1'8 1 . .t' es such (K:Ctu:n:n~ :bad f1rought 
1 kn~\V' that in prcvaous un · . . . . 

wilehC$. to the· sta~e. ·I . . ot only to shoW· how the co~ recog-
Thc point of \his ta e 18 0 •· II f · ic and witch-.. . . , •or the Icelandic :world so fu . o. mag . : . . 

nazed. me as. -
1 

h. thropoloBist di.sguased as. a malkmaad. 
erafl. but that.~ven • t e an 'b'l't for. the dealh of the cow. J 

· cd to take responsa 1 1 Y · · · h was· prepar • . ... x. ricntial: space where ,Jime was anot .er 
had· intemaUzed I,IR e pc · . of causality were. suspended. While 
and. w~ere "th~ usual· pa!~~= 

8 
sp~ce of my ·own ·creation.. the . 

uodoubtedi.Y m some. d f the kind that makes ethnographers 
. experien~ was real:- an () . . ·. 

d()ub_t self~viidel~~~-alleg.alion ·uf·witchcraft (as against. myself) 
My own• mp ICI ·· . f t't" 1t was 

;not a. nuestio.n of b¢licf, and far IC:SS. o supel~ •. tofu. h' h I 
was . ? . , , . ex eriencing a dastmct rea at.y ,o w ac 
an express•QP. of ~y : which once and for aU: taught me .thai 
was.temporanly.parj, an . Uty· and meaning. They are simullanei· 
we cannot seearate maten.a . .. . . 

The ethnographic present 1 g 

ties. in the world in which we live, and as such they write them­
.se.lves onto. the etbnographer who temporarily shares 'lhe. 'World 
ofothers. ll i~ tbis.simultaneity thai makes actual PtcsenCC in the 
olher world a _precondit~on for the' writihg of :culiure. and which . 
transforms the inherent paradu'of particlpant·obsctvatlon into 
a.li~rary d.lli:!~ma o( •partidpanl description• (Ocetn:'l988:. BJJ. 

'. -;'• > • .. • • • • • ••• 

PRES.ENCEAND_REtRESENTADON .. . ' ~. . . - .... 

Until recentJy, the, etlutograpJaer•.s presence in thd' ft~ld· ·Was the 
sole stamp. ohuthorlty--~eeded in the .anthropol~gii:al ;monograph 
(d. Clifford l983b). Sinee Malinowski. }Jicltliiorl>was a strategy 
of·disco~elj by which •he.anthropologist;.co.•ild::Jnt~rvene in alien 
:Spaces and :.behave :•like .an ideal met~ng::dev~ (.Ardener 1985: 
57).111~ inv.ention oUhis strategy- of'lliWjtnessing.(Oeertz 1988) 
- ·made .... new' g~pre. of. wrl,ting possibk; the: gcn~ of ·realism. 
WiJbin this &~ore "tbe author: . .-.lielilworJtef. w~. always. it11plicidy 
present: the.·au.thor as;aulhor·was:aJ\vays·implig~ly ~bseni•·(!Joon 
~~Ill: ~38), '*fodl\f, :th~J,JUesti~ning 4JOh~.anthr6jio~OJi*!~:·luthor· 
tal statUI mafka, Jhe .en~ of modomiflnt.. · . ~ .. • t 
' 'Physical prescnc:oJn the Bi!l~·ln1o.1onger th~uource. 9hbsolute 
·authority; 'the .kind ~f partic;ip.11tion ,needed to 'idcntiry.eveniS and 
\\rile real c:u.ltures cannol:bc glossed! as·merc ·•be,ing'cin the field. 
It 1mplic;s a ,process· ..,f:'"becoming'. Becom!ng is a· metapl1or for 

·a kind or partic:ipalion tha~can never· be eomplet~ anCI)r~hicla is 
nG.:irymediale oonsequen~ or.:physital.presen&. n docs not hnply 

· that the anthropologist ,gradually beconlc,s idcmlical with. the 
tllhers. I did. mt bee()me: 'IR' .Icelandic; shcpherJieU· although: I 
f'il,tlicipaled,in: shee,..fanning: .and' cxperi~nced"the unreality or 
cbepberdesses in.misty. mountains: (ct Hasttup 1~81•1· 'The. con:" 
ci.:pl.of~ecomi~g.implies that one gi\leS in to ain·alien.ical.il.f .and' 
allows .on~tr to .change,Jn· ihe· process.. "One- is~ not: c()mpletely 
ar~u'hed in. ~he Dlher'wodd, but une is also ·J.lO· longer lhe lame. 
·n,e chang~ often is so fundamental that ·it is djflicult .to see .how 
I he lield\l!orker has any identity· ·With her [pnner seJ(. fieldwork~· 
thc.a;~Jure. CS(;llpe5 our ,ordinal}' historicaJ.oUegorie$..1lte space 

. dl'l'tn·cred has neither a· firm. fUture nQr a disti~ct·.p-.t; because 
mtc.nlinns and memories are transfotmed as definitlpiJS. categories 
Jnt} .mcan{ngs ;ShifL P~rlicipant observation today· implies.. an.; 
,.J.,ra:\';Uiun ·of parficipalion 'itself ( ct:Tedlo.ck I 991J~jt.is not self­
::\a.Jc:ntthnl what we participate in is- th~. real. life of the othtts. ,. 

w 
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Although part· of the anthropologist's life-.history and als? 
represetJting a moment in the course of local haslory, the ,experi­
ence of the fieldworld JtS such is outside history (as a particular 
temporal mode). It ~so stronglY .. marked by liminality that the 
ordinary succession of events is suspended (cf. 1\lr~bull 1990). 
Furthermore. insight" is obtain~d by a degree of vaolencc; the 
ethnograpiter must keep up a llcrtain.pa:cssure in order to elicit 
information (Griaulc 1957: 14; cf. also Clifford 1983a). Power 
differea~ces inform the dialogue and· distort history. They also 
create history. but it is a ·kind of his~ory that is but a ft~eting 
moment and cannot be spoken about in ordinary historical cat­
egorieS. Hence the· ethnographic .presc=nt. The tense reftects the 
re~lity of fieldwork. . 

l'hc problean is that within r~lism as a ~enrc.-the ethnogra~luc 
present was thought to represent the r~hty of the other soc1e1y. 
For functionalists and consorts, the realist monograph represented 
what societies were: timeless. islandlike entities (Boon 1982: 14). 
However. the critique of realism as genre and of the assumptions 
behind earlier modes of representation should not make us lose 
sight of the reality of fieldwork and of 'r~lism• as qu~te a respect­
able epistemology,l We must.nol conu.nuc the logaca~ error of 
mistaking the one for the other, that IS. of con(oundmg genre 
and epistemology. 

Fieldwork is outside history quite irrespective of the fact that 
all societies have bis~ories of their own and are deeply involved 
in global history as well. The reality of fieldwork is a liminal 
phase for· both subjects:- and · objeCts.. in w~ich. the di~tinction 
between them is dissolved; at allematmg pomts m the dascoursc 
subject and object take on the complementary positions of riamel' 
and named (Parkin 1982: xxxiii~xxxiv) • .1-Jistory seems to be sus­
pended for both parties. lbe present is what frames the .encounter 
and lends it meaning. The frame is- far from fixed, but somehow 
fieldwork is stuck within it. 

The Jiininalily of fieldwork is one reason why it has been 
likened to a rile de passage, and generally identified as the central 
ritual of the tribe of anthropologists (Stocking 1983: 70). Now, 
the meaning of ritual is not its inner essence. but ils being pa~t 
of a wider self-defining social space." Rituals orten are among the 
more remarkable declaralibns of sucl1 spaces. Although the his­
tory of anthropological theory tends. to belie this, ritual cannot 
be studied isolated as 'text'; it is a context-marker~ So also for 
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· the central ritual of anthropology: fieldwork marks the context. 
of anthropology while i~_dues not. exhaust. its content. The eth· 
nog~apher's. rit~a~ presen'7 in. another world, withall.that implies 
or mtersubjechvaty and mter:textuality, has no absolute inner 
meanin~. ~om~thing el&e is meaningless ~Jth~IJl it: anthropolo_gy. 
As a dastmcl field: of scholarship, anthropology inv~ts itself in 
the present not only• t() docu1_11ent cultures but to. exv.erience the 
processes of their making. · · ' · 

In this context we 6ecome our own informants on the ethno-- · 
graphic present. The fieldwork ri~ual implies a particular construe- · 
lion of lime; Johannes Fabian h~ intr.oduced the distin~tion 
between 'he coevalnc:ss of fieldwork and the. allochronJsm of 
wr.iting {Fabian 1983)~ Fieldwork hnplies a sharing of'· time with. 
the other. while writing_ often implies a lc . ._npc)r.al distancing.. 1 
would suggest that the ethnographic pr~nt be. re·read as an 
implicaliou of a shared time. Using the. present tense is ,to speak 
(rom the centre of another· time-space. which existed only _at that 
11ceting. instant when· the ethnographer imp~~d h~t8o~t upon 
I he world of .the others - and changed J~. Its ImplicationS, how­
ever, transcend the Cartesian coordinates' of time and· space. 

Criticizing the split between coevalneas and allochronlsm is 
relevant only if we copceive of the anthropological ~ndeavour as 
one of substantive rc_presentation, that is. of reproduction and of 
accurately mapping on.e space onto another. U, contrarily, we 
rcrceive representation as a creative process of evocation .and te­
cnaclment (not simply to ~ay: •description') we have. no choice 
of tense. The: ethnographer saw or heard;:srimething sometime in 
an autobio~raphic past. but. the Implications m~t' be pres~mrd' to 
he or relevance as anthropology, and to avoid the lanputcd·loss . 
from fieldwork to writing.~ · ·· · 

The reality of the encounter is outside ordinary history; it is 
its own history, if you wish. As discourse it must be realized 

· temporally and in a present (cf. Ricoeur 1979: 74). The ethno-. · 
graphic pr-«:5ent reflects., the instance of the discourse.· In short, 
lhe reason ror the present tense is located in the dual'·nature of 
anthropological praGtioo .of fieldwork and, wsiting. or . presenec 
and re-creation. The reality of lhe cultures that we write depends 
on a particular. narrative construction, a discursive present:' the 
realities of other ~ople. of course. have histories that are retold 

. in lucallangua~e. ll is not for anthropology.· ·however, to recast 
lliogniphie~ and social histories in ruiiJ or for. tharmatter to retell 

-



I 
CXl 
Q. 

, 
N 

22 Tho elhnographlq presonl ,. . ... . 

- . f ore convincingly done by those who 
Jocal sloraes. That Is 8~ m ( anthropology is to, experience .the 
live thc111. The hallanaricar life and to recas.t it in a Jheoreucal 
fotce of detail in .pdrac!l Ufc has to be recreated i.n a separate 
mode .that trartscen s I • . 
langua~e i_n order to be comprehcnd~d. . 

CULTURAL TRANSLA'IION . . . 
. . . econsideralion of cullura~ translalaon. '_lbas 

We.ar~ ledtowards.a rasa metaphor. for anthropology, especaal~y 
notaon ha~ ~n used. since Evans ... P.ri~chard. Although .hp 
within Bntash anthropolo~~ t the fact. tha.t it is, not really hke 
servi~ .has often. bee~ !'al nl orecently th.~t a serimis questioning 
Unguastlc translation, IllS o .. y. t bly by Ardener (l989b) and 
of the metaphor bas begun •. no a . . . . . 

. /\sad .(1986). . h'ch Asad. draws attention is Godfrey.Lien-
One example to w a ~Modca o( Thought'. (1954). in wluch he . 

hardl'l aeminahvork. orl ' . 

write$: · · f t 
. d 'fi to others how members o ·a remo e 
~e pr~blem of es':" m; a ar large,y .. as one of tr.mslation, 
tnbe thmlt then bc:,gms t .P~ive thought has in .the languages. 

f king the coherence pram . . . .. 
0 rna • clear as possible in our own. 
it .really lives. an, as · · , · (Lienhar~t .1954: 97) 

. - . d' . t when he says .that the anthropological 
Leach as even ~ore w::ccUitural difret:ence e~ntially is. one of 
~robleJJ.! o~ :-=oP•:g be ·difficult but a.· 'tolerably s;llisfactory trans- . 
translation, at m Y · • · ,·(Le h 1973. ?72. quoted in Asad 1986: 

• • 1 s posstble ac · · · h' k 
lataon as a. way . 'd fculturaltran5iation lies a mode oft m -
142). Behmd the I ea ~~~ te resenta~ion as. an attempt to repro· 
ing about anthropolog . th pda'sco .. u..., .. of another as accurately 

ucial space ail e · ..... · 1 duce ones . . . this· is. an untenable epistemologtca 
as possible. As we have seen, . . . . . . . 

assu-n.plion. . . I merely ·that some categ~ries can only be 
The problem as n~ 

1
.... ~nd then only on a considerable. 

. d ed by approxama '"" . b ··t985· 44) ren er .. . : . ethn() ra hie) backgr.,und (Sp.er er . • . 
encyclopaedtc (f>r g s:urce Jor the· unease 'about th~ meta· 
A much mo~e ~mp?r!::lprofound asymmetry. between l~nguages: 
phor of trans alion as takes lace between· languages that are 
the alleged translali::Ct (Asa~· 1986), This is. partly due to the 
une.qual from: the ro lonialism out of wh.ich. anthropology gre\\~ 
lamented leg;acy 0 · co · · · 

. . ·= ---. --· .._ ...__ 
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and the related power ·structure always inherent in th~ legitimiz-. 
ation: of language (Bourdieu ·1991}, partly to the nature .. of the 
antbr.opologic.al discoUiliC• To put it bri~Oy, the discourse in which 
one. can write about somcbQdy for a s~fic audicnee is by deft-

. nit ion! Jt, d~11course. ()f. englobemenL 'The· linguistic ·iilequality is 
aggravated by :lb~ .implicit: ruerarchy between tietween literate 
and. -oial forms ·of knowledge:: in ·western culture (cf. Clifford 
J,9B8b: 339.-341). Dissecting the notion, of translation thus leads 
b11ck, .to.lhe, poirit that anthropologital knowledge: is a symptom 
~four -own society, (Scholle 1~80: ~7).11aat is·a political point 

· wor!h .repeating. · · . 
A lheoretical point also worth making is that.wc cannot prop­

erly ·translate cultures into our own without destrQyingolhcir speci­
ficity~ Taken to the extrertte, translation implies ·ai transfonnation 
or the, unknown ·into $0mething known. and anthropology would 
1=learly become· abs.urd if: this. was taken literally:· 

What lies at the .. end o( tpnslatlon ••• Is. a kind ,of entropy of 
the translated sy.stem - a total. ~mappiqg of .the other social 
space .into entities· of the, translatiqg:.one. AI oua;·dcstin;ation · 
th~ terrain would .• however .. be ~ppointingly. familiar. 

(Ar,dener f969b: 178) 

'lhus. at the end. of the road' of lransladon, anthropology would 
ha,,e to: start aiJ!.over again ......:. by re,-est,ablishir,g ·dil(~~nce. 
. Dine renee always maucred more than simiJarity' .in the writing 
,,f. cultures. What g~ ont.o the anth~opolqgical map is cultural 
dilrere.nce. Any idC;a 1lr translation from o"e ~uJtun.~ space lo 
-.~other is vastly,-.:ompJ!cated' b_y the Sy_mbolic iiatervenetralion of 
cullures by which· di(fer~nce is first ~tabl~hed: •culture' is 
3lready an implication, ·and i'n sp,le or. dahns to.aa:nratc a:epresen­
talion .. ethnographic tex,.t~ ~re inescapably allegoiicat 'l.b~ differ-:-

. c:nce is. nor translated~ ~t is posited and transcended: . . . . 
Piff.erence is po~ited througlt the expericmtc.offtcldwork. from. 

. "hich we ~now that cullur.al understanding is a.boul .disequalion 
.father Jhan equation (Ardener 1989~; 1~). A{lc;.r 'the initial 

· npcrience or relativism, difference .is .lta11$Cende.d]n writing, and 
u~; implied obje~tivism. This process .iuaot .a mechrmical process 
t•f,translation but a 'highly complex prpCess of understanding and 
~.c·cnaclment, in whJch the ... ~n~hropologist herself .plays ,a ;cr.ucial 
r.ua. and which is complicated ~y. f~atures ,oLheteroglossia and 
~utcdness.• · · 

Mll- It' .,. 
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dnce we have realized that anthropology is not about r~placing 
one discourse by another. or about representati~n· or lra~slation, 
we may return to a consideration of the anthropological practice 
as a creative proCess - of pre.senti11g ethnography .. Even if the 
object of study.must beJiistoridz~d in all sorts of ways, the choice 
of tense is rigJtt; what would the point of anthropology be if its 
truth had already gone at the moment of writing. 

TilE .FROPHETIC CONI)IT.ON 

However· proyisional in a larger historical perspective, the truth 
cartied by the message of the anthropologist must be convincing. 

. Thi!!l is a problem ·she sb,ares with Hennes, another t~ckster 
· (Crapanzailo 1986: 52). h 's also a problc~ s~e shares wath !he 

prophet wh~f!l ·1 sh.all.~ow lntro~ucc. B~th t1m1~~ and .t~ansl~uon 
are put into perspective ·by the prophetic condition, as 1dc:ntdied 
b)' Edwin Ardcnel' (l98_9a; cf: Hastrup 1989): ~e. prophetic con­
dition is a coo~tion of both structures and mdavJduals who find 

· themselves between two worlds. 1l1e prophet gives voice to a 
new world but belongs. to ali old one. 'The voice is not always 
heard. The· :wordi· seem incomprehensible· beforehand: afterwards 
they are triviat When the new ~orld has mate~ialized. the words 
o( the· prophet are hidiStinguishable from ordmary speech. The 
structural c:bnditions for prophecy can be more or less favourable. 

\ . A privileged condition obtains when a disc.ontinuity is gene~ally 
sensed, ·but when it is still not conceivable In known categones. 

The anthropo.og~st is 'like' a prophet, st~cturally ·speaking. 
n1e t:wo worlds mediated by the anthropologist are more often 
separated in space than in time, but in princi~le the. ~nthropol­
ogist gives voice to a ~ew world: 11te prophetic po~1hon of the 
anthropologist is further substantiated when we reahze that pro· 
phels do not preJict a future. Predictions are always part of 
curtent language and when they prove 'correct' it is because they 
are essentially· repetitions. Predictions always fail when they are 
most needed, that is, when repetition does not occur. 1l1e prophet 
does not predict the future, he foretells it. before it. has bc.en 
incorporated into the collective representallo11s. ~e g1ves vo1ce 
to and in that sense defines the world he has discovered. He 
expa11ds on the present by telling it to its limits. In other wo~ds. 
the perceptimt of a ne~ world is closely r~la.ted to an ex~ans1~n 
or language. A new reality take5 shape as tl IS conceptualized, m 

-- - - --- -·-:-; Tho ethnographic present 25 

anthropology as well as in prophecy. The •other' world is dis­
covered and defined simultaneously~ observation and theory are 
one. 

ll1ere are, of course, realities and histories before and beyond 
anth~opology. But through the dual nature of lhe anthropological 
prac.l1ce, of experiencing and writing, a new world••of.betweenness 
~s created.1 It is this betweenness tbatplaces. the anthropologist 
m a prophetic position J,tnd forces her .to- speak in .. the ethno­
~r~phi~ present.. In spite. of recent clahnuo,multiple authorship,. 
Ill~ sull I he votce of the anthropologist. tW.t..presenl$ .the· other 
world in the .text ,Like the prophet, '.the anihropologist offers: 
another language, another space, another lime to reality. That is 
the emergent meaning of the anthr~pological practice..· . 

,I argue, then, that timing In anthropology - seen as. an cssen:­
tially prophetic discourse - involves the use .of the ethnographic 
present. Its inevitabilily is ·linked to our: .ritual presence in the. 
field. without which the context is meaningless as ~nthropol;,gy. 
The. ethnographic present · is a narratiV,~ const~ct . that dearly · 
does not represent a truth about the timelessn~ of the othefs. 
\\'e ·know that tliey· are as historical as anyiKNjy 'In all .~i~ie 
W3Y,S. But the betweenness implied• in fieldwork. arid the. fief of 
the ethnographer's sharing the. time ol the . olhe~ malt~a '~th-
nography escape the ordinary historical.categonCS. ' 

The pr\Jphetic condition iml;llies that.the unspeakable betP.mes. 
~roken. and that language expands on both sides of the dialogue. 
Whereas translation presupposes two separate ·disCOJJfSCS.

1
0ne or 

"hich is the object ofthe dlher •. propheq imP,Ji.¢1 intersubject~vity 
or intertexluality affecting both worlds. To tl1~ extent that·w~,arc . 
now ready to acknowledge that the ethnogrilphef- changes in ·alae 
licld. we should also admit that neither do the i.nfQnna .. t• remain. 
1he same. Nor do they remain •other•. We have .to abandon· the 
use. not.of the ethnographic present but of the 'ierm •inCorm~nts• 
1h.a1 coflstrues the olhers as(verbal) patb~ys to separate worlds,. 
In the newly discovered world between us and' them, tbe .illuSion· 
or distance is broken. . . . . 

l.n. the prophetic cxmd~tion of anthropology ih~re. is. an impli­
callonal truth tha~ is not outlived when f~e eliJ~ograplu~r l~aves 
1he fieJd; and w.hJch should not, therefore; be .rendered in the 
rast tense. When this is realized,' the ethn~graphic: p~~sent may 
~cad to many· ~ossible fptures.. As such, the cthnog~phic present 
1s wh.a! polentmtes anthropology. · 

w 
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_The Janguage paradox 
on the limits of words 

. ..-i 1 
1
• · nsh'ap· betw~en the language a_ nd .the world. is at the 

aate rea ao . . . · h'l 
of 

-
1
·ste. mo)og·y.· It has been probed_anlo from vanous p •_ a-core ep .. ·... . r· . . 

h
. • I' gl .. • "w· h'ich ha"c su•.,cated as, many ways- o · sccmg at. ·sop 1ca ap ...., · ~PD •. · · · h h 

hi this chapted shall limit my discussaon t.o some ·are:-s l at . a~e 
articular pertinc;nce for anthropology. My.approach .as pragmauc 

P.. th nse• that l aim at identifying current c~ncerns of anthro· 
1n c sc . . . h' r tl 

I 
- .- racti- ratbertban·attracmg the· 1story o an tro_po-

poogyasp ....... · · · 1 1 d t o icaltbougltt about language. nus. of course, s re a~e -: o my 
~~~h to expand ,011 ·the prcsenL My_ princl~al focus.ln thas-cha_pler 

I 
· local or naturallangbagc. bulJl rcfl~ls .back -upon .anthropo-son. .· , 

logical language as well. · . 
. As indicated'~ythe· bea~ing of this chapter, _I :believe .thatlhe.re 

· 'l'am'atations on local words and· wntmgs as. sources of are senous . · · . r 1 
. enu.ine anthrol)(~hJ,&i~l underst·andm~- :~e pa~adox o . ang~agc 
fo· which 1 referJies'irt tlie fact th~l whd~ at. mattndeed so~etn~cs 
b d

·rn ult in real. life to determme whetlier we -_are dealmg wath e 1 c . . 1 . h 
.a socilil: or a li!Jg_uistic phe~omeno~, because anguage ~m~ ~w 

. is to the ~ocial. as -a measu~:mg rod ~s :to the me~ur~d, Jmgmstacs 

I no( unlock the· complexataes of socaal hfe (Ardener 
a one, can - . . b t d l 
1989b: t 80). Language. spoken or wntten •. measures. u . oes no 

t
. As· ·measuring rod it imposes als own scale upon the 

represen. . . h 
plasticity of the social. This apphe5 to h>C:allanguage as muc as 

5cbolarly works. · . . · h' 
- · Thh;. reft.ects 'back upon. the understanding of the relations •r 
betw.een·languagc. culture and ide.nlity lhal always h~~ a ~roml· 
nent p~ition .. ofl the· anthropol~gacal agenda •. Th,e d1s~ussaon of 
this parlicular ·item has taken a new .tum wtl'' the em~r~ence 
or world-wide literacy, virtually if no.t actually or ~tatasl~~all}: 
Literacy implies _that part of any eullure is now stored tn wrllmgs. 
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rouging from laws; to poetry, and the q~tion. naturally, .a~ises 
how. &.¥!= s~?.uld dea~ 'with-this kind or ni~~rJpi .• ~. t!te· traditional 
. e_lhnograph•c pracli~ of eavesdrop~i.~,~ oti~ide ~th.e._IOcai~~Jills of 
silence has been suppl~mented. by a _feadahg_ o~e.r broad native 
shoulders;' With reading we are on home.groun~ and.we do not ' 
e,\~¢,n, have tQ·· take .goles.. a practice: whiCh has· recently ·be~n 
unveiled ,as cumbersome and ,loaded V,~ilh ·professional frustration 
(,cf~ ~nj~k 1:990). Small :wonder that-anthropolog!s~ have taken 
such an mteresr.in the multiplicities or native writing as sources of 

.. cullur..al understanding. We··might'wish to recall that by •naliv~s'l 
refer~ to aU of; ;ij!',- in .... ~,IJr ~capacity of~ing ~at hc;Jme~' in some 
WQrld .or; olhe,r. · · - · · . \ · ·· · 

Native. words ~nd• texts may provide ~ltu~l dues ancJ qualify 
as .. ethnographic material_ in _all' sorts ofwa" bull co~l~nd that 
lheJ:e: .is~ an ~ntological gap ·between wordS _and soclal,.pr~ 
that cannot be brid,ged from within lhc language ia.t:lt .. ro under­
Sland tltis. and to point :to a new constructive communion with 
-our principal means ofeipression I shaU~xp,or:e the relationship 
he.IJ.Vee~ ~aJJguage- and' the -world fr.om a ran.ge of perspectives. 
Fir-st •. my argument slartsfrom·a di~on o(categorizaJion as 
.a particuJaneOccllon upon the worldfthe aim is to demonstrate 
Jhe polential misma~h bctwccri'Che wor,ds al}d. the rcalities''thcy 
-~ante. Next, I .shall. deal with lhe feature of metaphor as, a li .. g~is­
tu: and; Jitcrilry' dev!ce allowing peo_pJc ·to.·I!Je&n JnOfC than they 
can: s~y; ~nd· perhaps ~Is? tos=-y· rno~ tban they mean: :the point 
here JS. lo ·show the -bmatations of metaphor .as a clue to social 
aclion. Third, the· arguJDenl_will make a·la.ur around .etymology 
as an ·orten:-used ins!.!Um.ent in the reCQnslructintl .of social 
phenomena and mean_ing. 'Towards tl:ae cnd.Pfthc chapler~ I shall 
make some'·g~neral poi~ on_ the r~l~~ionship between writing 
aud?"sndaJ .process and' .the nature o{ anllu:opological understand­
ing.. The general idea''un~edyins-:IM. argument is Jhat w.halcver 
the representationaf s.hortcomiJJgs of language. and. their redoub-

. lin,g. 'in writing. there is nothing "to be-. gained from verbal absli­
ncnce~ There is. no_ surplus solidarity to be .:gain.ed from not 
lio;!cnin.g to lbe natives. nor. any extra sch~larly reputation fo be· 
gamed . ~rom no I writing. ~. 
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· .for a shared scientific standard. RelaUvism has been variably 

contras.cd with univetsalism, absolutism. or objectivism. and if 
_altyt~ifig,, rn~::t:ridl_~idibatd::debiq~ttate·the:mulUP.litity.<of;epis­
•~m~ibji~ f.:evc!n':\!ilhm ~weitern·:~hdlatship''·(Oinat·~i:OSS)f~M'Iiile 
·•herdl'!batC&-hasinbt%hto~ftht~ilsclostrftdiaJf.iiliil~huiu~·ln~all.tbrP­
POlo_gy· i~l·h•··J~eH~rillly;tonftnncd' th~';f'Ultlt···,that'J'Ciii~~~pn .is 
,our only'1road:Jo:;g~jel:titilyf:anlf.:ialdc~l;M>c~hAie.J~~~,1p~.lo 
review out:·~strategies~for· eoplng~W.i~h~h~:i:Q~q~en~·-ofi.~llitiv· 
·is_nji-acc~ptidg\\that•?ur:.~ltn'f-')e4•~iJI¢k;lo,QP~•~oi'Jiil;,ih~~~rt­
~tint,·criteria"o~·~v~ll~~~~· ,(U~iJ~.t~Q::i8;$~~fQ-~.~[~.~:_·. " -~~~-!~ 

'IS a renewed <reltectaorii;Upolht~%·d~,l~f.~YJtu,~al~ ··• 
lf-:ea~c:gprietiut.t~i~P~~inl!~icp~ll!IJ~,~i;r-fifi~~,,!\l,AAl•;, '"· , .. , .... to 

.. :..~.their,,s!gnifi~a:t~<..s~itt&;lih~Yi~~Dn9f,;~ahe,l~l#6ect:l· :waflll, 
th;cyd~t~.rvea:tcJnt~,;J. .. -.·,w.i;ha,!,~9•J!,\~~~{'Wh~r£:tJia,,li1iiight 
about:intecy~ntion··~-~~nsfC,r,ri;ed"(bt;i$a,pit.~.wh«J-jtt:601tttasf:':to 
Who.rt ~as. a .p~fess~•liJ!~lY~-l Jrttu~~~,~~~ilitV~t'fd~iertni­
nal.ionJ•I tlte S~pjt...;.W)lodJ!y~h~~,.l~(,ligg;~~e,~igedetalkJns 
of scho~ais. :.to. .beli~ve;.thatl~~~~~g~~;ij~t,,'~~!?J'~ia~~i~~~~tal 
per:ccpuons .but- -•~- ,~et~nnan,ed\~~c,~·:Wc:; .(Jfi~~~~C)tclhltile­
ment by SapirJs;.'l~it~-i~~p~ici~ .. ·~~~!,,.~h~ · · ~-- ··· .. _. ·.,. :; · 

The fact of the :matter' is· cthatithe·~~-~-L~ot,&- Js ;to., ,a· rlarge 
extent· uncofiseiuusly built. 'UP ·on4heo laijgu~g~,ihabits1,Qf. •,the 
group. ·•No two'illlliguages~,~,~re ¢ver .. suffitienity isii_9iiar··ili .be 
consideted·.~ts~tepresehti~g;.the•samc..'ICICial:,te,ali~Y,.i··lb.e-wodds 
in which•-differenr'SOcieties··,Jive~aue·~istinctywor,ldlo)n~.t.,~er:ely 
the,,same w()tld·wilh;diffcrent4•is{.ittached~.- : : . · 

. ., . . . . ··. (~~pi;~!9$J:_l~2). 

l~ .Qt~ter ·wor~;~~! _a.J~e~,p,I~,,~~V,~ .• ~~,~· V/O~t~"\:~?t;.;~~O\Y·i'hey 
per~~e. se;v~~· ,kan,Js pf;~s"'ow; •nd;.:~f;people liayt: ·nb-;tef)H •for 
J~lue. they. ji_.'{c,J1~,,:ideavof?it ·.( ctibliititt1987t 4~)~-tFilttht:t• 'if a 

par~icuh•r,j~n&,U,~g~;:.h~:~~:1,en~~i~-~~~;~~~~~:~ll,~~fi.rib~~5e 
()(4ame.~-·a,·pa,~J~I;~la:::tlie;;a.llegahon. ,that ·af•ahlliropolog~ts·wr•te 
·in .the w;escati' ~~~th,e~;lia\'~~np,i~~a ()f ~isto-,. ~ .anthro,Pology. 
this .Jdnd,~f ~ar,gp~nt,:lias,,~~n.-;,w.ntipi~Jd,:Jhc::.arinCJamceriienr~{)f 
~separate reali•ic:SttiJ, a .poJnt'o~:ic;t~J,~islie,~ti~tu~ (A~ncr_ 
1989b:.1Mff¥ ln :t~,r~~ ,thi_s,_.has, .. :Sp#tied :~q~tpJJy reductive~ ~uni-
\·crs.~list.$lalc;rpen,s•:d~nY,iiJJJ~.P}H:efJ~.bJ\S_is.Jo.t~ij{l(~r~IJ;jt~Urider-
su.mding •. ,(e.g...)I,JI~h 197t)., · . ,. · · · ····_, __ ,. · ,,, .. ,; 

:NeithJ:f, ,per~epHon. nor. l)l~ni,~~ ~n,,;_b,,~:;4e~~ceil' di~~tlyJtom 
th!! c!lte,gor:Y, .~ystem. ~The . :m:ope~•ic~: ,,~J,;par.Jic~~-~a:;~~~~?,,d~; arc 

--· 
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nol something that exist objectively in .the ":orld in~ependenl of 
particular people; they .are what L.akoU calls anteractaonal. pro~er­
ties. or ',the J"CS~lt of our hlleractions as. part of our phy~a~al 
and cultural en•ironmenis gi\'en. our bod1es and our -co~muve 
apparatus~ (LakoU 1987: 51~. 1bas linnly loc~s the meamng or 
categories into human expertence. . .' . 

This means tha~ e\'eti within ;ategoneS there IS no .u~n~ and 
strict. symmetry. It is. not bll members of! the category bard that 
are equally good examples uf birds; ~parrows ~re m~re represe~­
tative .of the. catcgolj than ostriches. to take JU:Ol one of Rosch -~ 
many· examples· of what she ~as called· the · prototype errect . 
(Rosch 1978; cf. t.akof( 1987: 40ff.). P~ototy~ _reD~ct.clusters of 

· ........ and show how asymmetnes •prcvatl wathm the cat-
expcnc~--. · • d' d d 
egorics.. ·asymmetries thlit C()UI~, ne.ll~er. be pr~ t~te ·no~ rea 

. [J:On'l: the position . Uf claS5icaJ_lm~UlSUC theOJ:~, wJuch attnbuted 

t 
.·
1
es with ahnost mechamcally renecuve potential and 

ca egor ' . . . r· ·wh .. th b rev d them '<to be exhaustive. The qucstu:m o . , y as. e 
C:~o~al)' not a Bird?' (Buhnc:r 1~7) an~ th~usands of related 
questions in tbe 'anthropology ~f cl~tficataon ~n now be 

· d ·by a ·treatise o.h how 1t mtgbt b_e a bard after all. 
answcre .. . · h' th lh 
although not prototypical and· maybe al~. so(llet mg o. er an 

· a bird~ .. . • d 11 1 h 
In anthropology, a striking and, mdcpen ent p~~:ra . e_ to -~ · ~ 

notion of prot~type is Ardener's concept of ~semanu~ density 
(Ardencr 1982. 19~9~: 169). !lensily_.is re~atcd ~~ fn:quency: a 
frequency of assoclllllod .and mteractton wath. reahty •• Cate.g~rses 
contairf:a· statistical featUre tltal is part: of the1r mate,raal realtty '­
a k.ind of materiality foreshadowed by Whorf.but· of!en ~ver­
looked"with the dismissa_l of; .. his.-geoept,hypothesis. Thas feature 
· ·the main rCa5on why no reality can ·ever be exhausted by a 
:~1, .of -ca_tego~e5; 'The s'atistical ·figure: ,marks i~gula~iti~s of 
experience: "hith are·. Oattened by untt c:ategor~es. Th1s IS an 
important p~;tint, acepunting_ ·~s it .does. for the cxtsten~e of ways 
of incorporaUI!& experience·mto .the category system .(Ardener 

19.89b: l69). ' . •. . ,. 
'lh~ insight in'o the nature of cate~ones has. ampodanltmp •-

.cations .ror: ~our understandi~g of soctal stereoiJpes. wher.e t_he 
prototype effect resulls in a metonymic replacement of.the en~ are · 
category b}' only p•rl of it (L.akoff 1987: 79(.); Thus. th~ nollo~ 
of •working mothers' pUiJtlS to the fac.t t~at th~ ~legory . mot he~ 
is metonymically reduced to •housewtre .• lo c1te one or LakoU s 

I 
I. 

example~ lh~ p~otoly~ -effect also highlights the workings of ... , 
cultural 1dentaty categones, which are particularly prone to. fea­
tures of density. One example is provided by -the Soottish;, the" 
category more 'Often than ·not ·evokes an image"'nHhe tartan-dad 
Hig~lllnders, although 'lhey are in a .numerical' minority. 1~. this 
parlacular case lhe .. Gaelic' -emphasis see~·to have been a prod .. 
uct of Romantic poetry· ·in the =first place. and .only .later inleP­
p~et~d- as _a, ~historical' fact .(Chapman~ 1918; .. cf.· aiS.o. l9.82). 
Samala.-ly, as I ·m~lf have shown, not :all·membcra oUhe category 
of ~:lcel.andcrs~' are equally· .. Jr.elandic' ln. ,the mental- im11g~ of. 
lcelandacness (Hastrup 1990d). . . · · · · 
. Considering the' ·prominent position .of, identity. categories in.· 

anthro~olCJgy ('We. the. 1ikopia~~ 'The:Tallens~·. 'Th~-lceianden~). 
we· llegm lo understand the. implicalions of the ,semantic dens~~ 
as expressions- o( ·the· particular .continui~y between· words and 
worldS: ·ln a. discip!ine dedicated lo -t.hc .. study of peOples. the 
nauenmg out of umt cate~prles has· had. particularly unfortunate 
con~eq~ences. su.metimes afs.o for :the jJcople defined, •'because 
their multipli~ity·was portrayed as. unity. 1)-c.aling identity calegor• 
ies aneahnd,unproblematic Jefleclioos of~:eaUtyhas been aggra- · 
vate.d .in, the;: (~luring ,o( ~others* and. •selves', - if they· we~ 
equal.on .the map oUb~. world •. B~uso our ;ideas a~._t categoriz-­
ation; in UOf?JJll mad~ no . ~m' lor asymmetrieS:' we ·were pre· 
vented .from realizing the.Jundamenlal imbalance between our 
culture and theirs. From our'ncw Yantagcc:poini, however. we; can 
see 1!~· !e.~st' one ·~a.sic·asymmc;,lry· in· "lhisdicld:. ~they• .are always 
more. hke "'us~ than 'we~· are like ~t~m~ (ct .LakoK 1981: 41). 
Because we ar.e our own. prototypes o( 'humans, .they are .leu 
representative. lbe eccentric nature of words- intervenes ·m 1~. 
experience, ·of 'woddso This ad_ds~ an·. ·important ·dimension h, 
the"disc!Jrsive asymmetry ·inherent in anlhropol~gy. · '· 

Ther:e. is-no way·o(understanding=naturalJangu.ge;independcnt. 
(}f social and cxperienti~l cf,mtext:. 'Wba:n ,the, ethnographer . is. 
engaged in conversation and-:in p~rticlpation in soc:ial lire· some­
where. the exP4=riential baais is tO. some extent shared. Actually. 
b~use anthropologists.· are the~vcs: part of the class· of 
pheno~cnll studied (i.e.; ,people). t_hcrc is no w~y ofundcrslandin.s 
people 1qdependent Q[. t.he mote oa:}ess :S~ared :human experience 
t~e,ndler ~ 984~ 201 ) .. lbJs does not amply that whenever we share 
a word wtlh someone we have a Clue to his or her inner life; as 
(orcefully d~monslr.~ted by Roaaldo_ agthropoiQgists themselv~ 
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32 Tho language paradox 

. - . . . . . . . whose particular e~periences aUuw. only . 
are pos!taoned subJhects. (R saldo. 1984). What is more. •anner 

selectave compre ensaon o. . - . .. . 
a d 0 ·r n beyond mspecuon. · 
lives' are_by e. 111 10 -.t" 

5 
that are often read at a distance -

Whe~ at comes to~~ mg . nee the experiential. space is less 
. . r space - from expene • .· . . II d"- t l d 
m ume o . 1 f· ut reading are_ pPlenlla y . as or e 

"bl nd the· resu ts o o . . l 
access• e, a . . ee. There i$ no way of assessmg tt_Je cen res 
to an even hagher .degr . · d. d nsities, directly from a text. 

l lh t is,prototypes an ·. e .. d' of gr_av ty, a · · · • ... that the structure that we .fin 
h ways of:ascertamaug.. · ds ( f We a.ve no h el·" t"«oca· I areas ofthc wor . c. 

I bi ds to .. ethcr t c r .. va~ ·~ 1 
ac~ual_y ·. n . . 2o} We may ~nstruct some abstrac~ conceplu-!,_ 
·Jitiednclrl_ -986.1 . . • · _1 m· about the degree of chaos m 

but we· wall never · ea . , . "d d 
s~stem .· , · · . , 1 the. period when· it was consa ere 
both la~guagc and s~aet¥~1 "as •text''th'* methodolo.gical short~ 
appr.~pnat_c to regar ~~h:msel~es as such;. today the text meta:­
comtngs dad not presed ·d. we can no longer overlook the f~ct 
phor seeJJ_JS exha~led' an ltu~es. 'This. particular' metaphqr daed . 
that we cannot t~a · cu . . · 

. · terpreted too· laterally. . . 
when at became-an . i rilings does not neutraliZe thts .. 

The emergence- -of nat v~h: it redoubles it ·because writing 
methodological Pll?blem; fra rth r; 'from Ita imm~diate referential 
remove• languase ;;.c~92).l.l~eracy has not only racililaled t~e 
context (Go()dY_. 19 . d·. · · . "an the abstract and general, m 

"bTf 5 oF: self- astancmg . 
possa a I a.e . . . ss_, it has also facilitated alicnataon from the. ~~n-
the. same proce d . l"fe and reality (Fer.nandcz 1986: 151). •. Wntmg 
\;allons ofevery. ay 1 .. · t. · 
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n which may be completely . 
• t" lat form of represeo 8 - • • · 
IS a par ICU ' · f. k. 1· dge :nt:ath its· stress .upon hn_eanty . t . 1 1· modes o now e. • ww-• · · 
ahen o oca · . - iiastantaneousness Jand space. Even 
and chronology at sup~~~at writing actually coaalorms to local 
if we ar~ able to as::e:~~tiol1, no native. text ever exhausls the 
conventions .. of rep · Words· of Jheapselves do not reveal 

. run f)&,vour. of elh~~~:s::;he 'experiential space. The idea that 
the semanJac dens · . r described as the product .of human 
cu~ture can be. ex~au~~·v:sy (cf. e.g~ Daniel 1';184: 229} must be 
beangs traffickmg m gr· thnographic. things implies so much 

· abandoned. The l~ste 0 · e · 
more than the sight of signs .(Stoller 1989). . 

METAPHOR. 
M l phor is a particular ling~istic constructi~n •. that has gener~~y 

e a . . l b.n"dge the gaps between ca_ tegones and to prova ~ 
. been seen· o . . · .. 
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a particular ki~d of insight intQ the front~crs of the cate,gfJJ}' . 
system. Jf there are methodological p~,blems in ,~opndlng; and · 
comprehending, ordinary linguistic cal~gorics, thc.f. 'ppear lo.mul.; ; . 
tiply' with •metaphors that- were always seen_ to be pantsltical u,.,n­
languagc. Also~ they have 'becnr .feared· in ~au empjri~lst tradition 
that ·was generally repressing emotion. imagination and other 
elements of what was seen as subjectivism · (LBkoff' .and Johnson . 
1980:.1-91 >~ ., . . ' 

At the hcar.t of westem :scholarly di!J_coune has been what . 
~ltchcad· called .the search 'for 'the One, it1 -Many•; ln anthr• 
pology. loo. traditional' wisdom had it that_ to discover tJie mean· 
ing Q.f a particulai inSiliiition the analysf:had· to imP,vet· the 
(structured)· reality· that. was obscured'by the haze of appeaqmccs 
{Stoller '1-989: 133ft). The searm. for'PJaton(c. truth, i.e_, a rQiit_y 
lurking behind. appearances. has:. always ·bc:Cai seriously disturbed 
by su~h disorderly features of' IB118UB,ge ·~d'beha~iour that enuld 
not be directly- filled into the image~ ' 

In our fieldnoles there inevitably :lurks a certain. amoqnt of 
material that we .percei\'e as• •disorderly', •illogical .. and '"contra­
dictory'. We

7 
J'OOder oy_er such data •. Jccl guilty :about·:their 

presencc,_andin the end .must make a. decision about how we 
are going to deal wiih them. 

(Overing 198Sb: 152) 

We have invented •metaphor' cas .a safety net; we do not want ·lD· 
auribute o.ur :Subiects with irralionalit)', 'buL because we do not · 
truly understand tbem, we .. coJJStJJie· ,their ratioaaaUty as, tropic 
creativity' (ibid.). · 

By labelling particular forms of ianguage as mel~phor or trope. 
we hav.e firmly pla~d them outside the S)'Jitcm. Chaos conld have 
no partinlheda~il:~l ·mode.! ofthe world.. and.·m.etaphonwcrc, 
identifi.ed:as morefor,less ima,~inative .associations: .between sepa-. 
rate semantic fields. which were really sc;paratc.ln the wo.-ds of 
Levi-S trailS$. metaphor is :a: code which' makes it possible· 19 ,pass 
from -o.ne· system to..the next" {UYi~StraU$5· 1963: 96). A·well:­
known e~ampJe is the Nuef's.:insi$tence .tfuattwins arc birds, which · 
has led anlhropologjsls, to ll•ke· great trouble ht explaini~g that. 
nf cou,rse the Nuer do· no.L .tcally: bel.ieve tltal twins are 'birds. 
llc<;ause to .. them· - ~ •to. •us, ':-1whu· and birds ·are. clearly distincl • 
categories. .LanguageJnaps :.reality, while metaphors -do not in .. lhis _ 
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vision of the w.orld, whith is based upon an id~:a or the autonomy 

of language. , . · . . 
This .idea that language can be v1ewed as an 1solated, 1dent1fi· 

able· and objective ·system, as strongly held by authorities. like 
Saussure, Chomslr.y and their followers. bas been undermmed. 
There is no JanBU~ O.f t;omplt~IICI independent O( pracl~CC, no 
tlghl system o(_grammar and syntax tha! I~ correct whale the 
res~ arc just indiyidu~l and accidental d_cVJaUons from t,he rules. 
Deviation and disord~r are not cxe;epttons to_· the; syste_m, they 
ar.e part of iL 11Jings drc what they appear to be: chaotu; para-

doxical and inexhaustitte. . . 
With the . .dissolu,ion of the opposition bet:wee.n reahty and 
. .. ...,. chaos has been· readmitted to the- world and must be 

appearan~ · · · · 1 
aC(:()Unted (or. 'The details tha~· are left out by the gram~all~a 
map. ('the exCeptions to. the rules') consti~ute ;'"hat the llngUJs~ 
Lecerde- has tentative\y named •.the remamder tf:ecercle 1990. 
19et passim). The remainder .is where J?OCtry, babblmg, .m~taphor · 
. and fant~Y breatt throuah ll-.d question the -autonomy of. Ia!'; 
guage; whcni ·sllcnt and unspeakable· desires• uncover the hmlls 

of/a langue. · . . 
. · The remainder is not .extrinsic to proper language;. tl Is an 
intrinsic and .CQnstitutive part of it. Th~s, ~anguage ~~n never. be 
a. simple· representation of th~ world; .It ts also ;an antervenuon 
within it. (An appar;ent commonplace. perhaps, for anthropol­
ogists used to dealing with verbal practic~s· such'·~s that _or Me!­
an~ian- big men wh~:;power was ·based '"· rbetQnc or wath lnuat 
drum dancers whose. terses made all the d1rrerence ~tween war 
and. peace' in smalllocatsocieties.) These examples !llustrate t~e 
ract that words may. exercise- power· an_d control an the social 
space, but the po_irit 1 want .to make here tea~hes further - to I he 
formative power of·11onls upon ·men~al and moe:'~ space,s. In any 
case, th~ force of: words· has. to be assessed emp~ncally. . 

When we tum to -~exts or other dc;:ad stretches of exper!ence, 
we can still not know. the power of the chosen words without : 
studying the: wider cont~xt of s~al; life:· Vl_e canno_l kno~ ~~ether 
a particular' metaphor as 'd~_d/_(hke thas man as a .PI& m our 
own language), or· whethe~ .tl as par:t. of t~e creaUve field of 
linguistic indeterminacy, where ?~~ in.">Jght as round, and wh~re 
the old definitions on eteryone,s. hps are _const~ntly put at nsk. 
such defi.nitjons include definitions of par11cula~ adent!ty categor­
ies that are. subjec_t.to a remarkable degree of mconsJstency. 
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The field ·of -linguistic indelenninacy has been studied in depth 
by the anthropologist:-~um-linguist. 'Paul. Friedrich (1986): He el_e­
vales the .. poe! to partacular power: if~ the individual utterance is 
unpredictable and- imaginative this is precisely where puets ·and 
otb,ers m~nUest the ~link between the( ascertainable. order in J•n­
g.u~ge and .lhe intimations ,of disorder in :and: beyond language' 
(1b1d.: 5). Alt. from removing,..us from reality, the poetic indetcrtni­
nacy .-~calls_ t~e ho~y union .. bc.&we.cn: dcfin~r and. defined. Lan­
guag~ IS not JUst there. 8$ ·an. emp~y .container to be: filled with 
mcanmg; ~eanjng emer_ges in thct,articulalion .ofits ,potential (cf •. 
lecercle 199.0~ 167),-'Thi$ point reinstates the fndividuatco~tri­
~ution to ~al!ty,,,and ?ol just as a •Anier• of gaJtur.c Jtnd,.catcgpr­
les. Asc -Fnednch has it: · · 

The imagination of the .unique- individual gains particular rele­
vance in lb~ ~e, of poetic. ·languag~. ·where the role or the 
poet .or the poetic-speaker ii mote. important than the· role of 
lhc anonymous· individual. in languaae. structure or In the bl ... 
tory or language. ' . 

(Friedrich 1986: 3) 

Not. o~lY is. ,la~guagc (as. a. system) inseparable from its. usage. 
hut_u 1s .also (and for the same reasons) deeply embedded in the 
~1al. In short .. _ and ill spite of previous; attempts lo imlate it, it 
1s "?"~aut()nomoll$. The same applies to the- ~structures'' referred 
to an anthropolo~y; structura.lisni had -no theory that could 
~ccount ror the esse.-.lial ~~i~y ohlnu;,turc and Qetion: ~strueturai­
'ISfD Ooats. as it.":e~e,. aUacheiJ- by an· i.u.~dequate num~r or ropes 
-&o the· old empsnast ,ground ben~ath' (Ardener l989b: 159}~ 

One- o£ the ropes ·was ·the· ide~lifttatipn or metaphon. · 1 have 
illready quoted l:A!v,i·Strauss on the subjc_ct. 'for hi~ •metaphor' 
'""lis, stiU- a tclath~ely·· pr~ise techni.eal. tcnn, while il has · now 
hecome. a '-atdlword: for almost cverjtbit~g ranging from-•llegory, 
1hr~u~h r~ntasy and conce!t. lo ~nyt~inJ involving some deirec 
ur Slmdanty ·across categones (Fnednch 1986: '30). lfltas become 
.&he. tnrget of a new wa:ve uf intcrest; some _ schobtrs seem to 
~llpand lhe. ~n~tio~ by maintaining that '~~I;C· can: ~0 lo~ger be 

. any sharp dasllncuon between t11c litcf;BI arid; .the meltphorical 
because, ·mela~hbrs _reach rar' 'into pur daily ·~n_guage "use (e.g~ 
l.akorr and Johnson 1900~. Others w~nllo restrict the term ·mela­
fl!tnr~ :•u lhal_ whi«!h is. co?'o;cious~! '~P,JXliSCd au· the .. lit~~al (e.g. 
( m.1per J9H6). or are mclme~ lo ~bandon the lerm a~together 
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