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We were once the masters of the earth, but since the gringos 
arrived we have become veritable pariahs . . . We hope that 
the day will come when they realize that we are their roots 
and that we must grow together like a giant tree with its 
branches and flowers. 

-FRANCISCO SERVIN, PAI-TAV YTERA, AT 

THE CONGRESS OF INDIANS, PARAGUAY, 1974 

Introduction: The Pure 
Products Go Crazy 

SOMETIME AROUND 1 920 i n  a New Jersey suburb of New York City, a 
young doctor wrote a poem about a gir l  he ca l led E l s ie .  He saw her 
worki ng i n  his k i tchen or laundry room, he lp ing his wife with the house 
c lean ing or the kids.  Someth i ng about her brought him up  short. She 
seemed to sum up where everyth i ng was going-his  fam i l y, his fledgl i ng 
practice, h i s  art, the modern world that su rrounded and caught them a l l 
i n  i ts careen ing  movement. 

The poem Wi l l i am Carlos Wi l l iams wrote was a rush of associations, 
beg inn ing with a famous assertion : 

The pure products of America 
go crazy-

and conti nu ing  a lmost without stopping for breath . . .  

mounta in  fo l k  from Kentucky 

or the ri bbed north end of 
Jersey 
with its i so l ate lakes and 
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va l leys, its deaf-mutes, th ieves 
old names 
and prom iscuity between 

dev i l-may-care men who have taken 
to ra i l road i ng 
out of sheer l ust for adventure-

and young s latterns, bathed 
in fi lth 
from Monday to Saturday 

to be tricked out that n ight 
with gauds 
from imaginations which have no 

peasant trad it ions to give them 
character 
but fl utter and flaunt 

sheer rags-succumbing without 
emotion 
save numbed terror 

under some hedge of choke-cherry 
or v i burnum-
which they cannot express-

Un less it be that marriage 
perhaps 
with a dash of I nd ian b lood 

wi l l  th row up a gi rl so desolate 
so hemmed rou nd 
with d i sease or murder 

that she' l l  be rescued by an 
agent-
reared by the state and 

sent out at fifteen to work in 
some hard pressed 
house in the suburbs-

I N T R O D U C T I O N  
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some doctor's fam i l y, some E l s ie
vol u ptuous water 
express ing with broken 

bra in  the truth about us-
her great 
unga in ly  h i ps and flopping  breasts 

addressed to cheap 
jewel ry 
and r ich young men with f ine eyes 

when sudden ly  the angry descri pt ion veers : 

as i f  the earth u nder our  feet 
were 
an excrement of some sky 

and we degraded pr isoners 
desti ned 
to h unger u nt i l  we eat fi l th 

wh i le the i magi nat ion stra ins  
after deer 
going  by fie lds of go ldenrod i n  

the stif l i ng  heat o f  September 
Somehow 
it seems to destroy us  

It i s  on ly  i n  i so late flecks that 
someth i ng 
i s  given off 

No one 
to witness 
and adj ust, no one to d rive the car 

3 

These l i nes emerged en route i n  Wi l l i ams' dada treat i se on the i mag
i n ation, Spring & All ( 1 923) .  I hope they can serve as a pretext for th i s  
book, a way of  start ing i n  w i th  a pred icament. Cal l the  pred icament eth
nograph ic  modern i ty: ethnograph ic because Wi l l i ams finds h imself  off 
center among scattered tradit ions;  modern ity s i nce the cond it ion of root
lessness and mobi l ity he confronts i s  an i ncreas i ngly common fate . "EI-
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s ie" stands s imu ltaneous ly for a loca l cu ltural breakdown and a col lec
t ive future .  To Wi l l i ams her story is i nescapably h i s, everyone's . Looki ng 
at the "great/unga i n ly h i ps and flopp ing breasts" he fee ls  th i ngs fa l l ing 
apart, everywhere. Al l the beautifu l ,  pri m itive places are ru ined . A k ind 
of cu ltura l  i ncest, a sense of runaway h i story pervades, dr ives the rush of 
assoc iat ions.  

Th is  fee l i ng of lost authent ic i ty, of "modern ity" ru i n i ng some essence 
or source, is not a new one. In The Country and the City ( 1 973)  Raymond 
Wi l l iams finds i t  to be a repetit ive, pastora l "structu re of feel i ng." Aga i n  
and aga i n  over the m i l lenn ia  change i s  configu red a s  d isorder, pure prod
ucts go crazy. But the i mage of E ls ie  suggests a new tu rn . By the 1 920s a 
tru ly globa l space of cu ltural connections and d i ssol ut ions has become 
imaginable: local authentic i t ies meet and merge in trans ient urban and 
suburban setti ngs-setti ngs that wi l l  i nc l ude the immigrant neighbor
hoods of New Jersey, mu lt icu ltura l  sprawls l i ke Buenos Ai res, the town
sh i ps of Johannesburg. Wh i le Wi l l iam Carlos Wi l l iams invokes the pure 
products of America, the "we" careen ing i n  h i s  dr iverless car is c lear ly 
someth ing  more . The ethnograph ic  modern i st searches for the u n iversa l 
i n  the loca l ,  the whole i n  the part .  Wi l l iams' famous choice of an  Amer
ican ( rather than Engl i sh)  speech ,  h i s  regiona l ly  based poetic  and med i 
ca l  pract ice m ust not cut  h i m  off from the  most genera l human processes. 
H is cosmopol itan i sm requ i res a perpetual veer ing between local attach
ments and genera l poss ib i l i t ies .  

E l s ie  d i srupts the project, for her very exi stence ra i ses historical un
certa i nties u nderm i n i ng the modern i st doctor-poet's secure pos it ion . 1  H is  
response to the d i sorder she represents i s  complex and ambiva lent. I f  
authentic trad it ions, the pure products, are everywhere y ie ld ing to prom
iscu i ty and a im lessness, the option of nosta lg ia  holds no charm . There i s  
no  go i ng back, no essence to  redeem.  Here, and  th roughout h i s  writ i ng, 
Wi l l i ams avo ids pastora l ,  fo l k lor istic appea l s  of the sort common among 
other l i bera ls  in the twenties-exhort i ng, preservi ng, co l lecting a true 
rural cu ltu re in endangered p laces l ike Appa lach ia .  Such authentic it ies 
wou ld  be at best a rt if ic ia l  aesthetic  purif ications (Wh i snant 1 983) .  Nor 
does Wi l l iams sett le for two other common ways of confronti ng the rush 

1.  "E ls ie" a lso d isplaces a l i terary trad it ion . I n  Western writ ing servants have 
always performed the chore of representing "the people" -lower classes and 
d ifferent races . Domesticated outsiders of the bourgeois imagination, they regu
larly provide fictional epi phan ies, recogn it ion scenes, happy endings, utopic and 
d i stopic  transcendences. A bri l l iant survey is provided by Bruce Robbins 1986. 
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of h i story. He  does not evoke E l s ie  and the id iocy of rural l i fe to ce lebrate 
a progress i ve, technological  futu re . He shares her fate, for there rea l l y  i s  
"no one  to  dr ive the  car"-a fr i ghten i ng cond it ion . Nor  does Wi l l iams 
res ign h imself sad ly  to the loss of loca l  trad it ions i n  an entropic moder
n ity-a v is ion common among prophets of cu l tura l  homogen ization,  l a
menters of the ru i ned tropics .  I n stead, he c la ims that "someth i ng" i s  sti l l  
be ing  "given off" - i f  on ly  i n  " i so late flecks ." 

It is worth dwe l l i ng on the d iscrepancy between th i s  emergent, d i s
persed "someth i ng" and the car i n  wh ich "we" a l l  r ide. Is it poss ib le  to 
res i st the poem's momentum,  i ts rushed i nevitab i l ity? To do so i s  not so 
much to offer  an  adequate read ing (of a poetic  sequence abstracted from 
Spring & A//) as it i s  to reflect on severa l read i ngs, on severa l h i stor ical  
"E i s ies ." Let th i s  prob lematic figu re with her "dash of I nd ian  blood," her 
unga i n ly fema le  form, her  i narticu lateness stand for groups margi na l i zed 
or s i lenced i n  the bourgeoi s  West: "nat ives," women,  the poor. There i s  
v io lence, cu r iosity, p ity, and desi re i n  t h e  poet's gaze. E l s i e  provokes very 
m ixed emotions .  Once aga i n  a fema le, poss ib ly  colored body serves as 
a s i te of attraction ,  repu ls ion ,  symbo l i c  appropriation .  E l s ie  l ives on ly  for 
the eyes of pri v i l eged men . An inarticu l ate m udd le  of lost or ig ins ,  she i s  
goi n g  nowhere. Wi l l iams evokes th is  w i th  h is angry, b leak  sympathy
and then turns i t  a l l  i n to modern h istory. Two-th i rds of the way th rough 
the poem, E l s i e's persona l  story sh ifts toward the genera l ;  her own path 
through the suburban k i tchen van i shes.  She, Wi l l iams,  a l l  of us are 
caught i n  modern i ty's i nescapable momentum .  

Someth ing  s i m i la r  occurs whenever marg ina l  peoples come i nto a 
h istor ica l  or ethnograph ic  space that has been defi ned by the Western 
i maginat ion . " Enter ing the modern world ," the i r  d i sti nct h istories q u ick ly 
van ish . Swept u p  in a dest iny domi nated by the capita l i st West and by 
var ious techno log ica l l y  advanced soc ia l i sms,  these sudden ly  "back
ward" peoples no longer i nvent local futu res . What i s  d i fferent about 
them rem a i ns t ied to trad it iona l pasts, i n her ited structu res that e i ther re
s i st or y ie ld to the new but cannot produce i t .  

Th i s  book proposes a d i fferent h i stor ica l  v is ion . I t  does not see the 
world as popu lated by endangered authentic i t ies-pure products a lways 
goi ng crazy. Rather, i t  makes space for specif ic paths through modern i ty, 
a recogn it ion ant ic i pated by Wi l l iams' d i screpant question: what i s  
"given off" by  i nd iv idua l  h i stor ies l i ke E l s ie's ? Are the  " i solate flecks" 
dyi ng sparks? New begi n n i ngs? Or . . .  ? "Compose . (No ideas/but i n  
th i ngs) I nvent !"  Th i s  was Wi l l iams'  s logan ( 1 967 : 7) .  I n  Spring & All the 
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human futu re i s  someth i ng to be creatively imagined, not s imply en
dured : "new form dea lt with as rea l i ty itse l f  . . .  To enter a new world, 
and have there freedom of movement and newness" ( 1 923 : 70, 7 1 ) .  But 
geopol it ical  quest ions m ust now be asked of every i nventive poetics of 
rea l ity, i nc l ud i ng that u rged by th i s  book:  Whose rea l ity? Whose new 
world ? Where exactly does anyone stand to write "as if the earth under 
our feet/were an  excrement of some sky/and we . . .  dest ined . . .  " ?  

People and th i ngs are i ncreas i ngly out of p lace. A doctor-poet
f ieldworker, Wi l l iams watches and l i stens to New Jersey's immigrants, 
workers, women g iv ing b i rth,  p imply-faced teenagers, mental cases. I n  
the i r  l ives and words, encountered through a privi leged part ic ipant ob
servation both poetic and scientif ic, he f inds mater ia l  for h i s  writ i ng. Wi l
l i ams moves freely  out i nto the homes of h i s  patients, keeping a med ica l
aesthetic d i stance (though sometimes with great d ifficu lty, as i n  the 
"beaut ifu l  th i ng" sequences of Paterson, book 3) .  The meet ing with E l s ie  
i s  somehow d ifferent :  a troubl ing outsider turns  up inside bourgeois  do
mest ic space . She cannot be held at a d i stance. 

Th i s  i nvas ion by an  ambiguous person of questionable origin ant ic
i pates deve lopments that wou ld become widely apparent on ly after the 
Second World War. Co lon ia l  re lations wou ld be pervasive ly contested . 
After 1 950 peoples long spoken for by Western ethnographers, adm i n i s
trators , and m i ss ionaries began to speak and act more powerfu l l y  for 
themselves on a global stage . It was i ncreas i ngly d i ff icu lt to keep them 
in thei r (trad it ional )  p l aces . D i st i nct ways of l i fe once desti ned to merge 
i nto "the modern world" reasserted the i r  d ifference, i n  novel ways. We 
perceive E l s ie  d i fferently i n  l ight of these developments .  

Read i ng aga inst the poem's momentum,  from new pos it ions, we are 
able to wonder: What becomes of th i s  g i r l  after her st i nt i n  Wi l l iam Car
los Wi l l iams' kitchen ? Must she symbol ize a dead end ? What does E l s ie  
prefigure?  As woma n :  her  unga in ly  body is  either a symbol of  fa i l u re in  
a world dom i nated by the male gaze or the i mage of  a powerfu l ,  "dis
orderly" female  form, an  a l ternative to sex i st defin it ions of beauty. As 
impure product: th i s  mix of backgrounds i s  e ither an uprooted lost sou l  
o r  a new hybrid person ,  less domestic than the suburban fam i ly home 
she passes through . As American I nd ian : E l s ie  i s  e ither the l ast a l l-but
assi m i l ated remnant of the Tuscaroras who, accord ing to trad it ion, sett led 
i n  the Ramapough h i l l s  of Northern New Jersey, or she represents a Na
tive American past that i s  be i ng tu rned i nto an unexpected futu re. (Dur
i ng the last decade a group of E l s ie's k in  ca l l i ng themselves the Rama
pough Tribe have act ive ly asserted an I ndian identity. )2 Wi l l iams' 
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assim i lat ion of h i s  symbo l i c  servant to a shared dest iny seems less defin
it ive now. 

"E l s ie," read i n  the l ate twentieth century, is both more spec ific and 
less determ i ned . Her poss ib le  futu res reflect an unresolved set of cha l 
lenges to Western v is ions of  modern ity-cha l lenges that resonate 
throughout th i s  book. E l s ie  is st i l l  l arge ly  s i lent here, but her d i sturb ing 
presences-a p lura l ity of emergent subjects-can be felt.3 The t ime i s  
past when priv i l eged authorit ies cou ld routi ne ly "give voice" (or h istory) 
to others without fear  of contrad iction . "Croce's great d ictum that a l l  h is
tory is contemporary h i story does not mean that a l l h i story is  our contem
porary h i story . . .  " (Jameson 1 98 1 : 1 8) When the preva i l i ng  narrat ives of 
Western identity are contested , the pol it ica l i ssue of h i story as emergence 
becomes inescapable.  j u l iet Mitchel l writes in Women: The Longest Rev
olution ( 1 984) : "I do not th i n k  that we can l i ve as h uman subjects without 
in some sense tak ing on a h i story; for us,  it i s  ma in ly the h i story of being 
men or women u nder bourgeois  capita l i sm .  I n  deconstructi ng that h i s
tory, we can on ly  construct other h istories. What are we i n  the process 
of becoming?" (p. 294) .  We are not a l l  together in Wi l l i ams' car. 

On ly  one of E l s ie 's emergent poss ib i l it ies, the one connected with her 
"dash of Indian b lood ," i s  explored i n  th i s  book.  Dur ing the fa l l  of 1 977 
i n  Boston Federa l Court the  descendants of  Wampanoag I nd ians l iv ing i n  
Mashpee, "Cape Cod's I n d i a n  Town," were requ i red t o  prove thei r iden
tity. To estab l i sh  a lega l r ight to sue for lost l ands these c i tizens of modern 
Massachusetts were asked to demonstrate conti nuous tri bal  ex istence 
s i nce the seventeenth centu ry. L i fe in Mashpee had changed dramati-

2 .  The Native American ancestry of the isolated and i nbred Ramapough 
mounta i n  people ("old names" . . .  from "the ribbed north end of/Jersey") i s  de
batable. Some, l i ke the fol klorist David Cohen (1974), deny i t  a l together, de
bunk ing the story of a Tuscarora offshoot. Others bel ieve that this m ixed popu
lation (formerly ca l led jackson's Wh ites, and drawing on black, Dutch, and 
Engl i sh  roots) probably owes more to Delaware than to Tuscarora Indian blood . 
Whatever i ts real h i storica l roots, the tr ibe as presently constituted is a l iv i ng 
impure product. 

3. "Natives," women, the poor : this book d iscusses the ethnographic con
struction of only the fi rst group. In the dom inant  ideological systems of the bour
geo is West they are in terrel ated , and a more systematic treatment than mine 
wou ld  bri ng th is out .  For  some begi nn i ngs see Duvignaud 1973; Al lou la  1981; 
Tri nh  1987; and Spivak 1987.  
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cal l y, however, si nce the fi rst contacts between Engl i sh Pi lgr ims at Plym
outh and the Massachusett-speaking peoples of the region . Were the 
p la intiffs of 1 977 the "same" I nd ians? Were they someth i ng more than a 
col lect ion of ind ividua ls  with vary ing degrees of Native American ances
try? If they were d ifferent from the i r  neigh bors, how was the i r  "tr iba l"  
d ifference man ifested ? Dur ing a long, wel l -publ ic ized tr ial  scores of I n
d ians and whites test ified about l i fe i n  Mashpee. Professional h i storians, 
anthropologists, and soc iologists took the stand as expert witnesses . The 
bi tter story of New England I nd ians was to ld i n  m inute deta i l and vehe
mently debated . In the confl ict of interpretations, concepts such as 
"tri be," "cu l tu re," " identity," "ass i m i l ation ," "ethn ic i ty," "po l itics," and 
"communi ty" were themse lves on tria l . I sat through most of the forty 
days of argument, l i sten ing and tak ing notes.  

It seemed to me that the tria l-beyond its immed iate pol i t ical 
stakes-was a cruc ia l  experiment in cross-cu ltural trans lation . Modern 
Indians,  who spoke in New England-accented Engl ish about the Great 
Spi rit, had to convince a wh ite Boston ju ry of their authentic i ty. The 
trans lation process was fraught with ambigu i t ies, for a l l  the cu l tu ra l  
boundaries at i ssue seemed to be b lu rred and sh ift ing. The t r ia l  ra ised 
far-reach ing questions about modes of cu ltu ra l  i nterpretation, imp l icit 
models of wholeness, sty les of d istancing, stories of h i storica l deve lop
ment. 

I began to see such questions as symptoms of a pervas ive postcolo
n ia l  cr is is  of ethnographic authority. Wh i l e  the cris i s  has been fe lt most 
strongly by former ly  hegemonic Western d i scourses, the questions it 
ra ises are of global s ign ificance . Who has the authority to speak for a 
group's identity or authentic i ty ?  What are the essentia l  e lements and 
bou ndaries of a cu lture ?  How do self and other c lash and converse in the 
encounters of ethnography, travel ,  modern interethn ic  re lations? What 
narratives of deve lopment, loss, and i nnovation can account for the pres
ent range of local oppos it ional movements?  Dur ing the tr i a l  these ques
tions assumed a more than theoretical u rgency. 

My perspective i n  the courtroom was an obl ique one. I had j ust 
fi n i shed a Ph . D. thes is  i n  h istory with a strong interest i n  the h i story of 
the human sciences, particu lar ly cu ltural anthropo logy. At the time of the 
trial I was rewriti ng my d i ssertation for publ ication. The thesis was a 
biography of Maurice Leenhardt, a missionary and ethnographer i n  
French New Caledonia and  an ethnologist in  Par is (C l ifford 1 982a) . What 
cou ld  be farther from New England I nd ians ? The connections turned out 
to be c lose and provocative . 
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I n  Melanesia Leenhardt was deeply i nvo lved with tr ibal groups who 
had experienced a co lon ia l  assau l t  as extreme as that infl icted in  Mas
sachusetts .  He was preoccupied with practical and theoretical prob lems 
of cu ltural  change, syncret ism, conversion, and surviva l .  L i ke many 
American I nd ians the m i l itari l y  defeated Kanaks of New Caledon ia had 
"tr iba l "  inst itut ions forced on them as a restrictive reservation system.  
Both groups wou ld make strategic accommodations with these external  
forms of government.  N ative Americans and Melanesians wou ld survive 
periods of acute demograph ic  and cu l tura l  cr is is ,  as wel l  as periods of 
change and reviva l . Over the last h u ndred years New Caledon ia's Kanaks 
have managed to find powerfu l ,  d isti nctive ways to l ive as Melanesians 
in an invasive world . It seemed to me that the Mashpee were strugg l ing  
toward a s im i l a r  goa l ,  reviv ing and i nvent ing ways to  l ive as I nd ians i n  
the twentieth centu ry. 

Undoubted ly  what I heard i n  the New England courtroom inf lu
enced my sense of Melanesian identity, someth ing I came to understand 
not as an archa ic  su rvival but as an ongoing process, po l it ica l l y  con
tested and h i storica l l y  unfi n i shed . I n  my stud ies of Eu ropean ethno
graphic i nstitutions I have cu l tivated a s im i lar  att itude. 

This book i s  concerned with Western v is ions and practices . They are 
shown,  however, respond ing to forces that cha l l enge the authority and 
even the futu re identity of "the West ." Modern ethnography appears i n  
several forms, trad it ional  a n d  i nnovative .  A s  an academic  practice i t  can
not be separated from anth ropo logy. Seen more genera l ly, i t  i s  s imp ly  
d iverse ways of  th i n king and writ i ng about cu lture from a standpoint of 
part ic ipant observation . I n  th i s  expanded sense a poet l i ke Wi l l iams is an 
ethnographer. So are many of the people soc ia l  scienti sts have ca l led 
"nat ive i nformants." U lt i mate ly my topic is a pervas ive cond it ion of off
centeredness i n  a world of d i sti nct mean ing systems, a state of being in  
cu l tu re wh i l e  looking a t  cu ltu re, a form of  personal  and  col lective se lf
fash ion ing .  Th i s  pred icament-not l i m ited to scholars,  writers, art ists, or 
i nte l lectua ls-responds to the twentieth century's unprecedented over lay 
of trad it ions .  A modern "ethnography" of conju nctu res, constantly mov
i ng between cu l tures, does not, l i ke its Western a l ter ego "anthropo logy," 
asp i re to su rvey the fu l l  range of human d ivers ity or development. It i s  
perpetua l ly  d ispl aced, both regiona l ly focused and broad ly comparative, 
a form both of dwe l l ing and of trave l in a world where the two experi
ences are less and l ess d i st inct. 
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Th is  book migrates between local and global perspectives, con
stant ly recontextua l iz ing i ts topic .  Part One focuses on strategies of writ
i ng and representation , strategies that change h i storica l ly i n  response to 
the genera l sh ift from h igh colon ia l ism around 1 900 to postcolon ia l ism 
and neocolon ia l i sm after the 1 950s.  In these chapters I try to show that 
ethnograph ic texts are orchestrations of mu lt ivocal exchanges occurri ng 
in pol it ica l ly charged s i tuat ions.  The subjectivities produced in these 
often unequal exchanges-whether of "natives" or of vis i t ing part ici pant
observers-are constructed domains of truth , serious fictions. Once this 
is recogn ized, d iverse i nventive poss ib i l ities for postco lonia l  ethno
graphic representation emerge, some of which are su rveyed in th is book. 
Part Two portrays ethnography i n  a l l iance with avant-garde art and cu l 
tura l cr it ic ism, activ ities with wh ich it shares modern i st procedures of 
co l lage, juxtaposit ion, and estrangement. The "exotic" is now nearby. I n  
th is section I a l so probe the l im its of Western ethnography through sev
era l self-reflexive forms of travel writ i ng, explor ing the poss ib i l i ties of a 
twentieth-centu ry "poetics of d i sp lacement." Part Three turns to the h i s
tory of co l lecting, part icu lar ly the c lassification and d isp lay of "primi
t ive" art and exot ic "cu ltures." My genera l a im i s  to d i splace any 
transcendent regime of authentic i ty, to argue that a l l  authoritative col lec
tions, whether made in the name of art or sc ience, are h i stor ica l ly con
t ingent and subject to local reappropriation . In the book's fina l  section I 
explore how non-Western h i storica l experiences-those of "orientals" 
and "tr iba l "  Native Americans-are hemmed in  by concepts of continu
ous trad it ion and the un i fied se lf. I argue that identity, considered eth
nograph ica l l y, must a lways be m ixed, re lationa l ,  and inventive . 

Se lf- identity emerges as a complex cultural problem in my treatment 
of two polyglot refugees, joseph Conrad and Bron is law Mal i nowsk i ,  
Poles sh ipwrecked i n  England and Engl i sh .  Both men produced sem ina l  
med itations on the loca l  fict ions of  col l ective l i fe, and, with different 
degrees of i rony, both constructed identities based on the acceptance of 
l i m ited rea l it ies and forms of express ion.  Embracing the serious fiction of 
"culture," they wrote at a moment when the ethnograph ic (re lat ivist and 
p lu ra l )  idea began to attai n  its modern currency. Here and e l sewhere i n  
the book I try to h i storic ize and  see beyond th i s  cu rrency, stra in ing for a 
concept that can preserve cu lture's differentiati ng functions whi le  con
ceiv ing of col lective identity as a hybrid, often d i scontinuous inventive 
process. Cu lture is a deeply compromised idea I cannot yet do without. 

Some of the pol i t ical  dangers of cu ltura l i st reductions and essences 
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are explored i n  my analys is  of Edward Sa id's po lemica l  work Orienta/ism 
( 1 978a) .  What emerges is the i nherent ly d i screpant stance of a post
colon ia l  "oppos i t iona l"  cr it ic,  for the construction of s impl ify ing es
sences and d i stanci ng d ichotomies is clearly not a monopoly of Western 
Orienta l ist experts . Said h i mself writes in ways that s imu ltaneously assert 
and subvert h i s  own authority. My analys is  suggests that there can be no 
fina l  smooth ing  over of the d i screpanc ies in h is d i scourse, s i nce i t  i s  i n
creas ing ly d ifficu lt to ma i nta in  a c u ltura l  and pol it ical posit ion "outs ide" 
the Occident from which,  in secur ity, to attack i t .  Crit iques l i ke Said's are 
caught i n  the doub le  eth nograph ic  movement I have been evoking.  Lo
cal ly based and pol it ica l ly engaged , they must resonate globa l ly;  wh i l e  
they engage pervasive postcolon ia l  processes, they do s o  without over
v iew, from a b latant ly part ia l  perspective. 

In terven ing  in an i nterconnected world, one is  a lways, to vary ing 
degrees, " i nauthentic" : caught between cu ltures, imp l icated i n  others . 
Because d iscourse i n  global power systems is e laborated vi s-a-v is ,  a 
sense of d ifference or d isti nctness can never be located so le ly i n  the con
t inu ity of a c u l ture or trad it ion .  Identity is  conj u nctura l ,  not essentia l . 
Sa id addresses these i ssues most affecti ngly i n  After the Last Sky, a recent 
evocation of " Palest in ian L ives" and of his own pos it ion among them 
( 1 986a : 1 5 0) :  "A part of someth ing i s  for the foreseeable future goi ng to 
be better than a l l  of it. F ragments over wholes. Rest less nomad ic  activ ity 
over the sett lements of held territory. Cr i t ic ism over res ignation . The Pa l
est in ian  as self-consciousness in a barren pla in of i nvestments and con
sumer appetites . The hero ism of anger over the begg ing bowl ,  l i m ited 
i ndependence over the status of c l ients .  Attention, a lertness, focus .  To 
do as others do, but somehow to stand apart .  To te l l  you r  story i n  pieces, 
as it is ." This  work appeared as I was fin i sh ing  my own book .  Thus my 
d iscussion of Orienta/ism merely ant ic ipates Said's ongoing search for 
nonessentia l i st forms of cu l tura l  pol it ics .  After the Last Sky active ly  in
habits the d i screpancy between a spec ific condit ion of  Pa lesti n ian  ex i l e  
and a more general twentieth-centu ry range of options.  I t  i s  (and i s  not 
on ly) as a Pa lesti n ian  that Said movingly accepts "ou r wander ings," 
p lead i ng for "the open secu lar  e lement, and not the symmetry of re
demption" (p .  1 50) . 

I share th i s  susp ic ion of "the symmetry of redemption ." Questionable acts 
of pu rification are i nvolved in any atta i nment of a prom ised land, retu rn 
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to "origi na l"  sou rces, o r  gathering u p  of a true trad ition . Such c la ims to 
purity are i n  any event a lways subverted by the need to stage authentic ity 
in opposition to externa l ,  often dominat ing a lternatives . Thus the "Th i rd 
World" p lays itse l f  against the "F i rst World," and vice versa. At a local 
leve l ,  Trobriand I s l anders i nvent their cu lture with i n  and aga inst the con
texts of recent co lon ia l  h i story and the new nation of Papua-New 
Gui nea. If authent ic i ty is re lat iona l ,  there can be no essence except as a 
pol i t ical , cu ltura l  invention , a loca l tact ic .  

I n  th is  book I question some of the loca l tactics of Western ethnog
raphy, focus ing on redemptive modes of textua l ization and particu lar ly 
of col lect ing.  Severa l chapters analyze i n  some deta i l  the systems of au
thentic i ty that  have been imposed on creative works of non-Western art 
and cu lture .  They look at col lect ing and authenticating practices in con
temporary setti ngs : for example the controversy surrounding an exh ib i 
t ion at  the Museum of Modern Art in  New York City over the relations 
between "tri ba l "  and "modern" art .  How have exotic objects been given 
va lue  as "art" and "cu lture" i n  Western col lect ing systems? I do not argue, 
as some crit ics have, that non-Western objects are properly  understood 
on ly  with reference to the i r  origi na l  m i l ieux.  Ethnograph ic contextua l i
zations are as problematic as aesthetic ones, as suscept ib le to purified, 
ah i storical treatment. 

I trace the modern h i story of both aesthet ic and ethnographic c las
s ifications in an earl ier sett ing :  avant-garde Paris of the 1 920s and 1 930s, 
a rad ical context I ca l l  eth nographic su rrea l ism. Two infl uent ia l  mu
seums, the Musee d ' Ethnographie du  Trocadero and i ts  scientif ic succes
sor, the Musee de I ' Homme, symbol ize d i st inct modes of "art and cu l tu re 
col lecti ng." Thei r juxtapos it ion forces the question : How are ethno
graphic worlds and thei r  meani ngfu l a rtifacts cut up, salvaged, and va l 
ued ? Here cu lture appears not as a trad ition to  be saved but  as  assembled 
codes and artifacts a lways susceptib le to crit ical and creative recombi
nation .  Ethnography is an expl icit form of cu ltura l  crit ique shari ng rad ical 
perspectives with dada and su rrea l ism. Instead of acqu iesci ng in the 
separation of avant-garde experiment from d i sc ip l i nary science, I reopen 
the frontier, suggest ing that the modern d ivis ion of art and ethnography 
i nto d i sti nct institutions has restricted the former's analytic power and the 
latter's subversive vocation . 

S i nce 1 900 i nc l us ive co l l ections of "Manki nd" have become i nsti
tutional ized in academ ic d isc ip l i nes l i ke anthropo logy and in museums 
of art or  ethnology. A restrictive "art-cu ltu re system" has come to contro l  
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the authent ic i ty, va l ue, and c i rcu lat ion of art ifacts and data . Analyz ing 
th is  system, I propose that any co l l ection imp l ies a tempora l  v is ion gen
erat ing rarity and worth , a metah istory. This h i story defines which groups 
or th i ngs wi l l  be redeemed from a d i s integrat ing human past and which 
wi l l  be defined as the dynamic,  or tragic,  agents of a common desti ny. 
My ana lys is  works to br ing out the loca l ,  pol it ica l conti ngency of such 
h i stories and of the modern col lections they j ustify. Space is  c leared , 
perhaps,  for a l ternatives . 

Th is  book is a spl iced ethnographic object, an i ncomplete col l ection .  I t  
cons ists of explorat ions written and rewritten over a seven-year period . 
I ts own h i stor ical  moment has been marked by rapid changes i n  the 
terms-sc iefltif ic, aesthetic, and textua l-govern ing cross-cu ltu ra l  rep
resentat ion . Wri tten from with i n  a "West" whose authority to represent 
u n ified human h i story is  now widely cha l lenged and whose very spat ia l  
identity is  increasi ngly problematic, the explorations gathered here can
not-shou ld not-add up to a seam less v is ion . The i r  part ia l ity i s  appar
ent .  The chapters vary i n  form and sty le,  reflecting d iverse conj unctu res 
and spec if ic occasions of composit ion.  I have not tried to rewrite those 
a l ready pub l ished to produce a cons istent veneer. Moreover, I have in
c l uded texts that  act ive ly  break up  the book's preva i l i ng tone, hoping in  
th i s  way to manifest the rhetor ic of my accounts . I prefer sharp ly focused 
pictu res, composed i n  ways that show the frame or lens .  

Ethnography, a hybr id activity, thus appears as writ ing, as col lecting, 
as modern ist col l age, as i mperia l  power, as subversive crit ique .  Viewed 
most broad ly, perhaps, my topic is a mode of trave l ,  a way of understand
ing and getting around in a d iverse wor ld that, s i nce the s ixteenth cen
tury, has become cartograph ica l ly un i fied . One of the pr inc ipa l  functions  
of  eth nography is  "orientation" (a term left over from a t ime when Eu rope 
traveled and invented itse lf  with respect to a fantast ica l l y  un i fied "East") .  
B u t  i n  the twentieth centu ry ethnography reflects new "spatia l  practices" 
(De Certeau 1 984), new forms of dwe l l i ng and c i rcu lat ing.  

Th is  century has seen a drast ic expansion of mobi l ity, i nc lud ing tou r
ism,  m igrant labor, imm igrat ion,  u rban sprawl . More and more people 
"dwe l l "  with the he lp  of mass trans it, automobi les, a i rp lanes. I n  c it ies on 
six conti nents fore ign popu lat ions have come to stay-mix ing in but 
often in part ia l ,  spec ific fash ions .  The "exotic" i s  u ncann i l y  c lose . Con
verse ly, there seem no d i stant p laces left on the pl anet where the pres-
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ence of "modern" products, med ia, and power cannot be fe lt .  An older 
topography and experience of travel is exploded . One no longer leaves 
home confident of find ing someth ing rad ica l l y  new, another t ime or 
space. D ifference is encountered in the adjoi n i ng neighborhood, the fa
m i l iar turns up at the ends of the earth . Th is  d i s-"orientation" is reflected 
throughout the book. For example twentieth-centu ry academic ethnog
raphy does not appear as a pract ice of interpret ing d i st inct, whole ways 
of l ife but i nstead as a series of specific d ia logues, impositions, and i n
ventions. "Cu ltura l "  d ifference is no longer a stable, exotic otherness; 
self-other relations are matters of power and rhetoric rather than of es
sence . A whole structure of expectations about authentic ity in cu lture 
and in  art is th rown i n  doubt. 

The new relations of ethnographic d i sp lacement were registered 
with precoc ious c la rity i n  the writi ngs of Victor Sega len and Michel  
Lei r i s .  Both wou ld have to u n learn the forms that once organized the 
experience of travel i n  a t ime when "home" and "abroad," "self" and 
"other," "savage" and "c iv i l ized" seemed more clearly opposed . The i r  
wri t ings betray an u nease with  narrat ives of  escape and return, of  i n it ia
tion and conquest. They do not c la im to know a d istanced "exotic,'' to 
br ing back its secrets, to objective ly descr ibe its landscapes, customs, 
languages . Everywhere they go they register complex encou nters. In Se
ga len's words the new traveler  expresses "not s imply h i s  vis ion, but 
through an i n stantaneous, constant transfer, the echo of his presence." 
Ch ina becomes an a l legorical  m i rror. Lei ris '  fie ldwork in a "phantom 
Africa" throws h i m  back on a re lentless se lf-ethnography-not auto
biography but an act of writi ng h i s  existence in a present of memories, 
dreams, pol it ics, da i l y  l ife . 

Twentieth-centu ry identit ies no longer presuppose conti nuous cu l 
tu res or trad it ions.  Everywhere i nd iv idua ls  and groups improv ise local 
performances from (re)col lected pasts, drawing on fore ign media,  sym
bo ls ,  and languages . Th is  existence among fragments has often been por
trayed as a process of ru i n  and cu ltura l  decay, perhaps most eloquently 
by C laude Lev i-Strauss in Tristes tropiques ( 1 955) .  In Levi -Strauss's global 
v is ion-one widely shared today-authentic human differences are d is
integrating, d isappear ing in an expansive commod ity cu lture to become, 
at best, col lect ib le "art" or  "fo l k lore." The great narrative of entropy and 
loss in Tristes tropiques expresses an i nescapable, sad truth . But i t  i s  too 
neat, and it assumes a quest ionable Eurocentric pos ition at the "end" of 
a u n ified h u man h i story, gather ing up,  memoria l iz ing the world's loca l 
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h istoric it ies .  Alongside th is  narrative of progressive monocu lture a more 
ambiguous "Caribbean" experience may be g l impsed . I n  my account 
Aime Cesa i re,  a practit ioner of "neo logistic" cu ltura l  pol it ics, represents 
such a poss ib i l i ty-organ ic  cu lture reconceived as inventive process or 
creo l i zed " i ntercu l ture" (Wagner 1 980; Drummond 1 98 1 ) . 4  The roots of 
trad it ion are cut and ret ied, col lective symbols  appropriated from exter
nal i nf luences. For Cesa i re cu l ture and identity are i nventive and mobi le .  
They need not take root i n  ancestra l p lots; they l ive by pol l i nat ion, by 
(h i storica l )  transplanti ng.  

The "fi l th" that an expansive West, accord i ng to the d i s i l l us ioned 
traveler of Tristes tropiques (p .  38) ,  has thrown i n  the face of the world's 
soc ieties appears as raw materia l ,  compost for new orders of d ifference. 
It i s  a l so f i l th . Modern cu l tu ra l  contacts need not be romanticized, eras
ing the v io lence of empire and conti n u i ng forms of neocolon ia l  dom i
nation . The Caribbean h i story from which Cesai re derives an i nventive 
and tact ica l "negritude" is a h i story of degradation , m i micry, v iolence, 
and b locked poss ib i l i t ies.  I t  i s  a l so rebe l l ious, syncretic, and creative . 
Th is  k i nd of ambigu ity keeps the p lanet's loca l futu res uncerta in  and 
open . There is no master narrative that can reconc i l e  the tragic and 
com ic p lots of global cu ltural  h i story. 

I t  i s  easier  to register the loss of trad it ional orders of difference than 
to perceive the emergence of new ones .  Perhaps this book goes too far 
in i ts concern for ethnograph ic  presents-becom ing-futu res . I ts utopian,  
pers i stent hope for the re invention of d ifference r isks downplaying the 
destructive, homogen iz ing  effects of global economic and cu ltural cen
tra l ization . Moreover, i ts Western assumption that assert ions of "trad i 
t ion" are a lways responses to the new (that there i s  no rea l recu rrence in  
h i story) may exc lude loca l narrat ives of  cu ltura l  continu ity and recovery. 
I do not te l l  a l l  the poss ib le  stor ies . As an l gbo sayi ng has it, "You do not 
stand in one place to watch a masq uerade." 

My pri mary goa l is to open space for cu l tura l  futu res,  for the recog-

4. For recent work on the h i stori ca l -pol i t ical i nvention of cu l tures and tra
d i t ions see, among others, Comaroff 1 985; Guss 1 986; Handler 1 985;  Hand ler 
and L i nnekin 1 984; Hobsbawm and Ranger 1 983;  Taussig 1 980, 1 987;  Wh is
nant 1 983 ;  and Cantwe l l  1 984 . Fam i l iar approaches to "culture-contact," "syn
cret ism," and "accu lturation" are pressed farther by the concepts of " interfer
ence" and " in terreference" (f i scher 1 986 :2 1 9, 232;  Baumgarten 1 982 : 1 54), 
"transcu lturation" (Rama 1 982;  Pratt 1 987) ,  and " intercu l tural in tertexts" (Ted
lock and Ted lock 1 985) .  
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n it ion of emergence. Th i s  req u i res a crit ique of deep-seated Western hab
its of mind and systems of va lue .  I am espec ia l l y  skeptical of an a lmost 
automatic reflex-in the serv ice of a u n ified vis ion of h istory-to re le
gate exotic peoples and objects to the col lective past (Fabian 1 983) .  The 
inc lus ive orders of modern ism and anthropology (the "we" rid ing in  Wi l 
l iams' car, the Manki nd of Western socia l  science) are a lways deployed 
at the end po i nt or advancing edge of H istory. Exotic trad itions appear as 
archaic,  purer (and more rare) than the d i l uted inventions of a syncret ic 
present. In th i s  tempora l setup a great many twentieth-century creations 
can only appear as i m itations of more "deve loped" models .  The E l s ies of 
the p lanet a re st i l l  trave l i ng nowhere thei r  own . 

Throughout the world i nd igenous popu lations have had to reckon 
with the forces of "progress" and "national"  un i fication . The resu l ts have 
been both destructive and i nventive . Many trad itions, l anguages, cos
mologies,  and va l ues a re lost, some l itera l ly murdered; but much has 
s imu ltaneous ly been i nvented and rev ived in complex, opposit iona l con
texts . I f  the victims of progress and empire are weak, they are seldom 
pass ive. I t  used to be assumed, for example, that conversion to Christ ian
ity in Afr ica, Me lanesia,  Lati n America, or even colon ia l  Massachusetts 
wou ld lead to the exti nction of i nd igenous cu ltures rather than to thei r  
transformation .  Someth ing more ambiguous and h i storica l l y  complex 
has occurred, req u i r ing that we perceive both the end of certain  orders 
of d i vers ity and the creation or trans lation of others (Fernandez 1 978) . 
More than a few "exti nct" peoples have retu rned to haunt the Western 
h i storical  imagi nation . 5  I t  i s  d ifficu l t, in any event, to equate the future of 
"Catho l ic i sm" in New Gu inea with its current prospects in I ta ly; and 
Protestant Chr ist ian ity in New Ca ledon ia  is very d ifferent from its d iverse 
N iger ian forms .  The futu re is not (on ly) monocu l tu re .6  

5 .  The conti nued tribal l ife of  Cal iforn ia I nd ians i s  a case in  point. Even, 
most notorious of a l l ,  the genocidal  "exti nction" of the Tasmanians now seems a 
much less definitive "event." After systematic dec imations, with the 1 876 death 
of Trugani na, the last "pure" spec imen (playing a myth ic role s im i lar to that of 
lsh i  i n  Cal iforn ia), the race was scientifica l ly  dec lared dead. But Tasmanians did 
survive and intermarried with aborig inals ,  wh ites, and Maori . In 1 978 a commit
tee of inqu i ry reported between four  and five thousand persons el igible to make 
land c la ims i n  Tasmania (Stocking 1 987 :283) .  

6. Research speci fica l l y  on th i s  i ssue is  being conducted by U lf Hannerz 
and his col leagues at the Un ivers i ty of Stockho lm on "the world system of cul
ture." I n  an ear ly statement Han nerz confronts the widespread assumption that 
"cu l tura l  d iversity is wan ing, and the same s ingle mass cul ture wi l l  soon be 
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To reject a s i ng le  progressive or entropic  metanarrat ive i s  not to deny 
the existence of pervas ive global processes uneven ly  at work. The wor ld 
is  i ncreas i ngly connected, though not un i fied ,  economica l ly and cu ltur
a l ly. Loca l  part icu lar ism offers no escape from these i nvolvements .  I n 
deed, modern ethnograph ic  h i stories are perhaps condemned to  osc i l l ate 
between two metanarrat ives : one of homogen ization,  the other of emer
gence; one of loss, the other of invention . In most spec ific conj unctu res 
both narrat ives are relevant, each u nderm in i ng the other's c l a im to te l l  
"the whole story," each deny ing to the other a pr iv i leged, Hege l ian v i 
s ion .  Everywhere i n  the wor ld d i st i nctions are bei ng destroyed and cre
ated ; but the new identit ies and orders of d ifference are more rem in i scent 
of Wi l l iams' E l s i e  than of Edward Curt is '  ideal ized "van ish i ng" American 
Ind ians .  The h i stories of emergent d ifferences requ i re other ways of tel l 
ing :  Cesai re's impure cu ltura l  poetics, Sa id's d i spersed " Pa lesti n ian  
Lives," Mashpee's rei nvented trad it ion-there i s  no s ingle model .  Th i s  
book surveys several hybrid and subvers ive forms o f  cu ltural representa
tion , forms that prefigure an i nvent ive futu re . In the last decades of the 
twentieth centu ry, ethnography begi ns from the i nescapable fact that 
Westerners are not the on ly  ones goi ng p laces in the modern world . 

But have not travelers a lways encountered world ly "natives" ? 
Strange ant ic ipation : the Engl i sh  P i lgr ims arr ive at P lymouth Rock in The 
New World on ly  to find Squanto, a Patuxet, j ust back from Europe. 

everywhere ." He i s  skept ica l :  "I do not th ink  i t  i s  on ly my bias as an anthropol
ogist with a vested interest i n  cu ltural variation which makes i t  d ifficu l t  for me to 
recogn ize that the s i tuation for example i n  N igeria cou ld be anyth ing l i ke th is .  
The people i n  my favorite N i gerian town dr ink Coca Cola, but they dr ink buru
kutu too; and they can watch Charlie's Angels as wel l  as Hausa drummers on the 
te levis ion sets which spread rapid ly as soon as electric ity has arrived . My sense 
is  that the world system, rather than creati ng massive cul tura l  homogeneity on a 
globa l sca le, is replaci ng one d iversity with another; and the new d ivers i ty i s  
based relatively more on in terre lations and less on autonomy" (Hannerz n .d . : 6 ) .  



"White Man, " Onyeocha, a performer at Igbo 
masquerades. Amagu Izzi, southeast Nigeria, 1982. 



Part One � Discourses 





Clifford takes as his natives, as well as his informants, . . .  
anthropologists . . .  We are being observed and inscribed. 

-PAUL RABINOW, " REPRESENTATIONS 

ARE SOCIAL FACTS" 

1. On Ethnographic Authority 

THE 1 724 front ispiece of Father Lafitau 's Moeurs des sauvages ameri
qua ins portrays the ethnographer as a young woman s itti ng at a writi ng 
tab le amid artifacts from the New World and from c lassical  Greece and 
Egypt . The author is  accompan ied by two cherubs who ass ist i n  the task 
of compar ison and by the bearded figure of Time, who poi nts toward a 
tab leau represent i ng the u lt imate source of the truths issu ing from the 
writer's pen . The i mage toward which the young woman l ifts her gaze is 
a ban k  of c louds where Adam, Eve, and the serpent appear. Above them 
stand the redeemed man and woman of the Apocalypse, on either side 
of a rad iant tri angle bear ing the Hebrew scr ipt for Yahweh . 

The fronti sp iece for Ma l i nowski 's Argonauts of the Western Pacific is 
a photograph with the caption "A Ceremon ia l  Act of the Ku la ." A she l l  
neckl ace i s  being offered to a Trobriand ch ief, who stands a t  the door of 
h i s  dwel l i ng .  Beh ind the man presenting the necklace is a row of s ix 
bowing youths, one of them sound ing a conch .  A l l  the figu res stand in 
profi le,  thei r attention apparently concentrated on the r ite of exchange, 
a rea l  event of Melanesian l i fe .  B ut on c loser inspection one of the bow
ing Trobrianders may be seen to be look ing at the camera . 

2 1  
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Lafitau's a l l egory i s  the less fam i l iar :  h i s  author transcribes rather 
than origi nates . U n l ike Mal i nowsk i 's photo, the engrav ing makes no ref
erence to ethnograph ic experience-despite Lafitau's five years of re
search among the Mohawks, research that has earned h im a respected 
p lace among the fie ldworkers of any generation . H i s  account is pre
sented not as the product of fi rsthand observation but of writi ng, in a 
crowded workshop. The frontispiece from Argonauts, l i ke a l l  photo
graphs, asserts presence-that of the scene before the lens; it a l so sug
gests another presence-that of the ethnographer active ly  composing 
th is  fragment of Trobriand rea l i ty. Ku la  exchange, the subject of  Ma l i
nowski's book, has been made perfect ly v is ib le, centered i n  the percep
tua l  frame, wh i le a partic ipant's g lance red i rects our attention to the ob
servational standpoi nt we share,

' 
as readers, with the ethnographer and 

h is camera . The predominant mode of modern fieldwork authority is s ig
na led: "You are there . . .  because I was there." 

Th is  chapter traces the formation and breakup of ethnograph ic  au
thority i n  twentieth-century soc ia l  anthropology. I t  i s  not a complete ac
count, nor is it based on a fu l l y  rea l i zed theory of ethnograph ic  interpre
tation and textua l ity. 1 Such a theory's contours are problematic, s i nce the 
activity of cross-cu l tura l  representation is  now more than usua l l y  in ques
t ion . The present pred icament is  l i n ked to the breakup and red i stribution 
of colon ia l  power in the decades after 1 950 and to the echoes of that 
process in the rad ical  cu ltura l  theories of the 1 960s and 1 970s. After the 
negritude movement's reversa l of the European gaze, after anth ropo logy's 
crise de conscience with respect to i ts l i beral status with i n  the imperia l  
order, a n d  now that the West can no longer present itse l f  a s  the u n ique 
pu rveyor of anthropological  knowledge about others, it has become nec
essary to imagine a world of genera l ized ethnography. With expanded 
commun ication and intercu ltural i nf l uence, people i nterpret others, and 
themselves, in a bewi lder ing d iversity of id ioms-a global condit ion of 

1. Only E ngl i sh ,  American, and French examples are discussed. If i t  i s  l i kely 
that the modes of authority analyzed here are able to be genera l ized widely, no 
attempt has been made to extend them to other national tradit ions.  It  i s  assumed 
a l so, in the anti pos i tiv ist tradit ion of Wi lhe lm Di l they, that eth nography is a pro
cess of interpretat ion, not of explanation . Modes of authority based on natu ral
scientific epistemologies are not discussed . I n  i ts  focus on part ic ipant observat ion 
as an intersubjective process at the heart of twentieth-century ethnography, this 
discussion scants a number of contr ibuting sources of authority: for example the 
weight of accumulated "archiva l"  knowledge about part icular groups, of a cross
cu ltural comparative perspective, and of stat ist ical survey work. 
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what M i kha i l  Bakhti n ( 1 953 )  ca l l ed "heterogloss ia ." 2 Th is  ambiguous, 
m u lt ivocal world makes i t  i nc reas i ngly hard to conce ive of human d iver
s i ty as i nscri bed i n  bou nded, i ndependent cu l tures .  D ifference is an ef
fect of i nvent ive syncret ism . I n  recent years works such as Edward Said's 
Orienta/ism ( 1 9 78) and Pau l i n  Hountondj i 's Sur Ia "philosophie" afri
caine ( 1 9 77) have cast rad ical  doubt on the procedures by which a l ien 
h uman groups can be represented without propos i ng systematic, sharply 
new methods or epistemologies .  These stud ies suggest that wh i le eth no
graph ic  wr i t ing cannot ent i re ly  escape the reduction ist use of d i choto
m i es and essences, it can at least struggle self-consc ious ly to avoid por
tray ing abstract, ah i stor ica l  "others ." It is more than ever cruc ia l  for 
d ifferent peoples to form complex concrete images of one another, as 
wel l  as of the re l at ionsh i ps of knowledge and power that connect them; 
but no sovereign scient if ic method or  eth ica l  stance can guarantee the 
truth of such i mages. They a re const ituted-the cr it ique of colon ia l  
modes of  representat ion has  shown at  least th i s  much- i n  spec i fic h i s
tor ical  re lat ions of domi nance and d i a logue. 

The exper iments in ethnograph ic  writ ing  surveyed in th i s  chapter do 
not fa l l  i nto a c lear reform i st d i rect ion or evo lut ion . They are ad hoc 
i nventions and cannot be seen in terms of a systematic ana lys i s  of post
co lon ia l  representat ion . They a re perhaps best u nderstood as compo
nents of that "too l kit" of engaged theory recentl y recommended by G i l les 
Deleuze and Miche l  Foucau l t :  "The notion of theory as a tool kit means 
(i) The theory to be constructed i s  not a system but an instrument, a logic 
of the spec if ic i ty of power re l at ions and the struggles around them;  ( i i )  
That th i s  i nvest igation can  on ly  be  carr ied ou t  step by  step on the bas is  
of  reflect ion (wh ich w i l l  necessari l y  be h i stor ical  i n  some of i t s  aspects) 
on given s i tuations" (Foucau lt  1 980 : 1 45 ;  see a l so 1 9 77 : 208) . We may 
contri bute to a pract ica l  reflection on cross-cu ltural  representation by u n
dertak ing an  i nventory of the better, though i mperfect, approaches cur
rent ly at hand . Of these, ethnograph ic f ieldwork rema ins an  u n usua l l y  

2 .  " Heterogloss ia" assumes that " languages d o  not exclude each other, but 
rather i ntersect with each other in many d ifferent ways (the U krai n ian language, 
the language of the epic poem, of early Symbol ism,  of the student, of a part icu lar  
generation of ch i l d ren,  of the run-of-the-m i l l  i nte l lectua l ,  of  the N ietzschean, 
and so on). I t  m ight even seem that the very word ' l anguage' loses al l  mean i ng 
in th i s  process-for apparently there i s  no s ingle plane on wh ich a l l  these ' lan
guages' might be juxtaposed to one another" (29 1 ) .  What i s  sa id of languages 
appl ies equa l ly  to "cultures" and "subcu ltures." See a l so Volosinov (Bakhtin ?) 
1 953 : 29 1 , esp. chaps. 1-3 ;  and Todorov 1 98 1  :88-93 . 
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sensit ive method . Part ic ipant observation obl iges its practitioners to ex
perience, at a bod i l y  as wel l  as an i nte l l ectua l  leve l ,  the v ic i ss i tudes of 
trans lation . It requ i res arduous language learn i ng, some degree of d i rect 
i nvolvement and conversat ion,  and often a derangement of personal and 
cu ltura l  expectat ions.  There is ,  of course, a myth of fie ldwork. The actua l  
experience, hedged around with conti ngenc ies, rare ly  l ives up to the 
idea l ;  but as a means for produc ing knowledge from an i ntense, i ntersub
jective engagement, the practice of ethnography reta ins  a certa i n  exem
plary status .  Moreover, i f  f ie ldwork has for a t ime been identified with a 
un iquely Western d i sc i p l i ne and a tota l iz ing  science of "anthropology," 
these assoc iat ions are not necessari l y  permanent. Current sty les of cu l 
tu ra l descr ipt ion are h i stor ica l l y  l i m i ted and are undergo ing important 
metamorphoses . 

The deve lopment of ethnographic science cannot u lt imate ly  be 
understood i n  isolat ion from more genera l pol it ica l -epistemologica l  de
bates about writ i ng and the representat ion of otherness. In th i s  d i scus
s ion,  however, I have mai nta i ned a focus on professiona l anthropology, 
and spec if ica l ly on ethnography s ince 1 950 . 3  The cu rrent cr is i s-or bet
ter, d ispers ion-of ethnographic authority makes it poss ib le to mark off 
a rough period, bou nded by the years 1 900 and 1 960, dur ing which a 
new conception of f ield research estab l i shed itse lf as the norm for Eu ro
pean and .American anthropology. I ntens ive fieldwork, pu rsued by 
un iversity-tra ined spec ia l i sts, emerged as a priv i l eged , sanctioned sou rce 
of data about exotic peoples .  It is not a question here of the domi nance 
of a s ing le research method . " I ntensive" ethnography has been var ious ly 
defi ned . (Compare Gr iau le 1 95 7  with Mal i nowski 1 922 :chap.  1 ) .  More
over, the hegemony of f ie ldwork was establ i shed earl ier and more thor
ough l y  i n  the U n ited States and in  England than i n  France. The early 
examples of Franz Boas and the Torres Stra its exped ition were matched 
on ly  be lated ly  by the fou nd i ng of the lnstitut d 'Ethnologie i n  1 925 and 

3. I have not attempted to survey new styles of ethnograph ic writ ing that 
may be origi nati ng outside the West. As Edward Said, Pau l i n  Hountondj i ,  and 
others have shown, a considerable work of ideological  "clearing," opposit ional 
crit ical work, remains; and it is to this that non-Western i ntel lectua ls have been 
devot ing a great part of thei r  energies. My discussion remains i nside, but at the 
experimental boundaries of, a rea l ist cultural sc ience elaborated i n  the Occ ident. 
Moreover, i t  does not consider as areas of i nnovation the "para-ethnographic" 
genres of ora l  h istory, the nonfict ion novel ,  the "new journa l ism," travel l i tera
ture, and the documentary fi l m .  
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the m uch-pub l ic ized Mission Dakar-Dj ibouti of 1 932 (Karady 1 982 ; 
Jamin  1 982a;  Stock ing 1 983 ) .  Neverthe less, by the m id- 1 930s one can 
fa i r l y  speak of a deve loping i nternational  consensus : va l id anthropolog
ica l abstractions were to be based, wherever poss ib le,  on i ntensive cu l 
tura l descri pt ions by qua l ified scholars .  By th is  point the new style  had 
been made popu lar, i nst itutional ized,  and embod ied in  specific textual  
practices. 

It has recent ly become poss ib le  to identify and take a certa in  d i s
tance from these conventions . 4  If ethnography produces cu ltural i nter
pretat ions through intense research experiences, how is unru ly  experi
ence transformed i nto an  authoritative written account? How, precise ly, 
is a garru lous,  overdeterm i ned cross-cu ltura l  encounter shot through 
with power re lat ions and persona l  cross-purposes c i rcumscr ibed as an 
adequate vers ion of a more or less d i screte "other world" composed by 
an i nd iv idua l  author? 

I n  ana lyz ing this complex transformation one must bear in  m i nd the 
fact that ethnography is ,  from begi n n i ng to end, enmeshed i n  writi ng. 
Th is  writi ng inc l udes, m i n i ma l l y, a trans lation of experience into textual  
form . The process is  comp l icated by the action of mu lt i p le subjectivit ies 
and pol it ica l  constra i nts beyond the contro l of the writer. I n  response to 
these forces ethnograph ic  writ ing enacts a speci fic strategy of authority. 
Th is  strategy has c lass ical l y  involved an unquestioned c la im to appear as 
the pu rveyor of truth in the text. A complex cu ltural  experience is enun
c iated by an i nd iv idua l :  We the Tikopia by Raymond F i rth ; Nous avons 

mange Ia foret by Georges Condomi nas; Coming of Age in Samoa by 
Margaret Mead ; The Nuer bv E. E. Evans-Pritchard .  

The d iscussion that fo l lows fi rst locates th i s  authority h i storical l y  i n  
the development of a twentieth-century sc ience of partic ipant observa
t ion . It then proceeds to a cr i t ique of u nderly ing assumptions and a re
view of emergi ng textual  practices. A l ternate strategies of ethnographic 
authority may be seen i n  recent exper iments by eth nographers who self
consc ious ly  reject scenes of cu ltural  representatipn i n  the style of Mal i 
nowski 's frontispiece. D ifferent secu la r  versions of Lafiteau 's crowded 
scr iptoria l workshop are emergi ng.  I n  the new parad igms of authority the 

4 .  In the present cris is of authority, ethnography has emerged as a subject 
of h i storical scruti ny. For new crit ical approaches see Hartog 1 97 1 ; Asad 1 973 ;  
Burridge 1 973 :chap.  1 ;  Duchet 1 97 1 ; Boon 1 982;  De Certeau 1 980; Sa id  1 978; 
Stock ing 1 983;  and Ri.Jpp-Eisenreich 1 984 . 
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writer is no longer fasc inated by transcendent figures-a Hebrew
Chr ist ian deity or its twentieth-centu ry replacements, Man and Cul ture. 
Noth i ng rema ins  of the heaven ly  tableau except the anth ropo logist's 
scumbled i mage in a m i rror. The s i l ence of the ethnographic workshop 
has been broken-by i ns istent, heteroglot voices, by the scratch ing of 
other pens .  5 

At the c lose of the n i neteenth centu ry noth i ng guaranteed, a prior i ,  the 
ethnographer's status as the best i nterpreter of native l ife-as opposed to 
the traveler, and espec ia l l y  the m i ssionary and admin i strator, some of 
whom had been i n  the fie ld far longer and had better research contacts 
and l i ngu istic sk i l l s .  The development of the fie ldworker's i mage i n  
Amer ica, from Frank Hami l ton Cushing (an oddba l l )  to Margaret Mead 
(a nationa l figu re) is s ign i ficant. Dur ing th is period a part icu lar  form of 
authority was created-an authority both scienti fica l ly va l idated and 
based on a u n ique personal  experience. Dur ing the 1 920s Mal inowski 
played a centra l ro le in estab l i sh ing cred it for the fie ldworker, and we 
shou ld reca l l  i n  th i s  l ight h i s  attacks on the competence of competitors 
in the fie ld .  For example the co lon ia l  magistrate Alex Rentou l ,  who had 
the temerity to contrad ict sc ience's fi ndi ngs concerning Trobriand con
ceptions of patern i ty, was excommunicated in  the pages of Man for h i s  
unprofess ional  "pol ice cou rt perspective" (see Rentou l  1 93 1  a ,b ;  Ma l i
nowski 1 932) .  The attack on amateurism i n  the fie ld was pressed even 
further by A. R. Radcl iffe-B rown,  who, as lan Langham has shown, came 
to epitomize the sc ientific profess iona l ,  d iscovering rigorous soc ia l  laws 
(Langham 1 98 1  :chap.  7) .  What emerged dur ing the fi rst ha l f  of the twen
tieth century with the success of profess ional fieldwork was a new fusion 
of general theory and empi r ical  research ,  of cu ltura l  ana lys is  with eth
nographic description . 

The fie ldworker-theorist replaced an older partit ion between the 
"man on the spot" ( i n  James Frazer's words) and the soc iologist or anth ro
po logist i n  the metropole .  This  d ivis ion of l abor varied in d ifferent na
t ional trad it ions. In the Un ited States for example Morgan had personal 
knowledge of at least some of the cu l tures that were raw material  for h is 

5 .  On the suppression of d ia logue i n  Lafitau's frontispiece and the consti
tution of a textua l ized , ah i storica l ,  and visua l ly oriented "anthropology" see 
Michel de Certeau's deta i led analysis ( 1 980) . 
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socio logical  syntheses ; and Boas rather ear ly  on made i ntensive fie ld
work the sine qua non of serious anth ropological d i scourse. In genera l ,  
however, before Ma l inowsk i ,  Radc l iffe-Brown, and Mead had success
fu l ly establ i shed the norm of the un ivers i ty-tra i ned scholar test ing and 
deriv ing theory from fi rsthand research ,  a rather d ifferent economy of 
ethnographic knowledge preva i led . For example The Melanesians ( 1 89 1 ) 
by R. H .  Codr ington is a deta i led comp i l ation of fo l klore and custom,  
d rawn from h i s  re lat ive ly  long term of  research as  an  evangel ist and 
based on i ntens ive co l l aboration with ind igenous trans l ators and infor
mants . The book is not organ ized around a fie ldwork "experience," nor 
does it advance a u n if ied i nterpretive hypothes is, funct iona l ,  h i stor ica l ,  
or  otherwise.  I t  i s  content with low- level genera l izations a n d  the amass
ing  of an ec lectic range of i nformation . Codr ington is acute ly  aware of 
the i ncompleteness of h i s  knowledge, bel ievi ng that rea l understand i ng 
of native l ife beg ins  on ly  after a decade or so of exper ience and study 
(pp. vi-v i i ) .  Th i s  u nderstand ing  of the d ifficu l ty of grasp ing the world of 
a l ien peoples-the many years of learn i ng and u n learn i ng needed, the 
problems of acq u i r ing thorough l i ngu i st ic competence-tended to dom
i nate the work of Codr ington's generation . Such assumptions wou ld soon 
be chal lenged by the more confident cu l tura l  relat ivism of the Ma l i now
ski an mode l .  The new fieldworkers sharply d i st ingu ished themselves 
from the ear l ier  "men on the spot" -the missionary, the adm i n i strator, 
the trader, and the traveler-whose knowledge of ind igenous peoples, 
they argued, was not in formed by the best sc ient ific hypotheses or a suf
fic ient neutral ity. 

Before the emergence of profess iona l  ethnography, writers such as 
j. F. Mclennan ,  John Lubbock, and E .  B .  Ty lor had attempted to control 
the qua l ity of the reports on wh ich the i r  anthropologica l  syntheses were 
pased . They d id  th is  by means of the gu ide l i nes of Notes and Queries 
and, i n  Ty lor's case, by cu lt ivati ng long-term work ing re lat ions with so
ph isticated researchers in the fie ld  such as the m iss ionary Lorimer F i son . 
After 1 883 ,  as newly appoi nted reader i n  anth ropology at Oxford ,  Ty lor 
worked to encourage the systematic gather ing of ethnograph i c  data by 
qua l i fied profess iona l s .  The U n ited States Bureau of Ethnology, a l ready 
commi tted to the u ndertaki ng, provided a mode l .  Ty lor was active i n  
fou nd i ng a committee on the Northwestern Tribes of Canada . The com
mittee's fi rst agent in the fie ld was the n i neteen-year-veteran m i ss ionary 
among the Oj i bwa, E .  F. Wi l son . He was replaced before long by Boas, 
a phys ic i st in the process of turn i ng to profess ional  ethnography. George 
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Stock ing has persuas ive ly  argued that the replacement of Wi l son by Boas 
"marks the beg i n n i ng of an important phase in the deve lopment of B r it ish 
ethnographic method : the col l ection of data by academ ica l l y  tra i ned nat
ural  sc ient ists defi n i ng themse lves as anth ropo logi sts, and i nvo lved a l so 
i n  the formu lation and eva l uation of anthropological theory" ( 1 983 : 74) . 
With Boas' ear ly su rvey work and the emergence in  the 1 890s of other 
natu ra l -sc ient ist fie ldworkers such as A. C.  Haddon and Ba ldwi n Spen
cer, the move toward profess ional  ethnography was under way. The 
Torres Stra its exped it ion of 1 899 may be seen as a c u l m ination of the 
work of th i s  " i ntermed iate generation," as Stock ing ca l l s them . The new 
style of research was c lear ly d ifferent from that of m iss ionar ies and other 
amateu rs in the f ie ld, and part of a genera l trend si nce Tylor "to draw 
more c lose l y  together the empi r ical  and theoretica l  components of an
th ropological i nqu i ry"  ( 1 983 : 72 ) .  

The establ i shment of  i ntens ive part ic ipant observation as a profes
s ional  norm, however, wou ld  have to await the Ma l i nowskian cohort. 
The " i ntermed iate generat ion" of ethnographers did not typica l l y  l ive i n  
a s i ng le loca le for a year o r  more, master ing the vernacu lar  and under
goi ng a personal  learn ing exper ience comparable to an i n it iat ion . They 
d id not speak as cu ltura l  i ns iders but reta i ned the natural scienti st's doc
umentary, observationa l stance. The pr incipal  exception before the th i rd 
decade of the centu ry, Frank Hami l ton Cush i ng, remai ned an isolated 
i n stance . As Curt i s  H in s ley has suggested, Cush i ng's long fi rsthand study 
of the Zun i s ,  h i s quasi-absorption i nto their way of l i fe, "raised problems 
of veri fication and accountab i l i ty . . .  A commun ity of scientific anthro
pology on the model of other sciences req u i red a common language of 
d i scourse, channe ls  of regu lar  commun ication,  and at least m i n i ma l  con
sensus on j udging method" ( 1 983 :66) . Cush i ng's i ntuitive, excessively 
persona l  u nderstand i ng of the Zun i  cou ld not confer scientific authority. 

Schematica l ly put, before the late n i neteenth centu ry the ethnogra
pher and the anthropologist, the descr iber-trans l ator of custom and the 
bu i lder of genera l theories about humanity, were d i sti nct. (A c lear sense 
of the tens ion between ethnography and anthropology is important i n  
correctly perce iv ing the recent, and perhaps temporary, conflation of the 
two projects . )  Ma l i nowsk i  gives us the image of the new "anth ropolo
gi st" -squatt i ng by the campfi re; look ing, l i sten i ng, and question i ng; re
cord i ng and i nterpret ing Trobriand l i fe . The l i terary charter of th i s  new 
authority i s  the fi rst chapter of Argonauts, with its prom i nently d isplayed 
photographs of the ethnographer's tent pitched among Ki riwi n ian  dwe l l 
i ngs . The  sharpest methodological justification for the new mode is  to be 
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fou nd i n  Radel  iffe-Brown's Andaman Islanders ( 1 922) . The two books 
were pub l i shed with i n  a year of each other. And a lthough the i r  authors 
developed q u i te d ifferent fie ldwork sty les and v is ions of cu ltural science, 
both ear ly texts provide expl ic i t  arguments for the spec ia l  authority of the 
eth nographer-anthropologist .  

Ma l i nowsk i ,  as h is  notes for the cruc i a l  i n troduction to Argonauts 
show, was great ly concerned with the rhetor ical  problem of convi nc ing 
h i s  readers that the facts he was putt i ng before them were object ive ly  
acq u i red, not  subjective creat ions (Stock ing 1 983 : 1 05 ) .  Moreover, he 
was fu l ly aware that " in  Ethnography, the d i stance i s  often enormous be
tween the brute materi a l  of i nformation-as it is presented to the student 
in h i s  own observations,  in nat ive statement, in the kale idoscope of tr ibal 
l i fe-and the fina l  authoritative presentat ion of the resu l ts" (Ma l inowski 
1 92 2 : 3 -4) .  Stock i ng has n ice ly  ana lyzed the various l i terary art if ices of 
Argonauts ( i ts engag ing narrative constructs, use of the active vo ice i n  
the "ethnograph ic  present," i l l us ive d ramatizations of the author's part ic
i pation i n  scenes of Trobr iand l i fe) , techn iques Ma l i nowsk i  used so that 
"h i s  own exper ience of the natives' experience [m ight] become the read
er's exper ience as wel l "  (Stock ing 1 983 : 1  06;  see a l so Payne 1 98 1 , and 
Chapter 3) .  The problems of ver i fication and accountabi l i ty that had rel 
egated Cush ing  to  the  profess ional  marg in  were very much  on Ma l i 
nowsk i 's m ind . Th i s  anx iety i s  reflected i n  the mass of  data conta i ned i n  
Argonauts, i ts s ixty-s i x  photograph ic  p l ates, the now rather cu r ious 
"Chronological  L i st of Kula Events Witnessed by the Writer," the constant 
a l ternation between i m persona l  descr ipt ion of typical  behavior and state
ments on the order of " I  wi tnessed . . .  " and "Our party, sai l i ng from the 
North . . .  " 

Argonauts i s  a complex narrative s imu ltaneous ly  of Trobriand l ife 
and ethnograph ic  f ieldwork. It is archetypica l  of the generat ion of eth
nograph ies that successfu l ly estab l i shed the sc ient ific  va l id i ty of part ic i 
pant observation .  The story of research bu i l t  i nto Argonauts, i nto Mead's 
popu la r  work on Samoa, and i nto We the Tikopia became an imp l ic i t  
narrative u nderly i ng a l l  profess ional  reports on exotic worlds .  I f  subse
q uent ethnograph ies d id  not need to inc l ude developed fie ldwork ac
counts, it was because such accou nts were assumed,  once a statement 
was made on the order of, for example,  Godfrey L ienhardt's s i ngle sen
tence at the beg i n n i ng of Divinity and Experience ( 1 961  :v i i ) :  "Th i s  book 
is based upon two years' work among the D i n ka, spread over the period 
of 1 947-1 950 ." 

I n  the 1 920s the new fieldworker-theor ist brought to completion a 
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powerfu l new sc ientif ic and l i terary genre, the ethnography, a synthet ic 
cu ltura l  descr ipt ion based on part ic ipant observation (Thornton 1 983) .  
The new sty le of representation depended on i nst itut ional and method
ologica l i nnovations c i rcumventi ng the obstacles to rapid knowiedge of 
other cu ltures that had preoccupied the best representatives of Codri ng
ton's generat ion . These may be briefly summarized . 

F i rst, the persona of the fie ldworker was va l idated , both publ ic ly  
and professiona l ly. I n  the popu lar  domain ,  v is i ble figu res such as Ma l i 
nowski ,  Mead, and Marcel G riau le  commun icated a v i s ion of ethnogra
phy as both sc ientif ica l ly demand ing and heroic .  The profess ional  eth
nographer was tra i ned i n  the latest ana lyt ic techn iques and modes of 
scientific explanation . Th i s  conferred an advantage over ·amateurs i n  the 
f ie ld :  the profess ional  cou ld c la im to get to the heart of a cu l tu re more 
q u ick ly, grasp ing its essenti a l  i nstitutions and structu res. A prescr ibed at
titude of cu ltural re lat iv ism d i st i ngu ished the fieldworker from m ission
ar ies, adm i n istrators, and others whose view of natives was, presumably, 
less d i spassionate, who were preoccupied with the problems of govern
ment or convers ion . In add it ion to scientif ic soph istication and re lat ivist 
sympathy, a variety of normative standards for the new form of research 
emerged : the f ie ldworker was to l ive in the native vi l l age, use the ver
nacu la r, stay a suffic ient (but seldom speci fied) length of ti me, investigate 
certa i n  c lass ic subjects, and so on .  

Second, it  was tac i t ly  agreed that the new-sty le ethnographer, whose 
sojourn in the f ie ld seldom exceeded two years, and more frequently was 
much shorter, cou ld effic ient ly "use" native languages without "master
i ng" them . In a s ign if icant a rtic le  of 1 939 Margaret Mead argued that the 
ethnographer fol lowing the Ma l i nowskian prescr iption to avo id i nter
preters and to conduct research in the vernacu lar  d id  not, i n  fact, need 
to atta i n  "vi rtuosity" i n  native tongues, but cou ld  "use" the vernacu lar  to 
ask questions, ma inta i n  rapport, and genera l ly get a long in the cu l ture 
wh i le  obta i n i ng good research  resu lts i n  part icu lar  areas of concentra
tion . Th i s  in effect just i fied her own pract ice, wh ich featu red re lat ive ly  
short stays and a focus on specif ic doma i ns such as ch i ldhood or "per
sona l i ty," foc i  that wou ld function as "types" for a cu ltural synthes is .  Her 
attitude toward language "use" was broad ly  character ist ic of an ethno
graph ic generat ion that cou ld,  for example, cred it  as authoritative a 
study ca l l ed The Nuer that was based on on l y  e leven months of very 
d ifficu l t  research .  Mead's artic le  provoked a sharp response from Robert 
Lowie ( 1 940) , writ i ng from the older Boas ian trad it ion, more ph i lologica l 
i n  i ts orientation . But h i s  was a rear-guard action ; the poi nt had been 
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genera l l y  estab l i shed that va l id  research cou ld,  i n  practice, be accom
p l ished on the bas is  of one or two years' fam i l iarity with a foreign ver
nacu lar  (even though, as Lowie suggested, no one wou ld cred it a trans
lat ion of Proust that was based on an equ iva lent knowledge of French) .  

Th i rd ,  the new ethnography was marked by an i ncreased emphasis 
on the power of observation . Cu lture was construed as an ensemble of 
characterist ic behaviors, ceremon ies, and gestures susceptib le to record
i ng and expl anation by a tra i ned on looker. Mead pressed this poi nt fu r
thest ( i ndeed , her own powers of v isual  ana lys i s  were extraord i nary) . As 
a genera l  trend the partic ipant-observer emerged as a research norm . Of 
course successfu l f ie ldwork mobi l ized the fu l lest poss ib le  range of i nter
actions, but a d i st inct primacy was accorded to the v isua l : interpretat ion 
was t ied to descri ption .  After Ma l i nowski a genera l  suspicion of "privi
leged i nformants" reflected th is  systematic preference for the (method i
ca l )  observations of  the eth nographer over the ( i nterested) i nterpretations 
of ind igenous authorit ies. 

Fourth ,  certa i n  powerfu l  theoret ical  abstractions promised to he lp  
academ i c  ethnographers "get to the heart" of  a cu lture more rapid ly  than 
someone u ndertaki ng, for example, a thorough i nventory of customs and 
bel iefs . Without spend ing years gett ing to know natives, their  complex 
languages and habits, i n  i ntimate deta i l ,  the researcher cou ld go after 
se lected data that wou ld y ie ld a centra l a rmatu re or structure of the cu l 
tura l  who le .  R ivers' "genea logica l method," fol lowed by Radc l iffe
B rown's model of "soc ia l  structu re," provided th i s  sort of shortcut.  One 
cou ld ,  i t  seemed, e l ic i t  kin terms without a deep u nderstanding of local 
vernacu la r, and the range of necessary contextual  knowledge was con
ven ient ly l i m ited . 

F i fth, s i nce cu l tu re, seen as a complex whole, was a lways too much 
to master i n  a short research span,  the new ethnographer i ntended to 
focus thematica l l y  on particu lar  institutions .  The a im was not to contrib
ute to a complete inventory or description of custom but rather to get at 
the whole th rough one or more of its parts . I have noted the priv i l ege 
given for a t ime to soc ia l  structu re .  An i nd iv idua l  l i fe cyc le ,  a r itual  com
plex l i ke the Ku la  ring or the Naven ceremony, cou ld  a l so serve, as cou ld 
categor ies of behavior l i ke econom ics, po l it ics, and so on .  I n  the pre
domi nant ly synecdoch ic  rhetorical  stance of the new ethnography, parts 
were assumed to be m icrocosms or ana logies of wholes.  Th i s  sett ing of 
i n stitutiona l  foregrounds aga i nst cu ltural backgrounds i n  the portraya l of 
a coherent world lent itse l f  to rea l i st l i te rary conventions .  

S ixth , the wholes thus  represented tended to be synchron ic,  prod-
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ucts of short-term research activity. The intens ive fieldworker cou ld  p lau
s ib ly  sketch the contours of an  "ethnographic present" -the cyc le of a 
year, a ritua l  series, patterns of typical  behavior. To introduce long-term 
h i stor ica l  i nqu iry wou ld have imposs ib ly  compl icated the task of the 
new-style fie ldwork. Thus,  when Ma l i nowski  and Radc l iffe-Brown estab
l i shed thei r  cr it ique of the "conjectural  h istory" of the d iffus ionists, it was 
a l l  too easy to exc lude d iach ronic processes as objects of fieldwork, with 
consequences that have by now been sufficiently denounced . 

These i nnovations served to va l idate an efficient ethnography based on 
sc ientific part ic ipant observation .  Their  combined effect can be seen i n  
what may  we l l  be the  tou r  de  force of  the new ethnography, Evans
Pritchard's study The Nuer, publ i shed in 1 940. Based on e leven months 
of research conducted-as the book's remarkable i ntroduction te l l s  us
i n  a l most imposs ib le cond it ions, Evans-Pritchard nonetheless was able 
to compose a c l ass ic .  He arr ived in  N uerland on the hee l s  of a puni tive 
m i l itary exped it ion and at the u rgent request of the government of the 
Anglo-Egypt ian Sudan .  He was the object of constant and intense suspi
c ion . Only i n  the fina l  few months cou ld he converse at a l l  effectively 
with i nformants, who, he te l l s  us, were ski l led at evad ing h is questions .  
I n  the  c i rcumstances h i s  monograph is  a k ind of  m i racle .  

Wh i l e  advanc ing l i m ited c la ims and making no secret of the con
stra i nts on h i s  research,  Evans-Pritchard manages to present h i s  study as 
a demonstrat ion of the effect iveness of theory. He focuses on N uer po l it
ica l  and soc ia l  "structu re," ana lyzed as an abstract set of re lations 
between territor ia l  segments, l i neages, age sets, and other more fl u id 
groups.  Th is  ana l yt ica l l y derived ensemble is portrayed aga i nst an "eco
logica l "  backdrop composed of m igratory patterns, re lationsh ips with 
catt le, notions of t ime and space. Evans-Pritchard sharply d i st ingui shes 
his method from what he ca l l s "haphazard" (Ma l inowskian) documen
tation .  The Nuer i s  not an extensive compend ium of observations and 
vernacu la r  texts in the sty le  of Ma l i nowski 's Argonauts and Cora/ Gar
dens. Evans-Pritchard argues r igorous ly  that "facts can on ly  be selected 
and arranged in the l ight of theory." The frank abstraction of a pol it ica l 
soc ia l  structu re offers the  necessary framework. If  I am accused of  de
scrib ing facts as exempl i fications of my theory, he then goes on to note, 
I have been u nderstood ( 1 969 : 26 1 ) .  

I n  The Nuer Evans-Pritchard makes strong c l a i m s  for the power of 
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sc ientific abstraction to  focus research and arrange complex data. The 
book often presents i tsel f  as an argument rather than a description, but 
not cons i stent ly :  its theoretica l a rgument i s  su rrounded by ski l l fu l ly ob
served and narrated evocations and i nterpretations of N uer l ife . These 
passages function rhetorica l l y  as more than s imp le  "exempl ification," for 
they effective l y  imp l icate readers i n  the complex subjectiv ity of partic i 
pant observation . Th is  may be seen in a character ist ic paragraph,  which 
progresses through a series of  d i sconti n uous d iscurs ive posit ions : 

It is d ifficu l t  to find an Engl i sh word that adequately describes the so

c ia l  pos it ion of die/ in a tri be. We have ca l led them aristocrats, but do 

not wish to imply that N uer regard them as of superior rank,  for, as we 

have emphatica l ly dec lared, the idea of a man lord ing it over others is 

repugnant to them.  On the whole-we wi l l  qua l i fy the statement 

later-the die/ have prest ige rather than ran k  and in fluence rather than 

power. I f  you are a dil of the tr ibe in  which you l ive you are more than 

a s imple tri besman .  You are one of the owners of the coun try, its v i l 

lage s i tes, i t s  pastu res, i t s  fish ing  pools  and wel ls .  Other people l ive 

there by v i rtue of marriage in to your  c lan ,  adoption i nto your  l ineage, 

or of some other soc ia l  t ie .  You are a leader of the tr ibe and the spear

name of your c lan is  invoked when the tribe goes to war. Whenever 

there is  a dil in the v i l lage, the vi l l age c lusters around h im as a herd of 

catt le c l usters around i ts bu l l .  ( 1 969: 2 1 5 )  

The fi rst three sentences are presented as an argument about trans lat ion, 
but in pass i ng they attr ibute to "N uer" a stable set of att i tudes . ( I  wi l l  
have more to say l ater about th i s  styl e  of attr i bution . )  Next, i n  the fou r  
sentences begi n n i ng " I f  you are a dil . . . , "  the second-person construc
tion br ings together reader and native in a textual  parti c ipation .  The fi na l  
sentence, offered as a d i rect descr ipt ion of  a typ ica l  event (wh ich the 
reader now ass i m i l ates from the standpoint  of a part ic ipant-observer) , 
evokes the scene by means of N uer catt le  metaphors . I n  the paragraph's 
eight sentences an argument about trans lat ion passes th rough a fict ion of 
part ic i pation to a metaphorical  fus ion of external  and i nd igenous cu ltura l  
descr i pt ions .  T h e  subjective j o i n i ng o f  abstract ana lys i s  a n d  concrete ex
perience is accomp l i shed . 

Evans-Pr itchard wou ld l ater move away from the theoret ical  pos it ion 
of The Nuer, reject ing  i ts advocacy of "soc ia l  structu re" as a priv i l eged 
framework. I ndeed each of the fie ldwork "shortcuts" I enumerated ear l ier 
was and remai ns contested . Yet by the i r  deployment in d ifferent combi-
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nations, the authority of the academic fie ldworker-theori st was estab
l i shed in the years between 1 920 and 1 950.  This pecu l iar amalgam of 
i ntense personal  experience and scientific analys is (understood in this 
period as both " r ite of passage" and " laboratory") emerged as a method : 
part ic ipant observation .  Though various ly understood, and now d isputed 
in many quarters, th i s  method remains the ch ief d i sti ngu ish ing featu re of 
profess ional anthropology. I ts complex subjectivity is routi ne ly repro
duced in the writi ng and read i ng of ethnographies.  

"Partic ipant observat ion" serves as shorthand for a conti nuous tacking 
between the " inside" and "outside" of events : on the one hand graspi ng 
the sense of spec ific occu rrences and gestu res empathetica l l y, on the 
other steppi ng back to s i tuate these meani ngs in wider contexts . Partic
u l ar events thus acq u i re deeper or more genera l sign ificance, structu ra l 
ru les, and so forth . U nderstood l itera l ly, partic ipant observation is a par
adoxica l ,  m i s lead ing formu la,  but it may be taken serious ly  if reformu
l ated i n  hermeneutic terms as a d ia lectic of experience and interpreta
tion . Th is  is how the method's most persuasive recent defenders have 
restated it, i n  the trad it ion that leads from Wi l he lm D i l they, via Max We
ber, to "symbols  and meani ngs" anthropologists l i ke C l ifford Geertz . Ex
per ience and i nterpretation have, however, been accorded d ifferent em
phases when presented as c la ims to authority. In recent years there has 
been a marked sh i ft of emphasis from the former to the l atter. Th is  section 
and the one that fo l l ows wi l l  exp lore the rather d ifferent c la ims of expe
rience and interpretation as we l l  as the i r  evolv ing i nterre lation . 

The growing presti ge of the fieldworker-theorist downplayed (with
out e l im inat ing) a n umber of processes and med iators that had figu red 
more prom inently in previous methods. We have seen how language 
mastery was defi ned as a level of use adequate for amass ing a d iscrete 
body of data in a l i m ited period of t ime.  The tasks of textual transcri ption 
and trans lat ion, a long with the cruc ia l  d ia logical ro le of i nterpreters and 
"privi leged i nformants," were relegated to a secondary, sometimes even 
despised status.  F ie ldwork was centered in the experience of the partic i 
pant-observ ing scholar. A sharp i mage, or narrative, made its appear
ance-that of an outsider enter ing a cu l ture, undergoing a k ind of i n i
tiation lead ing to "rapport" (m in ima l l y  acceptance and empathy, but 
usua l l y  i mply ing someth ing ak in  to fr iendsh i p) .  Out of th is  experience 
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emerged , i n  unspecif ied ways, a representational  text written by  the 
part ic i pant-observer. As we sha l l see, th i s  vers ion of textual production 
obscu res as much as i t  revea l s .  But i t  i s  worth tak ing  serious ly  its pri nci
pal assumpt ion : that the experience of the researcher can serve as a un i 
fy ing source of  authori ty i n  the  f ie ld .  

Experient ia l  authority i s  based on a "feel "  for the  foreign context, a 
k ind of accum u l ated savvy and a sense of the sty le of a people or p lace. 
Such an  appea l i s  frequent ly exp l ic i t  in the texts of the early professional  
part ic i pant-observers . Margaret Mead's c la im to grasp the underly i ng 
pr inc ip le  or ethos of a cu l tu re through a heightened sensit iv ity to form, 
tone, gesture, and behaviora l  styles, and Ma l i nowski 's stress on h i s  l i fe 
in the v i l l age and the comprehension derived from the " i mponderabi l ia" 
of da i l y  ex istence, are prom i nent cases i n  po i nt. Many ethnographies
Col i n  Turnbu l l 's Forest People ( 1 962) ,  for example-are sti l l  cast in the 
experientia l  mode, assert ing prior to any specific research hypothes i s  or 
method the "I was there" of the ethnographer as i ns ider and part ic ipant. 

Of course it i s  d ifficu lt to say very m uch about experience. L i ke 
" i ntu it ion," it is someth i ng that one does or does not have, and its invo
cation often smacks of mystificat ion . Neverthe less, one shou ld res ist the 
temptation to trans l ate a l l  mean i ngfu l experience i nto interpretation .  If 
the two are rec i proca l ly re lated , they a re not identica l .  I t  makes sense to 
hold them apart,  if on ly  because appea l s  to experience often act as val i 
dations for ethnograph ic  authority. 

The most serious argument for the ro le of experience i n  the h i storical 
and c u ltu ra l  sc iences i s  conta i ned in  the genera l notion of Verstehen .6 In 
the i nfl uentia l  v iew of D i lthey ( 1 9 1 4) u nderstand i ng others ar ises i n it ia l l y  
from the sheer fact of coex istence i n  a shared wor ld ;  but th i s  exper ientia l  
wor ld,  an  i ntersubjective ground for objective forms of knowledge, i s  
prec ise ly  what i s  m issi ng or problemat ic for an  ethnographer enteri ng an 
a l ien cu l tu re .  Thus, du r i ng  the ear ly months in the f ie ld (and i ndeed 
throughout the research) ,  what i s  go i ng on is language learn i ng in the 
broadest sense . D i l they's "common sphere" m ust be estab l i shed and re
estab l i shed, bu i l d i ng up a shared exper ient ia l  world in re l ation to wh ich 
a l l "facts," "texts," "events," and the i r  i nterpretations wi l l  be constructed . 

6. The concept i s  someti mes too read i ly  associated with i ntuit ion or empa
thy, but as a descr ipt ion of ethnograph ic  knowledge Verstehen properly involves 
a cr i t ique of empathet ic experience. The exact mean ing of the term is a matter of 
debate among D i l they scho lars (Makreel 1 975 :  6-7) . 



36 D I S C O U R S E S  

Th i s  process of l iv ing one's way i nto a n  a l ien expressive un iverse i s  a l 
ways subjective i n  natu re, but  it qu ick ly  becomes dependent on what 
D i l they cal ls  "permanent ly fixed express ions," stable forms to which 
understand i ng can retu rn . The exegesis of these fixed forms provides the 
content of a l l  systematic h i stor ica l-cu ltural knowledge. Thus experience 
is c lose ly  l i n ked to i nterpretation . (D i lthey is among the fi rst modern 
theorists to compare the u nderstand i ng of cu l tural  forms to the read i ng 
of "texts .") But th is  sort of read i ng or exegesis cannot occur without an 
i ntense persona l  part ic ipation, an active at-homeness in  a common un i 
verse . 

Fo l lowi ng D i l they, ethnograph ic  "experience" can be seen as the 
bu i ld i ng up of a common, mean i ngfu l wor ld,  drawing on i ntu it ive sty les 
of fee l i ng, perception, and guesswork. Th is  activity makes use of c l ues, 
traces, gestu res, and scraps of sense prior to the development of stable 
interpretations .  Such p iecemea l forms of experience may be c lass ified as 
aesthet ic and/or d iv inatory. There is  space here for only a few words 
about such sty les of comprehens ion as they relate to ethnography. An 
evocation of an aesthetic mode is conven ient ly provided by A. L. Kroe
ber's 1 93 1  review of Mead's Crowing Up in New Guinea .  

F i rst o f  a l l ,  i t  i s  c lear that she  possesses to  an outstand i ng degree the 

facu lt ies of swift ly apperceivi ng the pri nc ipal  cu rrents of a culture as 

they imp i nge on i ndiv iduals ,  and of del i neat ing these with compact 

pen-pictures of aston ish ing sharpness. The resul t  is a representation of 

qu ite extraord i nary vividness and semblance to l i fe .  Obviously, a gift 

of i ntel lectua l ized but strong sensational ism underl ies th is  capacity; 

a l so, obviously, a h igh order of i ntuit iveness, i n  the sense of the ab i l ity 

to complete a convinc ing picture from c lues, for c l ues i s  a l l  that some 

of her data can be, with on ly six months to learn a language and enter 

the i nwards of a whole cu l ture, bes ides spec ia l iz ing on ch i ld behavior. 

At any rate, the picture, so far as it goes, is whol ly convinc ing to the 

reviewer, who unreserved ly adm i res the sureness of ins ight and effi

ciency of stroke of the depict ion . (p. 248) 

A d ifferent formu l ation is  prov ided by Maur ice Leenhardt in Do Kama: 
Person and Myth in the Melanesian World ( 1 937), a book that in i ts some
t imes cryptic mode of expos it ion requ i res of its readers j ust the sort of 
aesthet ic ,  gesta l t i st perception at which both Mead and Leenhardt ex
ce l led .  Leenhardt's endorsement of th i s  approach is s ign i ficant s i nce, 
given h i s  extreme ly long fie ld  experience and profound cu l t ivation of a 



O N  E T H N O G R A P H I C A UT H O R I T Y  37 

Melanesian language, h i s  "method" cannot be seen as a rationa l i zation 
for short-term ethnography :  " I n  rea l i ty, our contact with another is  not 
accomp l ished through ana lys is .  Rather, we apprehend h i m  in his en
t i rety. From the outset, we can sketch our view of h i m  us ing an out l i ne 
or symbo l ic deta i l  wh ich conta ins  a whole  i n  itse l f  and evokes the true 
form of h i s  be i ng.  Th is  l atter i s  what escapes us  i f  we approach our fe l l ow 
creature us ing on l y  the categor ies of our  i nte l l ect" (p .  2 ) .  

Another way of  tak ing  experience serious ly as a source of  ethno
graphic knowledge i s  provided by Carlo G i nzburg's i nvest igations ( 1 980) 
i nto the complex trad it ion of d iv i nat ion .  H is research ranges from ear ly  
h unters ' i nterpretat ions of an imal  tracks, to Mesopotamian forms of pre
d ict ion, to the dec i pheri ng of symptoms i n  H ippocratic med ic i ne, to the 
focus  on deta i l s  i n  detect ing  art forgeries, to Freud, Sherlock Hol mes, 
and Proust. These sty les of nonecstatic d iv i nation apprehend spec ific c i r
cumstant ia l  re lat ions of mea n i ng and are based on guesses, on the read
i ng of apparent ly d i sparate c l ues and "chance" occurrences. G i nzburg 
proposes h i s  model of "conjectural knowledge" as a d isc ip l i ned , non
genera l iz i ng, abduct ive mode of comprehension that i s  of centra l ,  
though unrecogn ized, i mportance for the  cu l tu ra l  sc iences.  I t  may be 
added to a rather meager stock of resources for understand i ng r igorous ly 
how one feel s  one's way i nto an unfam i l iar ethnographic s ituation .  

Prec ise ly  because i t  is  hard to p i n  down, "experience" has served as 
an effect ive guarantee of ethnographic authority. There is, of course, a 
te l l i ng  ambigu ity i n  the term . Exper ience evokes a part ic ipatory pres
ence, a sens it ive contact with the world to be understood, a rapport with 
its people, a concreteness of percept ion . I t  a l so suggests a cumu lative, 
deepen ing  knowledge ("her ten years' experience of New G u i nea" ) .  The 
senses work together to authorize an ethnographer's rea l but i neffable 
fee l  or  fla i r  for "h is" or "her" people.  I t  i s  worth noti ng, however, that th i s  
"world," when conceived as an experient ia l  creat ion, i s  subjective, not 
d i a logical  or  i ntersubjective. The eth nographer accumu lates persona l  
knowledge of  the fie ld  (the possessive form my people has  u nt i l recent ly 
been fam i l iar ly  used i n  anth ropological c i rc les, but the phrase i n  effect 
s ign i fies "my experience" ) .  

I t  i s  understandable, g iven the i r  vagueness, that experient ia l  criteria of 
authority-u nexam i ned bel iefs i n  the "method" of part ic ipant observa
t ion, in the power of rapport, empathy, and so on-have come u nder 
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cr it ic ism by hermeneutica l l y soph i st icated anthropologists. The second 
moment in the d ia lectic of experience and i nterpretation has received 
increas ing  attention and el aboration (see, for example, Geertz 1 973,  
1 976; Rabi now and Su l l ivan 1 979;  Winner 1 976; Sperber 1 98 1  ) .  Inter
pretat ion, based on a ph i lo logical  model  of textual  "read i ng,'' has 
emerged as a soph i st icated a l ternative to the now apparent ly na ive 
c la ims for experient ia l  authority. I nterpretive anth ropology demystifies 
much of what had prev ious ly  passed unexamined in the construction of 
ethnograph ic narratives, types, observations, and descr ipt ions.  It contrib
utes to an i ncreas ing v i s ib i l i ty of the creative (and in a broad sense po
et ic) processes by which "cu ltura l "  objects are i nvented and treated as 
mean i ngfu l .  

What i s  i nvolved i n  looki ng at cu l tu re a s  a n  assemblage of texts to 
be i nterpreted ? A c l ass ic  account has been provided by Pau l  R icoeur, i n  
h i s  essay "The Model of  Text: Mean ingfu l Action Considered as  a Text" 
( 1 9 7 1  ) .  C l ifford Geertz in a number of stimu lat ing and subt le d i scussions 
has adapted Ricoeur's theory to anthropological fie ldwork ( 1 973 : chap. 
1 ) .  "Textua l izat ion" i s  understood as a prerequ i s i te to i nterpretation, the 
constitut ion of D i lthey's "fixed express ions ." I t  is  the process th rough 
which unwritten behavior, speech ,  be l iefs, ora l trad it ion, and r itual 
come to be marked as a corpus, a potentia l l y  mean i ngfu l ensemble sepa
rated out from an i mmed i ate d iscurs ive or performative s i tuation .  In the 
moment of textua l ization th is  mean i ngfu l corpus assumes a more or less 
stable re lat ion to a context; and we are fam i l i ar  with the end resu l t  of th i s  
process i n  much of  what counts as ethnograph ic  th ick  descr iption . For 
example,  we say that a certa i n  i nstitution or segment of behavior is  typ
ical of, or  a commun icative e lement with i n ,  a surrou ndi ng cu lture, as 
when Geertz's famous cockfight ( 1 973 : chap. 1 5 ) becomes an i ntense ly  
s ign i ficant locus of  Ba l i nese cu ltu re .  F ie lds  of  synecdoches are created 
in which parts are related to wholes, and by which the whole-what we 
often cal l cu lture-is  constituted . 

R icoeur  does not actua l l y  pr iv i lege part-whole re lat ions and the spe
c i fic sorts of ana logies that constitute funct ional i st or rea l ist representa
t ions.  He mere ly  pos its a necessary re lation between text and "wor ld ." A 
world cannot be apprehended d i rectl y ;  it i s  a lways i nferred on the bas i s  
of  i t s  parts, and the parts must be conceptua l l y  and perceptua l l y  cut  out 
of the flux of experience. Thus, textua l ization generates sense th rough a 
c i rcu la r  movement that i so lates and then contextua l i zes a fact or event 
in i ts englob ing  rea l ity. A fam i l iar  mode of authority is  generated that 
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cla ims to represent d i screte, mean i ngfu l worlds.  Ethnography is  the inter-
pretat ion of cu l tu res. l 

A second key step i n  R icoeur's analys is  is h i s account of the process 
by which "d iscourse" becomes text. D i scourse, in Emi le  Benveniste's 
c lassic d i scussion ( 1 9 7 1  : 2 1 7-230),  is a mode of comm un ication i n  
which the presence o f  the speaking subject and o f  the i mmed iate s itua
tion of com m u n icat ion are i ntri ns ic .  D i scou rse i s  marked by pronouns 
(pronou nced or imp l ied) I and you, and by deictic i nd icators-this, that, 
now, and so on-that s igna l  the present i n stance of d i scourse rather than 
someth i ng beyond it .  D i scourse does not transcend the specific occas ion 
i n  which a subject appropriates the resou rces of language in order to 
commun icate d ia logica l l y. Ricoeur  argues that d i scourse can not be i nter
preted in the open-ended , potenti a l l y  pub l ic way in which a text i s  
" read ." To u nderstand d i scou rse "you had to have been there," i n  the 
presence of the d i scours ing su bject. For d i scou rse to become text i t  must 
become "autonomous," in Ricoeu r's terms, separated from a spec ific ut
terance and author ia l  i n tention .  I nterpretation i s  not i nter locution .  I t  does 
not depend on being  in the presence of a speaker. 

The re levance of th is  d i st i nction for eth nography is perhaps too ob
v ious .  The eth nographer a lways u lt i mate ly  departs, tak ing  away texts for 
l ater in terpretat ion (and among those "texts" taken away we can i nc l ude 
memories-events patterned, s i m p l i fied, stri pped of immed iate context 
in order to be in terpreted in l ater reconstruction and portraya l ) .  The text, 
u n l i ke 9 i�ourse, can trave l . If much ethnographic writi ng is prod uced i n  
the field ,  actua l  composit ion o f  an ethnography i s  done el sewhere .  Data 
consti tuted i n  d i scurs ive,  d ia logica ! cond it ions are appropriated on ly  i n  
textua l ized forms.  Research events and  encounters become fie ld notes .  
Experiences become narratives, mean ingfu l occurrences, or  exam ples.  

Th i s  trans lation of the research experience i nto a textual  corpus 
separate from its d i scurs ive occas ions of production has i m portant con
seq uences for ethnographic authority. The data thus reform u lated need 
no longer be u nderstood as the commun ication of spec ific persons.  An 
i nformant's exp l anation  or descr ipt ion of custom need not be cast in a 
form that i nc l udes the message "so and so said th is ." A textual ized r itua l  
or  event i s  no longer c lose ly  l i n ked to the prod uction of  that  event by 
spec if ic actors. I nstead these texts become evidences of an englob ing 
context, a "cu l tu ra l "  rea l i ty. Moreover, as specific authors and actors are 
severed from thei r prod uctions, a genera l ized "author" must be invented 
to accou nt for the world or context with i n  which the texts are fictiona l l y  
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re located . Th is  genera l ized author goes under a variety of names :  the 
nat ive point  of v iew, "the Trobrianders," "the N uer," "the Dogan," as 
these and s i m i lar  ph rases appear in ethnographies.  "The Ba l i nese" fu nc
tion as author of Geertz's textual ized cockfight. 

The eth nographer thus enjoys a spec ia l  re lat ionsh i p  with a cu ltural 
or igi n or "abso l ute su bject" (Michel-Jones 1 978 : 1 4) .  I t  i s  tempt ing to 
compare the eth nographer with the l i terary interpreter (and th is  compar
i son is increas i ngly common p lace)-but more specifica l l y  with the tra
d i t ional cr i t ic,  who sees the task at hand as locat ing the unru ly  mean ings 
of a text in a s i ng le coherent i ntention .  By representing the N uer, the 
Trobrianders, or the Ba l i nese as whole subjects, sou rces of a mean i ngfu l 
i ntention, the eth nographer transforms the research situation's ambigu i
ties and d iversit ies of mea n i ng i nto an i ntegrated portra it .  It  i s  important, 
though, to notice what has dropped out of s ight. The research process i s  
separated from the texts i t  generates and from the fictive world they are 
made to ca l l  up .  The actua l i ty of d i scurs ive s i tuations and i nd iv idua l  
i nter locutors i s  fi l tered out .  But  i nformants-along with fie ld notes-are 
cruc ia l  intermed iaries, typ ica l ly exc l uded from authoritative ethnogra
phies.  The d ia logica l ,  s ituational aspects of ethnograph ic i nterpretat ion 
tend to be ban i shed from the final representative text. Not enti re ly  ban
i shed , of cou rse; there ex i st approved topoi for the portraya l of the re
search process . 

We are i ncreas i ng ly fam i l iar  with the separate fie ldwork account (a 
su bgen re that sti l l  tends to be c lassi fied as subjective, "soft," or unscien
tif ic), but even with i n  c lassic ethnograph ies, more-or-less stereotypic 
"fables of rapport" narrate the atta inment of fu l l  part ic ipant-observer sta
tus .  These fables may be to ld elaborate ly or in pass ing, naive ly or i ron i
ca l l y. They norma l ly portray the ethnographer's early ignorance, m is
understand i ng, lack of contact-freq uent ly  a sort of ch i ld l i ke status 
with in  the cu lture .  In the Bildungsgeschichte of the ethnography these 
states of i n nocence or confusion are rep laced by ad u l t, confident, d is
abused knowledge. We may c i te aga i n  Geertz's cockfight, where an early 
a l ienation from the Ba l i nese, a confused "nonperson" status, i s  trans
formed by the appea l ing fable of the pol ice ra id with its show of com
p l ic i ty ( 1 973 :4 1 2-4 1 7) .  The anecdote establ i shes a presumption of con
nected ness, which perm its the writer to fu nction in h i s  subseq uent 
analyses as an omni present, knowledgeable  exegete and spokesman .  
Th is  i nterpreter s i tuates the r itual  sport as a text i n  a contextua l  world and 
bri l l iant ly " reads" its cu ltura l  meani ngs. Geertz's abru pt d i sappearance 
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in to h i s  rapport-the quas i- i nvis i b i l i ty of partic i pant observation-is par
ad igmatic .  Here he makes use of an establ ished convention for staging 
the atta i n ment of ethnographic  authority. As a resu lt, we are seldom 
made aware of the fact that an essentia l  part of the cockfight's construc
tion as a text is d i a logica l -the author's ta l k i ng face to face with part ic
ular B a l i nese rather than read ing  cu l ture "over the [ i r] shou lders" 
( 1 973 :452 ) .  

I nterpretive anthropology, b y  viewing cu l tures a s  assembl ages of texts, 
loosely and someti mes contrad ictora l l y  u n ited, and by h igh l ight ing the 
i nventive poes is  at work in a l l  co l lective representat ions, has contri buted 
s ign if icant ly to the defa m i l iar ization of eth nographic authority. I n  i ts 
mainstream rea l i st strands, however, it does not escape the general stric
tu res of those cr i t ics of "colon ia l "  representat ion who, s i nce 1 950, have 
rejected d iscourses that portray the cu l tu ra l  rea l it ies of other peoples 
without p lac ing the i r  own rea l i ty i n  jeopardy. I n  Michel  Lei ris '  early cr i
t iq ues, by way of Jacques Maq uet, Ta la l  Asad, and many others, the un
rec i procal  qua l ity of eth nographic i nterpretation has been cal led to ac
count (le i r i s  1 950;  Maquet 1 964; Asad 1 973) .  Henceforth neither the 
experience nor the i nterpretive act iv i ty of the scientific researcher can be 
cons idered i n nocent. I t  becomes necessary to conceive of eth nography 
not as the experience and i nterpretat ion of a c i rcu mscri bed "other" rea l 
i ty, but rather as a constructive negotiat ion i nvo lv ing at  least two, and 
usu a l l y  more, consc ious,  pol i t ica l ly s ign i ficant subjects . Parad igms of ex
perience and interpretation are y ie ld ing to d iscurs ive parad igms of d i a
logue and po lyphony. The remai n i ng sections of th i s  chapter wi l l  su rvey 
these emergent modes of authority. 

A d i scurs ive model of eth nographic pract ice bri ngs i nto promi nence 
the in tersubjectivity of a l l  speech ,  along with its immed iate performative 
context. Benven iste's work on the constitut ive ro le  of personal pronouns 
and deixis h i gh l i ghts j u st these d i mensions.  Every use of I presu pposes a 
you, and every i n stance of d i scou rse is immed iate ly l i nked to a specific, 
shared s i tuat ion : no d i scurs ive mean i ng, then , without inter locution and 
context. The relevance of th i s  emphasis for eth nography i s  evident.  F ield
work i s  s ign i ficant ly composed of language events; but language, in 
Bakht in 's words, " l ies on the borderl ine between onesel f  and the other. 
The word i n  language is ha l f  someone e l se's ." The Russian cr it ic urges a 
reth i n k i n g  of language in  terms of spec ific d i scurs ive situations : "There 



42 D I S  C O UR S E S  

are," he writes, "no 'neutra l '  words and forms-words and forms that 
can belong to 'no one' ; l anguage has been complete ly taken over, shot 
through with i ntentions and accents ." The words of ethnographic writ ing, 
then, cannot be construed as monologica l ,  as the authoritative statement 
about, or i nterpretat ion of, an abstracted, textua l i zed rea l i ty. The lan
guage of eth nography i s  shot through with other subjectivit ies and spe
c ific contextual  overtones, for a l l  language, in Bakht in 's v iew, is "a con
crete heteroglot conception of the wor ld" ( 1 953 :293) .  

Forms of  eth nographic writ ing that present themselves i n  a "d i scur
sive" mode tend to be concerned with the representation of research 
contexts and s i tuat ions of i nter locut ion.  Thus a book l i ke Pau l  Rabinow's 
Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco ( 1 977) is concerned with the rep
resentation of a spec ific resea rch s ituation (a ser ies of constra in ing ti mes 
and pl aces) and ( in  somewhat fict ional ized form) a seq uence of i nd ivid
ual  i nter loc utors . I ndeed an ent i re new subgenre of "fie ldwork accounts" 
(of which Rabinow's is one of the most trenchant) may be s ituated with i n  
the d iscu rs ive parad igm o f  ethnograph ic writ ing.  Jeanne Favret-Saada's 
Les mots, Ia mort, les sorts ( 1 977) is an ins i stent, self-conscious experi
ment with eth nography i n  a d iscu rs ive mode.7  She argues that the event 
of i nterlocution a lways ass igns to the ethnographer a spec ific pos it ion i n  
a web o f  i ntersubject ive re lat ions.  There i s  n o  neutra l  standpo int i n  the 
power- laden fie ld  of d i scurs ive posit ion i ngs, in a sh ift ing matrix of re la
t ionsh i ps,  of / 's and you's .  

A number of  recent works have chosen to  present the d i scurs ive 
processes of eth nography i n  the form of a d i a logue between two i nd ivid
uals .  Cam i l le Lacoste- Dujard i n 's Dialogue des femmes en ethnologie 
( 1 977) ,  jean-Pau l  Dumont's The Headman and I ( 1 978), and Marjorie 
Shostak's Nisa : The Life and Words of a !Kung Woman ( 1 98 1 ) are note
worthy examples.  The d ia logical  mode is advocated with cons iderable 
soph i stication in two other texts . The fi rst, Kev in  Dwyer's theoretica l re
flections on the "d ia logic of eth nology" spri ngs from a series of interviews 
with a key informant and j ustifies Dwyer's dec is ion to structure h i s  eth
nography i ri the form of a rather I i tera l record of these exchanges ( 1 977,  
1 979, 1 982) .  The second work i s  Vi ncent Crapanzano's more complex 
Tuhami: Portrait of a Moroccan, another account of a series of i nterv iews 

7. Favret-Saada's book is trans lated as Deadly Words (198 1); see esp. chap. 
2 .  Her experience has been rewritten at another fict ional level i n  Favret-Saada 
and Contreras 198 1 . 
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that rejects any sharp separat ion of an i nterpret ing self from a textua l i zed 
other ( 1 980; see a l so 1 977) .  Both Dwyer and Crapanzano locate eth nog
raphy in a process of d ia logue where i nterlocutors active ly negotiate a 
shared v is ion of rea l i ty. Crapanzano argues that th i s  mutua l construction 
must be at work in any ethnograph ic encounter, but that part ic i pants tend 
to assume that they have s i m ply acq u iesced to the rea l i ty of their coun
terpart .  Thus, for example,  the ethnographer of the Trobriand I s landers 
does not openly concoct a vers ion of rea l ity in col l aborat ion with h i s  
informants but  rather i nterprets the  "Trobriand po int  of  v iew." Crapan
zano and Dwyer offer soph ist icated attempts to break with th i s  l iterary
hermeneutical  convention . In the process the eth nographer's authority as 
narrator and interpreter i s  a l tered . Dwyer proposes a hermeneutics of 
"vu l nerabi l i ty," stress ing the ruptu res of fieldwork, the d iv ided pos it ion 
and i m perfect control of the eth nographer. Both Crapanzano and Dwyer 
seek to represent the research experience in ways that tear open the tex
tua l ized fabr ic of the other, and th us  a l so of the i nterpret ing  self.8 (Here 
etymologies are evocative : the word text. is re lated , as is wel l  known, to 
weavi ng, vulnerability to rend ing  or wou ndi ng, in th i s  instance the open
i n g  up of a c losed authority. ) 

The model of d ia logue bri ngs to promi nence prec i se ly  those d i scur
s ive-ci rcu mstant ia l  and intersubject ive--:;elements that R icoeur had to 
exc l ude from h i s  mode l of the text. B ut if interpretive authority is based 
on the exc l us ion of d ia logue, the reverse is a l so true:  a purely d ia logical  
authority wou l d  repress the i nescapable fact of textua l i zation . Wh i le eth
nograph ies cast as encou nters between two ind iv idua ls  may successfu l ly 
d ramatize the i ntersu bjective give-and-take of fieldwork and introd uce a 
counterpo i nt of authoria l  vo ices, they rema in  representations of d i a
logue. As texts they may not be d ia logical  i n  structu re, for as Steven Tyler 
( 1 98 1 ) points out, a lthough Socrates appears as a decentered partic ipant 
in his encounters, Pl ato reta ins  fu l l  contro l  of the d ia logue. Th is  d isp lace
ment but not e l i m i nat ion of monological  authority is characterist ic of any 

8 .  It wou ld be wrong to g loss over the d ifferences between Dwyer's and 
Crapanzano's theoretical pos it ions. Dwyer, fol lowing Georg Lukacs, trans lates 
d ia logic i nto Marxian-Hegel ian d ia lect ic, thus hold ing out the possi b i l i ty of a 
restoration of the human subject, a k ind of completion i n  and through the other. 
Crapanzano refuses any anchor i n  an englobing theory, h i s  on ly authority being 
that of  the d ia logue's wri ter, an authority underm ined by an i nconc lus ive narra
t ive of encou nter, ru ptu re, and confus ion .  (It is worth noti ng that d ialogic, as used 
by Bakhti n, is not reducib le to d ia lecti c . )  For an early advocacy of d ia logical  
anthropology see a l so Ted lock 1 979. 
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approach that portrays the eth nographer as a d iscrete character i n  the 
fieldwork narrative. Moreover, there i s  a freq uent tendency in fict ions of 
d i a logue for the ethnographer's counterpart to appear as a representative 
of h i s  or her cu l ture-a type, i n  the language of trad it ional  rea l ism
through wh ich genera l soc ia l  processes are revea led . 9 Such a portraya l 
re i nstates the synecdoch ic  i nterpretive authority by which the ethnogra
pher reads text in re lat ion to context, thereby constituti ng a mean i ngfu l 
"other" wor ld .  If it is d ifficu l t  for d ia logical  portraya ls  to escape typify ing 
proced ures, they can, to a s ign i ficant degree, res i st the pu l l  toward au
thoritative representat ion of  the other. Th is  depends on the i r  ab i l i ty fic
t iona l ly  to ma i nta i n  the strangeness of the other voice and to hold in v iew 
the spec ific conti ngencies of the exchange. 

To say that an ethnography i s  composed of d i scou rses and that i ts d iffer
ent com ponents are d i a logica l l y  re lated is not to say that i ts textua l form 
shou ld be that of a l i teral  d ia logue. I ndeed as Crapanzano recogn izes i n  
Tuhami, a th i rd partic i pant, rea l o r  i magi ned, must fu nction a s  med iator 
i n  any encou nter between two i nd iv idua ls  ( 1 980 : 1 4 7-1 5 1  ) .  The fictiona l 
d i a logue is i n  fact a condensation, a s impl if ied representat ion of complex 
m u l t ivoca l  processes. An a l ternative way of represent ing th i s  d i scurs ive 
complexity is to understand the overa l l  cou rse of the research as an on
goi ng negotiat ion . The case of Marcel Gr iau le and the Dogon i s  wel l 
known and part icu l ar ly clear-cut. Gr iau le's account of h i s  i nstruction 
in Dogon cosmological  wisdom, Dieu d'eau ( 1 948a), was an early exer
c i se in d ia logical  eth nograph ic  narration . Beyond th i s  spec if ic in ter
locutory occas ion,  however, a more complex process was at work, for 
it is apparent that the content and t im ing of the Gr iau le team's long
term research,  spa n n i ng decades, was c lose ly  monitored and s ign if i
cantly shaped by Dogon tri bal authorit ies (see my d i scussion in Chap
ter 2) .  This  is no longer news . Many eth nographers have commented 
on the ways, both subt le and b latant, i n  which the i r  research was 
d i rected or c i rcu mscri bed by the i r  i nformants. In h i s  provocat ive d i scus-

9. On rea l i st "types" see Lukacs 1 964, pass im .  The tendency to transform 
an i ndiv idual  i nto a cu l tu ra l  enunciator may be observed in Marcel Griau le's 
Dieu d'eau ( 1 948a). It occurs ambivalently i n  Shostak's Nisa ( 1 98 1 ) .  For a d is
cussion of th i s  ambivalence and of the book's resu lt ing d iscursive complexity see 
C l ifford 1 986b : 1 03-1 09 . 
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s ion of this issue loan Lewis ( 1 973)  even ca l l s anth ropology a form of 
"p lagiar ism ." 

The give-and-take of ethnography is c lear ly portrayed i n  a 1 980 
study noteworthy for its presentation with i n  a s i ngle work of both an 
i nterpreted other rea l i ty and the research process itse lf :  Renata Rosaldo's 
1/ongot Headhunting. Rosaldo arrives i n  the Ph i l i pp ine h igh lands i ntent 
on writ ing  a synch ron ic  study of soc ia l  structu re; but aga in  and aga in ,  
over h i s  object ions,  he i s  forced to l i sten to end less l longot narratives of 
loca l h istory. Dutifu l ly, dumbly, i n  a k i nd of bored trance he transcri bes 
these stories, fi l l i ng  notebook after notebook with what he considers d i s
posable texts . On ly  after leav ing  the fie ld ,  and after a long process of 
re interpretat ion (a process made manifest i n  the ethnography), does he 
rea l ize that these obscure ta les have in fact provided him with his fi na l  
topic,  the cu l tura l ly d i st i nctive l longot sense of narrative and h istory. Ro
saldo's experience of what m ight be cal led "d i rected writ ing" sharply 
poses a fundamenta l quest ion : Who i s  actua l ly the author of fie ld  notes ? 

The issue is a subt le one and deserves systematic study. But enough 
has been sa id to make the general poi nt that ind igenous control over 
knowledge gai ned in the fie ld  can be considerable, and even determ in
i ng.  Cu rrent eth nograph ic  writ i ng i s  seeking new ways to represent ade
quatel y  the authority of i nformants. There are few model s  to look to, but 
i t  is worth recons ider ing  the older textual  com p i l at ions of Boas, Ma l i
nowsk i ,  Leenhardt, and others . I n  these works the eth nographic gen re 
has not coalesced around the modern in terpretat ional  monograph 
c lose ly id

.
ent ified with a personal  fieldwork experience .  We can contem

pl ate an  eth nograph ic  mode that i s  not yet authoritative i n  those spec ific 
ways that are now pol it ica l ly and epistemologica l ly i n  q uestion .  These 
older assemblages inc lude much that is actua l ly or a l l but written by 
i nformants .  One th i n ks of the ro le of George H u nt i n  Boas' eth nography, 
or of the fifteen "transcri pteurs" l i sted in  Leenhardt's Documents neo
caledoniens ( 1 932 ) . 1 0 

Ma l i nowsk i  is a complex transit ional  case. H is eth nograph ies reflect 

1 0 . For a study of th is  mode of textual  production see Cl ifford 1 980a . See 
a l so in th i s  context Fontana 1 975,  the i ntroduction to Frank  Russe l l ,  The Pima 
Indians, on the book's h idden coauthor, the Papago Ind ian jose Lewis;  Lei ri s  
1 948 d i scusses col laboration as coauthorsh ip, as does Lewis 1 973 .  For  a 
forward-looking defense of Boas' emphasis on vernacu lar texts and h i s  co l labo
rat ion with H u nt see Goldman 1 980. 
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the i ncomplete coa lescence of the modern monograph . If he was cen
tra l l y  respons ib le for the weld ing  of theory and descr iption i nto the au
thority of the profess ional  fie ldworker, Ma l i nowski nonetheless i nc l uded 
materia l  that d id not d i rectly support h i s  own a l l -too-c lear i nterpretive 
s l ant.  I n  the many d ictated myths and spe l l s  that fi l l  h i s  books, he pub
l i shed much data that he admitted ly  d id  not u nderstand . The resu l t  was 
an open text subject to mu l ti p le rei nterpretat ions .  It is worth compari ng 
such o lder com pend i u ms with the recent model  eth nography, which 
c i tes evidence to support a focused i nterpretation but l i tt le e lse . 1 1 In the 
modern , authoritative monograph there are, in effect, no strong voices 
present except that of the writer; but in Argonauts ( 1 922) and Coral Car
dens ( 1 935)  we read page after page of magica l spel ls ,  none i n  any es
sentia l  sense i n  the eth nographer's words .  These d ictated texts in a l l  but 
the i r  physical  i nscription are written by specific un named Trobrianders .  
I ndeed a n y  cont inuous ethnographic expos it ion routi nely folds i nto itself  
a d ivers i ty of descri ptions,  transcr iptions, and in terpretat ions by a variety 
of ind igenous "authors." How shou ld these authoria l  presences be made 
man ifest? 

A usefu l - if extreme-standpoi nt i s  provided by Bakhti n 's analysi s of the 
"polyphon ic" nove l .  A fundamental cond it ion of the genre, he argues, is 
that i t  represents speak ing subjects in a fie ld of mu lt ip le d iscou rses . The 
nove l grapples with, and enacts, heterogloss ia .  For Bakht in ,  preoccu pied 
with the representation of nonhomogeneous wholes, there are no i ryte
grated cu l tu ra l  worlds or languages . A l l  attempts to posit  such abstract 
un i t ies a re constructs of monologica l  power. A "cu l ture" is ,  concrete ly, 
an open-ended , creat ive d ia logue of subcu ltures, of ins iders and outsid
ers, of d iverse fact ions.  A " language" i s  the i nterp lay and struggle of re
gional  d ia lects, profess ional  jargons,  generic commonpl aces, the speech 
of d ifferent age groups, i nd iv idua ls ,  and so forth .  For Bakhtin the poly
phonic novel is not a tou r  de force of cu l tura l  or h i storical tota l i zation (as 
rea l ist crit ics such as Georg Lu kacs and Er ich Auerbach have argued) but 
rather a carn ivalesque arena of d iversity. Bakhti n d iscovers a utopian tex-

1 1 . )ames Fernandez' e laborate Bwiti ( 1 985) is a self-conscious transgres
sion of the tight, monograph ic form, returning to Mal i nowskian sca le and reviv
ing eth nography's "archival"  funct ions.  
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tual  space where d i scurs ive com plexity, the d ia logical i nterp lay of 
voices, can be accommodated . I n  the nove ls  of Dostoyevsky or D ickens 
he va l ues prec ise ly  the i r  res i stance to tota l i ty, and his idea l nove l i st i s  a 
ventri loqu i st- i n  n i neteenth-centu ry parlance a "polyphon ist ." "He do 
the pol ice i n  d i fferent voices," a l i stener exc la ims adm i r ing ly  of the boy 
S loppy, who reads pu bl ic ly  from the newspaper i n  Our Mutual Friend. 
But Dickens the actor, oral performer, and po lyphon i st must be set 
aga i nst F laubert, the master of authoria l  contro l ,  moving god l i ke among 
the thoughts and fee l i ngs of his characters . Ethnography, l i ke the nove l ,  
wrest les w i t h  these a l ternat ives . Does t h e  ethnographic writer portray 
what natives th i n k  by means of F laubert ian "free i nd i rect sty le," a sty le 
that  su ppresses d i rect quotation i n  favor of a control l i ng d iscourse a lways 
more or less that of the author? (Dan Sperber 1 98 1 , tak ing Evans
Pritchard as h i s  example,  has conv inc ing ly  shown that style indirect i s  
i ndeed the preferred mode of  ethnographic interpretation . )  Or does the 
portraya l of other subject iv i ties req u i re a vers ion that i s  sty l i st ical ly  less 
homogeneous,  f i l led with Dickens' "d ifferent voices" ? 

Some use of i n d i rect sty le is i nevitable,  un less the novel or eth nog
raphy is com posed ent i re ly  of quotat ions,  someth ing that is theoret ica l l y  
poss ib le  b u t  seldom attem pted . 1 2  I n  pract ice, however, t h e  ethnography 
and the novel have recou rse to i nd i rect sty le at d ifferent leve ls  of abstrac
t ion . We need not ask how F laubert knows what Emma Bovary is th i n k
i ng, but the abi l ity of the f ieldworker to i n habit ind igenous m i nds is  
a lways i n  doubt .  I ndeed th i s  i s  a permanent, u n resol ved problem of eth
nograph ic method . Eth nographers have genera l ly refra ined from ascri b
ing  bel iefs , fee l i ngs, and thoughts to i nd iv idua ls .  They have not, how
ever, hesitated to ascr ibe subjective states to cu ltures. Sperber's analys is  
reveals how ph rases such as "the N uer th ink . . .  " or  "the Nuer sense of 
ti me" are fu ndamenta l l y  d ifferent from quotat ions or  trans lat ions of i nd ig
enous d i scou rse. Such statements are "without any specified speaker" 
and are l itera l l y  eq u ivoca l ,  combi n i ng in a seamless way the ethnogra
pher's affi rmations with that of an i nformant or i nformants ( 1 981  :78) .  
Eth nograph ies abou nd in  u nattri buted sentences such as "The spi r its re-

12 .  Such a project is announced by Evans-Pritchard i n  h i s  i ntroduction to 
Man and Woman among the Azande ( 1 974), a late work that may be seen as a 
reaction aga i nst the c losed , analyt ical nature of h i s  own ear l ier ethnograph ies. 
His acknowledged insp i ration is Mal i nowsk i .  (The notion of a book ent irely com
posed of quotations i s  a modern ist dream associated with Walter Benjamin . )  
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turn to the v i l l age at n ight," descri pt ions of bel iefs i n  wh ich the writer 
assumes i n  effect the voice of cu l tu re .  

At  th i s  "cu l tu ra l "  level eth nographers aspi re to a F laubert ian omni
science that  moves free ly th roughout a world of i nd igenous subjects. Be
neath the su rface, though, the i r  texts are more unru ly  and d i scordant .  
Victor Tu rner's work provides a te l l i ng case i n  poi nt, worth i nvest igat ing  
more c lose ly as an example of  the i nterp l ay of  monophon ic and poly
phonic exposi tio n .  Turner's eth nograph ies offer superbly complex por
traya l s  of Ndembu r i tua l  symbol s  and be l iefs ; and he has provided too 
an un usua l ly expl ic i t  g l i m pse beh ind the scenes . I n  the m idst of the es
says col lected i n  The Forest of Symbols, h i s  th i rd book on the Ndembu, 
Turner offers a portra it of his best i nformant, "Muchona the Hornet, I n
terpreter of Re l ig ion" ( 1 967 :  1 3 1-1 50) .  Muchona, a r itua l healer, and Tu r
ner are d rawn together by thei r  shared i nterest i n  trad it ional  symbols ,  
etymologies, and esoteric mea n i ngs . They are both " i nte l l ectua l s," pas
s ionate i nterpreters of the nuances and depths of custom ; both are up
rooted scho lars shar ing "the quench less th i rst for objective knowledge." 
Tu rner compares Muchona to a un ivers i ty don; h i s  account of the i r  co l
laborat ion i nc l udes more than pass ing h i nts of a strong psycho logica l  
doubl ing .  

There is ,  however, a th i rd present i n  the i r  d ia logue, Wi ndson Kash
i nakaj i ,  a Ndembu sen ior teacher at the local  m ission schoo l .  He brought 
Muchona and Turner together and shares the i r  pass ion for the interpre
tat ion of customary re l ig ion .  Through h i s  b ib l ica l  education he "acq u i red 
a fla i r  for e l ucidat ing knotty quest ions." Newly skeptical  of Ch r ist ian 
dogma and m iss ionary priv i l eges, he i s  look ing sympathet ica l l y  at pagan 
re l igion . Kash i nakaj i ,  Tu rner te l l s us, "spanned the cu l tural  d i stance be
tween Muchona and myse lf, transform ing  the l i tt le doctor's techn ica l  jar
gon and sa l ty vi l l age argot i nto a prose I cou ld better grasp ." The three 
i nte l lectua l s  soon "sett led down in to a sort of da i ly  sem i nar on re l i gion ." 
Tu rner's accounts of th i s  sem inar  are sty l ized : "eight months of exh i l a rat
ing  qu ickfi re ta l k  among the th ree of us, ma in ly  about Ndembu r itual ." 
They revea l an extraord inary ethnographic "co l loq uy" ; but s ign ificantly 
Tu rner does not make h is three-way col laborat ion the crux of his essay. 
Rather he focuses on Muchona, thus transform ing  tr ia logue i nto d i a logue 
and flatten i ng a com plex productive relat ion in to the "portra it" of an " i n
formant." (Th i s  reduction was i n  some degree req u i red by the format of 
the book i n  which the essay fi rst appeared , Joseph Casagrande's impor-
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tant 1 960 co l lection of "Twenty Portra its of Anthropologica l lnformants," 
In the Company of Man . ) 13 

Tu rner's pu b l i shed works vary cons iderably i n  thei r  d iscurs ive struc
ture. Some are composed largely  of d i rect quotat ions; in at least one 
essay M uchona i s  ident ified as the princ ipa l  source of the overa l l  i nter
pretat ion ; e lsewhere he is invoked anonymously, for example as "a male 
ritua l  spec ia l i st" ( 1 975 :40-42,  87,  1 54-1 56,  244) .  Wi ndson Kash i nakaj i 
is identified as a n  ass i stant and trans lator rather than as a sou rce of i nter
pretat ions.  Overa l l ,  Tu rner's eth nographies are u n usua l l y  po lyphon ic, 
open ly  bu i l t u p  from quotat ions ( "Accord i ng to an adept . . .  ," or "One 
informant guesses . . .  ") . He does not, however, do the Ndembu in d if
ferent voi ces, and we hear l i tt l e  "sa l ty v i l lage argot ." A l l  the voices of the 
f ield have been smoothed i nto the expos itory prose of more-or-less i nter
changeable " i nformants." The staging of i nd igenous speech in an ethnog
raphy, the degree of trans lat ion and fam i l i arization necessary, are com
p l icated pract ical  and rhetorical  problems . 1 4  But Tu rner's works, by 
givi ng v i s ib le  p lace to ind igenous i nterpretations of custom, expose con
cretely  these i ssues of textua l  d ia logism and polyphony. 

The inc l us ion of Tu rner's portra it of Muchona i n  The Forest of Sym
bols may be seen as a s ign of the t i mes . The Casagrande col lection i n  
which i t  or ig i na l l y  appeared had the effect o f  segregat ing the cruc ia l  i ssue 
of re lat ions between eth nographers and the i r  i nd igenous co l laborators . 
D i scuss ion of these i ssues sti l l  had no p l ace with i n  scientific eth nogra
ph ies, but Casagrande's col lect ion shook the post-Ma l i nowski profes
s ional  taboo on "priv i l eged informants." Raymond F i rth on Pa Fenuatara, 
Robert Lowie on J i m  Carpenter-a long l i st ofd i st i ngu ished anthropolo
gists have descri bed the ind igenous "ethnographers" with whom they 
shared , to some degree, a d i stanced , ana lytic, even i ron ic v iew of cus
tom .  These i nd iv idua l s  became va l ued i nformants because they under
stood , often with rea l subtlety, what an ethnographic att itude toward cu l 
ture entai led . I n  Lowie's quotation of  h i s  Crow i nterpreter (and fel low 
"ph i lo logist") J i m  Carpenter, one senses a shared out look : "When you 

1 3 . For a "group dynamics" approach to ethnography see Yan nopoulos and 
Mart in  1 978 . For an ethnography expl ic it ly based on native "sem inars" see Jones 
and Kan ner 1 976.  

1 4 . Favret-Saada's use of  d ia lect and ita l i c  type i n  Les mots, Ia  mort, les sorts 
( 1 977) is one solut ion among many to a problem that has long preoccupied re
al i st nove l i sts .  
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l i sten to the o ld  men te l l i ng about thei r v i s ions, you've just got to be l ieve 
them" (Casagrande 1 960 :428) .  And there is considerably more than a 
wink and a nod i n  the story recounted by F i rth about h i s  best Ti kopian 
friend and informant: 

On another occas ion ta l k  turned to the nets set for salmon trout i n  the 

lake. The nets were becom i ng black, possibly with some organic 

growth ,  and tended to rot eas i ly. Pa Fen uatara then to ld a story to the 

crowd assembled i n  the house about how, out on the lake with h is  nets 

one t ime, he felt  a spir i t  going among the net and making i t  soft . When 

he held the net up he found it  s l imy. The spir i t  had been at work. I 

asked h i m  then if th is  was a trad it ional piece of knowledge that spi rits 

were responsible for the deterioration of the nets . He answered , "No, 

my own thought." Then he added with a laugh, "My own piece of 

trad it ional knowledge." (Casagrande 1 960: 1 7-18) 

The fu l l  methodological  i m pact of Casagrande's co l lection remains 
latent, espec ia l l y  the s ign ificance of i ts accou nts for the d ia logical pro
d uct ion of eth nographic texts and interpretations. Th is  s ign ificance is ob
scu red by a tendency to cast the book as a un iversa l i z ing, human ist doc
ument reveal i ng "a ha l l  of m i rrors . . .  in fu l l  variety the end less reflected 
image of man" (Casagrande 1 960 : x i i ) .  In l ight of the present cr is is  i n  
ethnographic authority, however, these revea l i ng portraits spi l l  i nto the 
oeuvres of thei r authors, a l ter ing the way they can be read . If  eth nogra
phy is  part of what Roy Wagner ( 1 980) ca l l s "the i nvention of cu l ture," 
its act iv i ty is p l u ra l  and beyond the control of any i nd iv idua l .  

One increas ing ly  common way to man ifest the co l laborat ive production 
of ethnograph ic  knowledge is  to quote regu l ar ly and at length from in
formants. (A stri k ing example i s  We Eat the Mines, the Mines Eat Us 
( 1 979) by J u ne Nash . )  But  such a tact ic on ly  begins to break up mono
phon i c  authority. Quotations are a lways staged by the quater and tend 
to serve mere ly  as examples or  confi rm i ng testi monies.  Looking beyond 
quotation, one m ight imagine a more rad ical po lyphony that wou ld  "do 
the natives and the ethnographer in d ifferent voices" ;  but th is  too wou ld  
on ly  d isp lace ethnographic authority, sti l l  confi rm i ng the fi na l  vi rtuoso 
orchestrat ion by a s i ngle author of a l l  the d i scou rses in h i s  or  her text . I n  
t h i s  sense Bakht in 's polyphony, too narrowly identified with the nove l ,  i s  
a domesticated heterogloss ia .  Ethnograph ic d i scou rses are not, i n  any 
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event, the speeches of invented characters .  I nformants are specific ind i 
v idua ls  with rea l  proper names-names that can be c i ted, i n  a l tered form 
when tact req u i res . I nformants' intentions are overdeterm ined, the i r  
words po l i t ica l ly  and metaphorica l l y  complex . I f  accorded an autono
mous textua l  space, transcr ibed at suffic ient length , ind igenous state
ments make sense in terms d i fferent from those of the arrangi ng ethnog
rapher. Ethnography is invaded by heterogloss ia .  

Th is  poss ib i l i ty suggests an  a l ternate textua l  strategy, a utopia of  p lu 
ra l  authorsh ip  that accords to  co l l aborators not  merely the  status of  i n
dependent enunc iators but that of writers . As a form of authority it must 
sti l l  be cons idered utopian for two reasons .  F i rst, the few recent experi
ments with m u l t ip le-author works appear to requ i re, as an inst igat ing 
force, the research in terest of  an eth nographer who i n  the end assumes 
an execut ive, ed itoria l  pos it ion . The authoritat ive stance of "giv ing 
voice" to the other i s  not fu l ly transcended . Second,  the very idea of 
p l u ra l  authors h i p  cha l lenges a deep Western identification of any text's 
order with the i ntent ion of a s i ng le author. If th i s  identification was less 
strong when Lafitau  wrote h i s  Moeurs des sauvages ameriquains, and if 
recent cr it ic ism has thrown it  i nto q uest ion, i t  i s  sti l l  a potent constra i nt 
on eth nograph ic  writ ing .  Nonetheless, there are s igns of movement i n  
th i s  domai n .  Anth ropologi sts wi l l  increas ingly have to share the i r  texts, 
and someti mes thei r t i t le pages, with those ind igenous col l aborators for 
whom the term informants is no longer adeq uate, if it ever was .  

Ra lph  B u l mer and lan Maj nep's Birds of My Kalam Country ( 1 977) 
is an i m portant prototype . (Separate typefaces d isti ngu ish the j uxtaposed 
contri but ions of eth nographer and New G u i nean, co l l aborators for more 
than a decade. )  Even more s ign i ficant is the co l l ective ly produced 1 974 
study Piman Shamanism and Staying Sickness (Ka :cim Mumkidag), 

which l i sts on i ts t i t le page, without d i st i nction (though not, it may be 
noted, i n  a l phabetical  order) : Donald M. Bahr, anthropologist;  j uan G re
gorio,  shaman ; David I .  Lopez, in terpreter; and Al bert Alvarez, ed i tor. 
Three of the fou r  are Papago I nd ians,  and the book is consc ious ly  de
s igned "to transfer  to a shaman as many as possib le  of the functions nor
mal l y  assoc iated with authorsh ip .  These inc lude the se lect ion of an ex
pos itory sty le,  the d uty to make in terpretat ions and explanations, and the 
r ight to j udge which th i ngs are im portant and which are not" (p. 7 ) .  Bahr, 
the i n it iator and organ izer of the project, opts to share authority as much 
as poss ib le .  G regorio, the shaman, appears as the pri nc i pa l  sou rce of the 
"theory of d isease" that i s  transcri bed and trans l ated, at two separate 
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levels ,  by Lopez and Alvarez. Gregorio's vernacu lar  texts i nc lude com
pressed , often gnom ic expl anations, which are themselves i nterpreted 
and contextua l i zed by Bah r's separate commentary. The book is unusual  
i n  i ts  textua l  enactment of the i nterpretation of i nterpretat ions.  

In  Piman Shamanism the transit ion from i nd iv idual  enu nciations to 
cu ltura l  genera l izat ions i s  a lways v i s ib le i n  the separation of Gregorio's 
and Bah r's voices . The authority of Lopez, less v is i ble, is ak in to that of 
Windson Kash i nakaj i in Tu rner's work . H i s b i l i ngual f luency guides Bahr 
through the subtleties of Gregorio's language, th us perm itti ng the shaman 
"to speak at length on theoret ical  topics." Neither Lopez nor Alvarez ap
pears as a specific voice i n  the text, and thei r contribution to the ethnog
raphy remains  l arge ly  i nv is ib le  to a l l  but qua l if ied Papagos, able to gauge 
the accu racy of the trans l ated texts and the vernacu lar  nuance of Bah r's 
i nterpretat ions.  A lvarez' authority i n heres i n  the fact that Piman Shaman
ism is a book d i rected at separate aud iences . For most readers focus ing 
on the trans lat ions and explanations the texts pri nted i n  P iman wi l l  be of 
l i tt le or no i nterest. The l i ngu ist Alvarez, however, corrected the tran
script ions and trans lat ions with an eye to the i r  use in language teach i ng, 
us ing  an orthography he had developed for that pu rpose. Thus the book 
contr ibutes to the Papagos' l i terary i nvent ion of the i r  cu lture .  Th i s  d iffer
ent read ing, bu i l t i nto Piman Shamanism, is of more than loca l s ign ifi
cance .  

I t  i s  i ntri ns ic  to the breaku p o f  monological authority that ethnogra
ph ies no longer add ress a s i ngle genera l type of reader. The mu l t ip l ica
t ion of poss ib le  read ings reflects the fact that "ethnographic" consc ious
ness can no longer be seen as the monopoly of certa in  Western cu l tures 
and soc ia l  c l asses. Even i n  eth nograph ies lacking vernacu lar  texts, ind ig
enous readers wi l l  decode d ifferently the textual ized i nterpretat ions and 
lore .  Polyphon ic works are part icu lar ly  open to read ings not spec i fica l l y  
i ntended . Trobriand readers may find Ma l i nowski 's interpretat ions ti re
some but h i s  examples and extended transcri ptions sti l l  evocative. 
Ndembu wi l l  not g loss as q u ick ly as Eu ropean readers over the d ifferent 
voices embedded in Turner's works. 

Recent I iterary theory suggests that the abi I ity of a text to make sense 
in a coherent way depends less on the wi l led i ntentions of an or igi nat ing 
author than on the creative activ ity of a reader. To quote Ro land Barthes, 
if a text i s  "a t issue of quotat ions drawn from innumerable centers of 
cu l tu re," then "a text's un ity l ies not in its or igi n but in its desti nation" 
( 1 977 :  1 46,  1 48) . The writ ing of eth nography, an u n ru ly, mu lt isubject ive 
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activity, i s  g iven coherence i n  part icu lar  acts of read i ng .  But  there i s  a l 
ways a var iety of  poss i b le read i ngs (beyond mere ly  i nd iv idua l  appropria
t ions),  read i ngs beyond the contro l  of any s i ngle authority. One may ap
proach a c lass ic eth nography seeki ng s imp ly  to grasp the meani ngs that 
the researcher der ives from represented cu l tura l  facts. Or, as I have sug
gested , one may a lso read aga i nst the gra i n  of the text's domi nant voice, 
seeking out other ha lf-h idden authorit ies, re i nterpret ing the descr ipt ions, 
texts, and q uotat ions gathered together by the writer. With the recent 
quest ion i ng of colon ia l  sty les of representat ion,  with the expansion of 
l i teracy and ethnograph ic  consc iousness, new poss ibi l i t ies for read ing  
(and  th us for writ i ng) cu l tu ra l  descr ipt ions are emerging. 1 5 

The textua l embod i ment of authority i s  a recurr ing problem for con
temporary experi ments in ethnography. 1 6  An older, rea l i st mode-fig
u red i n  the front ispiece to Argonauts of the Western Pacific and based on 
the construct ion of a cu l tura l  tab leau v ivant designed to be seen from a 
s i ngle vantage poi nt, that of the writer and reader-can now be identi
f ied as only one poss ib le  parad igm for authority. Pol i t ical  and epistemo
logical  assumptions are bu i l t i nto th i s  and other styles, assumptions the 
eth nograph ic  writer can no longer afford to ignore. The modes of author
ity reviewed here-experient ia l ,  i nterpret ive, d ia logica l ,  polyphon ic
are ava i lable to a l l  writers of ethnograph ic  texts, Western and non-

1 5 . An extremely suggest ive model of polyphon ic expos it ion i s  offered by 
the projected four-volume edit ion of the ethnograph ic  texts written, provoked, 
and transcri bed between 1 896 and 1 9 1 4  by James Walker on the P ine Ridge 
Sioux Reservat ion . Three t i t les have appeared so far, ed ited by Raymond J .  
DeMai l le and E la ine Jahner: Lakota Belief and Ritual ( 1 982a), Lakota Society 
( 1 982b), and Lakota Myth ( 1 983) .  These engross ing  vo lumes in effect reopen the 
textua l  homogeneity of Wal ker's c lass ic monograph of 1 9 1 7, The Sun Dance, a 
summation of the ind iv idual  statements pub l i shed here i n  translation .  These 
statements by more than th i rty named "authorit ies" complement and transcend 
Wa lker's synthes is .  A long sect ion of Lakota Belief and Ritual was written by 
Thomas lyon ,  Walker's i nterpreter. The co l lection's fourth vol ume wi l l  be a trans
lation of the writ i ngs of George Sword, an Ogla la warrior and judge encou raged 
by Wa lker to record and i nterpret the trad it ional way of l i fe .  The fi rst two volumes 
present the u npubl i shed texts of knowledgeable Lakota and Walker's own de
scriptions in identical formats . Ethnography appears as a process of col lective 
production .  I t  i s  essent ia l  to note that the Colorado H i storica l Society's decis ion 
to publ ish these texts was sti mu lated by increas ing requests from the Oglala com
mun i ty at Pine R idge for copies of Wa l ker's mater ia ls to use in Ogla la  h i story 
classes. (On Walker see a l so C l ifford 1 986a : 1 5-1 7  . )  

1 6 . For  a very usefu l and complete survey of  recent experimental ethnogra
ph ies see Marcus and Cushman 1 982;  see a lso Webster 1 982;  Fah i m  1 982; and 
C l ifford and Marcus 1 986 .  
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Western . None i s  obsolete, none pure :  there i s  room for invention with i n  
each parad igm . We have seen how new approaches tend t o  red iscover 
d iscarded practices . Po lyphon ic authority looks with renewed sympathy 
to compend iums of vernacu lar  texts-expository forms d i sti nct from the 
focused monograph tied to partic i pant observation . Now that naive 
c la ims to the authority of experience have been su bjected to hermeneu
t ic suspic ion,  we may ant ic i pate a renewed attention to the subtle in ter
play of persona l  and d i sc ip l i nary components in eth nographic researc h .  

Experientia l ,  i n terpret ive, d ia logica l ,  a n d  polyphon ic processes are 
at work, d i scordant ly, i n  any eth nography, but coherent presentat ion pre
supposes a contro l l i ng mode of authority. I have argued that th is  impo
sit ion of coherence on an u nru ly  textua l  process is now i nescapably a 
matter of strateg ic choice. I have tried to d isti ngu ish i mportant styles of 
authority as they have become v is ib le  i n  recent decades. If eth nographic 
wri t ing i s  a l ive, as I bel ieve it  is ,  i t  i s  strugg l i ng with i n  and aga i nst these 
poss ib i l i t ies .  



In fact the sociologist and his "object" form a couple where 
each one is to be interpreted through the other, and where the 
relationship must itself be deciphered as a historical 
moment. 

-JEAN-PAUL SARTRE, CRITIQUE DE LA 
RAISON DIALECTIQUE 

2 .  Power and Dialogue in Ethnog
raphy: Marcel Griaule's Initiation 

MA R C E L  G R I A U L E  cut a figu re-self-confident and theatrical . He be
gan h i s  career as an aviator i n  the years j ust after the F i rst World War. 
(later, i n  1 946, as holder of the fi rst chai r i n  eth nology at the Sorbon ne, 
he wou l d  lecture in his air force officer's u n iform . )  An energetic promotor 
of fieldwork, he portrayed it as the conti nuat ion-by scientific means
of a great trad it ion of adventure and exploration ( 1 948c : 1 1 9) .  In 1 928,  
encouraged by Marcel Mauss  and the l i ngu ist Marcel Cohen, Gr iau le  
spent a year i n  Eth iopia .  He retu rned av id for new explorat ion,  and h i s  
p lans  bore fru it  two years later i n  the  m uch-pub l ic ized Miss ion Dakar
Dj i bouti , which for twenty-one months traversed Africa from the Atlantic 
to the Red Sea along the lower r im of the Sahara .  Largely a m useum
col lect i ng enterprise, the m i ss ion a l so undertook extended eth nographic 
sojourns i n  the French Sudan (now Mal i ) ,  where Griaule fi rst made con
tact with the Dogon of Sanga, and in  Eth iopia (the region of Gondar) ,  
where the exped it ion spent five months .  Among the m i ss ion's n i ne mem
bers (some com ing and going  at various poi nts) were Andre Schaeffner, 
Deborah L ifch itz, and M ichel Le i ris ,  each of whom wou ld make s ign ifi
cant eth nograph ic  contr i but ions.  

55 
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Thanks large ly  to the pub l ic i ty sense of Georges-Henri  Riviere-a 
wel l -connected jazz amateur  engaged by Pau l Rivet to reorgan ize the 
Trocadero Eth nographic Museum-the Mission Dakar-Dj ibouti was pa
tron i zed by Par is ian h igh soc iety. The Chamber of Deputies voted a spe
c ia l  law of authorization ,  and Gr iau le and Riviere ski l lfu l ly explo ited the 
postwar vogue for th i ngs African i n  sol ic i ti ng fu nds and personnel . The 
undertak ing partook a lso of a certa i n  techno logical bravado rem in i scent 
of the period's famous exped it ions, fi nanced by Citroen ,  La Crois iere 
jau ne, and La Crois iere Noi re, each a tour de force of mob i l ity cross ing 
whole cont inents by automobi le .  G riau le,  an ear ly a i rp lane enthus iast, 
wou ld be fasc i nated th roughout h i s  career by technological  a ids to eth
nography:  conventional  and aer ia l  photography, sound-record i ng de
vices, and even the project of a research boat-cum-laboratory for use 
on the N iger. 

The m iss ion's "booty," i n  R ivet and Riviere's term ( 1 93 3 : 5 ) ,  inc l uded 
among i ts many photos, record i ngs, and docu ments 3 , 500 objects des
ti ned for the Trocadero museu m, soon to become the Musee de 
I ' Homme. The idea was on ly  just wi n n i ng acceptance in England and 
America, with Rockefe l ler fu nd i ng of the I nternational  Afr ican I nsti tute, 
that i ntens ive fie ld  stud ies were in themselves enough to justify major 
subventions .  Thus col lect i ng was a fi nanc ia l  necessity, and the m ission 
brought back whatever authentic objects i t  could decently-and occa
s iona l ly su rreptit ious ly-acq u i re .  The postwar pass ion for /'art negre fos
tered a cu l t  of the exot ic art i fact, and the carved figures and masks of 
West and Equator ia l  Africa satisfied perfectly a Eu ropean fet ish ism nour
ished on cubist and surrea l i st aesthetics (see Chapter 4 ;  a l so jam i n  
1 982a) . 

From 1 935 to 1 939 Gr iau le organ ized group exped it ions to the 
French Sudan, Cameroun ,  and Chad, in wh ich museum co l lect ing 
p layed a lesser ro le .  I n  annual  or biannual  v is i ts to West Afr ica focus ing 
i ncreas i ng ly on the Dagon, he worked out a d i st inct ive ethnographic 
"method ." For Gr iau le the col lection of artifacts was part of the i ntens ive 
docu mentat ion of a un i fied cu lture area, a region center ing on the bend 
of the N i ger, and part icu lar ly the home of the Bambara and Dagon,  with 
whom he spent about th ree years over ten exped it ions (Lettens 
1 97 1  : 504) . Griau le's descr iptions were cartographic and archaeo log ica l  
as wel l as  eth nographic;  he was concerned with  variations i n  cu l tura l  
tra its, the h i story of m igrations, and the overlay of  c ivi l izations i n  West 
Africa.  I ncreasi ngly, however, h i s  interests focused on synchron ic cu i-
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tura l  patterns .  Over t ime he estab l i shed ,  to  h i s  own sati sfaction,  the  ex
istence of a ram ified but coherent cu lture area he later portrayed as one 
of th ree major d iv is ions of sub-Saharan Africa : the Western Sudan, Bantu 
Africa, and an  i ntermed iate zone in Cameroun and Chad .  Each region 
was characterized by a trad it ional  sophie or science-a mode of knowl
edge i n scr ibed in  language, habitat, oral  trad it ion, myth, technology, and 
aesthetics.  G riau le  d iscerned common pri nc ip les u nderly ing the three 
African epi stemological  fie lds,  and th is  perm itted h i m  to use the Dogan 
and thei r neighbors as priv i l eged examples of l 'homme nair-micro
cosms of "Afr ican" thought, c iv i l izat ion,  ph i losophy, and re l ig ion .  A 
characterist ic movement from parts to wholes to more i nc l us ive wholes 
was Gr iau le's bas ic  mode of eth nographic representation . It m i rrored, 
and found confirmation i n ,  Dagon sty les of thought, with i ts encompass
ing  symbo l i c  correspondences of m icrocosm and macrocosm,  of body 
and cosmos, of everyday deta i l s  and patterns of myth . 

A n umber of d ifferent approaches are su bsu med u nder the general 
label of the Griau le  schoo l . 1 The tota l project spans five decades, fa l l i ng  
rough ly  i nto two phases : before and after Ogotemmel i .  I n  1 947,  i n  a now 
legendary series of i nterv iews, the Dogan sage Ogotemme l i ,  apparently 
acti ng on i n structions from tri bal e lders, i ndoctr inated Griau le  in the 
deep wisdom of his people  (Griau le  1 948a) . The fi rst decade of research 
at Sanga had been exhaust ive ly  documentary i n  character; now, with 
access to the knowledge revea led by Ogotemme l i  and other qua l i fied 
i nformants, the task became exegetical .  Ogotemme l i 's e laborate knowl
edge- re inforced and extended by other sources-appeared to  provide 
a potent "key" to Dogan cu l ture (Gr iau le 1 95 2 c : 548) .  Seen as a k i nd of 
l ived mythology, i t  provided a framework for graspi ng the Dogan world 
as an i ntegrated whole.  This immanent structu re-a "metaphysic," as 
Griaule l i ked to ca l l  i t-offered a pure ly  i nd igenous organ ization of the 
comp lex tota l soc ia l  facts of Dogan l i fe.  

1 .  There are many personal variants, and one shou ld d i st inguish the fol low
ing  standpoints :  the "core" of the ongoing research on the Dogon and Bambara 
is that of Marcel Gr iau le, Germa i ne Dieter len, and Solange de Ganay. Genevieve 
Ca lame-Griau le  and Dom i n ique Zahen contr ibuted d i rectly to the project, but 
from d i st inct methodological standpoints. jean-Pau l  Lebeuf, an early co-worker, 
shared Gr iau le's general v iewpoint, but h i s  work was concentrated in Chad. jean 
Rouch,  Luc de Heusch ,  and various later students rema in  ambivalently loyal to 
the "trad it ion." Den ise Pau l me, Michel Lei r is, and Andre Schaeffner, early con
tr ibutors to the Dogon project, have a lways mai nta i ned a skeptical d i stance from 
the u ndertak ing and shou ld not be inc l uded i n  the "school ." 
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Fu l l  compi lat ions of th i s  sagesse, an enormously deta i l ed system of 
symbol ic and narrative correspondences, appeared only after Gr iau le's 
death i n  1 95 6 .  The masterpieces of the Gr iau le  schoo l 's second period 
are Le renard pale, written with h i s  c losest col l aborator Germai ne Die
ter len ( 1 965) ,  and Ethno/ogie et langage: La parole chez les Dogan by 
h is daughter, the d i sti ngu ished ethnol i ngu i st Genevieve Calame-G r iau le 
( 1 965) .  I n  these works one hears, as i t  were, two fu l l  chords of  a Dogan 
symphony : a myth ic exp lanation of the cosmos and a native theory of 
language and express ivity. More than j ust native exp lanations or theories,  
these superb compend ia  present themselves as coherent arts of l i fe, so
c iomyth ic  landscapes of phys io logy and persona l i ty, symbo l ic  networks 
incarnate in an i nfi n ity of da i ly  deta i l s .  

The work o f  G riau le  a n d  h i s  fo l l owers i s  o n e  o f  the c l ass ic ach ieve
ments of twentieth-centu ry eth nography. With in  certa in  areas of empha
s i s  its depth of comprehension and com pleteness of deta i l  a re unpara l 
le led .  But  given i t s  rather u nusual  focus, the extreme natu re of  some of 
its c la ims,  and the cruc ia l ,  problemat ic ro le of the Dogon themselves as 
active agents in the long ethnograph ic process, Gr iau le's work has been 
subjected to sharp cr i t ic ism from a variety of standpoi nts. Some have 
noted its idea l i st ic bias and its lack of h i storical dynamism (Baland ier 
1 960; Sarevskaj a 1 963) .  B r it ish soc ia l  anth ropo logi sts have ra ised skep
tica l q uestions about G riau le's f ieldwork, notably his l i fe long re l i ance on 
transl ators and on a few privi leged informants attuned to his i nterests 
(whose i n it iatory knowledge might not be read i l y  genera l i zable to the 
rest of soc iety) . Fol l owers of Ma l i nowski or Evans-Pritchard have missed 
i n  Gr iau le's work any susta ined attention to da i l y  existence or po l i t ics as 
actu a l l y  l ived , and in general they are wary of a too perfectly ordered 
vis ion of Dogon rea l i ty (R ichards 1 967;  Douglas 1 967;  Goody 1 967) .  

Reread ing  the Dogon corpus c lose ly, other cr i t ics have begun ,  on 
the bas is  of i nternal contrad ictions, to un rave l the eq u i l ibr ium of Dogon 
mytho logy and to question the processes by wh ich an "abso l ute subject" 
(here a u n i fied construct cal led "the Dogan") is constituted in ethno
graphic interpretation ( Lettens 1 9 7 1 ; Michel-Jones 1 9 78) . In the wake of 
co lon ia l i sm,  Gr iau le  has been taken to task for his consistent preference 
for an Afr ican past over a modern iz ing present. Africans have cr i t ic ized 
h i m  for essentia l iz ing trad it ional  cu l tu ra l  patterns and repressi ng the ro le 
of i nd iv idua l  i nvention i n  the e laboration of Dogon myth (Hou ntondj i 
1 9 77) .  After 1 950 Gr iau le's work resonated strongly with the negritude 
movement, part icu la r ly with Leopo ld Senghor's evocation of an African 
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essence. But as Senghor's brand of negritude has y ie lded to Aime Ce
sai re's more syncret ic,  impure, inventive conception of cu ltural  identi ty, 
G riau le's African metaphys ic has begun to seem an ah i storica l ,  idea l ized 
a l ter ego to a tota l iz i ng occ identa l  human ism.  

It is  i m poss ib le  here to  eva l uate many of  the  spec ific cr i t ic isms lev
eled at Gr iau le, espec ia l l y  in the absence of deta i l ed restudy of the 
Dago n .  A few methodological warn i ngs are necessary, however, for 
approac h i ng such a contested oeuvre. The h i storian of f ieldwork is ham
pered by l im i ted and foreshortened evidence; i t  i s  a lways d ifficult ,  if  not 
i m poss i b le, to know what happened in  an eth nographic  encou nter. (Th is  
u ncerta i nty i s  at least part ly  respons ib le  for the fact that  the h istory of 
anth ropology has tended to be a h i story of theory, even though the 
modern d i sc i p l i ne has defined i tsel f  by reference to i ts d i st i nct "method .") 
Usua l ly, as in G riau le's case, one must re ly  heav i l y  on the eth nographer's 
own ex post facto narrat ions, accou nts that serve to confi rm h i s  authority. 
One can a l so d raw on h i s  methodological prescr ipt ions and those of h i s  
co l l aborators ; b u t  these too tend t o  b e  over ly systematic rat ional izations 
composed after the fact . A scatter ing of re levant journals  and memoi rs 
can he l p  somewhat (Le i ri s  1 934; Rouch 1 9 78b; Pau l me 1 9 77) ,  as can a 
crit ica l read i ng of pub l i shed eth nograph ies and field notes-where ava i l 
ab le  (and comprehens i b le) .  2 D i rect evidence of  the interpersonal  dynam
ics and po l i t ics of research ,  however, i s  large ly  absent.  Moreover, there 
is an enormous gap i n  a l l  h i stories of fie ldwork: the ind igenous "side" of 
the story. How was the research process u nderstood and i nfl uenced by 
informants, by tr ibal  authorit ies,  by those who d id  not cooperate (d. 
Lewis 1 973 ) ?  G riau le's story has the merit of making th i s  part of the 
encou nter  i nescapable .  Yet our knowledge of Dogan i nf luences on the 
eth nograph ic  process remains  fragmentary. 

It i s  s imp l i st ic  to tax Gr iau le  with project ing onto the Dogan a sub
ject ive v is ion,  with develop ing a research method for e l ic i t ing essentia l l y  
what h e  was look ing for (Lettens 1 9 7 1 :397 ,  pass im) .  Even the more cred-

2. Anyone who has tried to rei nterpret field notes wi l l  know it is a problem
atic enterprise. They may be gnom ic, heteroglot shorthand notes to oneself, or 
the sorts of "fie ld notes" often quoted in publ ished ethnographies-formu lated 
summaries of events, observations, and conversations recomposed after the fact. 
It i s  wel l -n igh imposs ib le  to d i sentangle the i nterpretive processes at work as field 
notes move from one level of textua l i zation to the next. Gr iau le's 1 73 r ich ly 
deta i led "fiches de terra in "  for the cruc ia l  i nterviews with Ogotemme l i  (Griau le 
1 946) are c learly the product of at  least one rewriti ng, e l im inat ing specific l i n 
gu i st ic problems, the presence of  the trans lator Kogem, and  so  on .  
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ib le  c la im that Gr iau le  overstressed certa i n  parts of Dogan rea l ity at the 
expense of others assumes the existence of a natura l entity ca l l ed Dogan 
cu l ture apart from its ethnographic i nventions.  Even if  i t  is true that key 
i nformants became "Gr iau l ized ," that Gr iau le  h i mse l f  was "Dogonized ," 
that Ogotemmel i 's wisdom was that of an ind ividua l  "theologian," and 
that the "secret," i n i t iatory nature of the revea led knowledge was system
atica l ly  exaggerated, even if  other priorit ies and methods wou ld certa in ly  
have produced a d ifferent ethnography, i t  does not fo l low that Gr iau le's 
vers ion of the Dogan is fa lse.  H is writ i ngs, and those of h i s  assoc iates, 
express a Dogan truth-a complex, negot iated , h i storica l ly conti ngent 
truth specif ic to certa i n  re lat ions of textual production . The h istorian asks 
what kind of truth G riau le  and the Dogan he worked with prod uced, i n  
what d ia logical cond it ions, with i n  what pol it ical  l i m its, i n  what h i stor i
cal  c l i mate. 

Masterpieces l i ke Le renard pale and Ethnologie et langage are e lab
orate inventions authored by a variety of subjects, European and African .  
These compend iums do not represent the way "the Dogan" th ink :  both 
the i r  enormous com plexity and the absence of female i nformants cast 
doubt on any such tota l iz ing c l a i m .  Nor is the i r  "deep" knowledge an 
i nterpretive key to Dogan rea l i ty for anyone beyond the ethnographer 
and a sma l l  number of native " i nte l lectua l s ." To say that these Dogan 
truths are spec if ic i nventions ( rather than parts or d i stort ions of "Dagon 
cu l ture") ,  however, is  to take them serious ly as textual  constructions, 
avoid i ng both celebrat ion and polemic .  

The Gr iau le  trad it ion offers one of  the few fu l ly e l aborated a l terna
t ives to the Anglo-American model of i ntens ive part ic ipant observation . 
For th is  reason a lone it is i m portant for the h istory of twentieth-century 
eth nography-particu lar ly  with the recent d i scovery i n  America of 
" long-term fie ld research" (Foster et a l .  1 979) .  Griau le's wri t ings are a l so 
i m portant (and here we must separate the man from h i s  "school" )  for the i r  
un usual  d i rectness i n  portray i ng research as i n herently agon ist ic,  theat
r ica l ,  and fraught with power. H i s  work belongs manifest ly to the colo
n ia l  period . Thanks to Gr iau le's d ramatic fla i r  and fond ness for overstate
ment, we can perceive clear ly certa i n  key assumptions, ro les, and 
systems of metaphors that empowered ethnography during  the th i rt ies 
and forties. 

One can not speak of a French "trad it ion" of fieldwork, as one refers (per
haps too eas i ly) to B rit ish and American schools .  Nonetheless, if on ly  by 
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contrast, G riau le's eth nography does appear to be pecu l iar ly French .  We 
can suggest th i s  rather e lus ive qua l i ty by evoking briefly two i nf luent ia l  
precursors . I n  Paris the most i m portant advocates of  fieldwork dur ing the 
1 920s were Marcel Mauss and Mau rice Delafosse, who col laborated 
with Lucien Levy-Bru h l  and Rivet to found the lnstitut d' Eth nologie.  Here 
after 1 92 5  a generat ion of "African i st" eth nographers was tra i ned .  

I n  the fi rst th ree decades o f  the centu ry B lack Africa was com ing 
i nto focus, separated from the "orienta l "  Magh reb . By 1 93 1 , when the 
Journal de Ia Societe des Africanistes was fou nded ,  it had become pos
s ib le  to speak of a fie ld  cal led "African ism" (modeled on the older syn
thetic d i sc i p l i n e  of orienta l  i sm) .  The fash ionable vogue for / 'art negre and 
black music contr ibuted to the formation of a cu ltural  object, a civilisa
tion about wh ich synthetic statements cou ld be made. Maurice Dela
fosse's Noirs de / 'Afrique and L 'ame nair contr ibuted to th i s  develop
ment, a long with the transl ated writ i ngs of Froben ius .  Gr iau le's work 
unfo lded with i n  the African ist parad igm, moving associat ively from spe
c i fic stud ies of particu lar  popu lat ions to genera l izations about l 'homme 
noire, African c iv i l izat ion,  and metaphysics (G riau le 1 95 1 , 1 953 ) .  

At  the  l n st itut d ' Ethnologie a regu lar  stream of  colon ia l  officers stud
ied eth nograph ic  method as part of their tra i n ing at the Ecole Colon ia le ,  
where Del afosse was a popu lar  teacher before h i s  death i n  1 926 .  As a 
veteran of extended duty i n  West Africa, Delafosse knew African lan
guages and cu ltures i nt i mate ly. When his  health was u ndermi ned by the 
rigors of constant travel and research ,  he reti red to France, becomi ng the 
fi rst professor of B lack African languages at the Ecole des Langues Ori
enta les .  A scholar  of great erud it ion,  he made contri butions to African 
h i story, ethnography, geography, and l i ngu i st ics .  At the Eco le Co lonia le ,  
where Afr icans had long been cons idered c h i ld l i ke i nferiors, he taught 
the fu ndamenta l equa l ity (though not the s i m i l arity) of races. D ifferent 
m i l ieux prod uce d ifferent c iv i l izations.  I f  the Africans are techn ica l l y  and 
mater ia l l y  backward , th is  i s  a h i stor ical  accident;  the i r  art ,  the i r  mora l 
l ife, the i r  re l ig ions are nonetheless fu l ly developed and worthy of es
teem . He u rged h i s  students toward ethnography and the mastery of i n
d igenous languages . H i s  authority was concrete experience, h i s  persona 
that of the broussard-the man of the back country, tough-mi nded , icon
oc lastic ,  h u mane, i m pat ient with h ierarchy and the a rt ifices of pol i te so
c iety (Delafosse 1 909;  cf. Deschamps 1 975 : 97) .  For a generation of 
you ng, l i bera l l y  i n c l i ned colon ia l  officers he represented an authentic, 
concrete way to "know" Africa and to commun icate its fasc i nation . 

After Del afosse's death the pri nc ip le i nf luence on the fi rst generation 
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of profess ional  f ieldworkers i n  France was exerted by another charis
matic teacher, Marcel Mauss. Though he never undertood fieldwork, 
Mauss cons istently deplored France's backward ness in th is domai n  
(Mauss 1 9 1 3) .  A t  the l nstitut d' Eth nologie h e  taught a year ly cou rse (eth
nograph ie descriptive) spec ifica l ly geared to fieldwork methods .  Mauss 
was anyth i ng but an abstract, bookish schol ar; anyone who looks at h i s  
"Tech n iques d u  corps" ( 1 934) can  see an acute power of  observat ion, an  
i nterest i n  the  concrete and the experimental (d. Condom i nas 1 972a) .  
Mauss u rged al l  h is students toward ethnography; between 1 925  and 
1 940 the lnstitut sponsored more than a hundred f ie ld tri ps (Karady 
1 98 1 : 1 76) . U n l i ke W H .  R. Rivers, Ma l i nowski ,  and later Gr iau le,  
whose teac h i ng reflected the i r  own experiences i n  the fie ld ,  he did not 
propou nd a d i st i nct research "method" ;  but if he lacked i nti mate expe
rience, he d id  not feel  compe l l ed to rat ional ize or j usti fy h i s  own prac
tice. Drawn from the f ieldwork trad it ions of various nations, h i s  cou rse 
was an i nventory, c lassif icat ion,  and crit ique of poss ib le methods .  Mauss 
provided a sense of the complex i ty of "tota l soc ia l  facts" (Mauss 
1 92 4 : 2 74) and the d ifferent means by which descr iptions, record ings, 
textua l  accou nts, and col lections of artifacts cou ld  be constituted . H is 
wide-ranging  Manuel d'ethnographie ( 1 947), a compi lat ion of cou rse 
notes brought together by Den ise Pau l  me short ly  before h i s  death, makes 
it c lear that the idea of a priv i l eged approach was qu ite foreign to h i m .  

Mauss strongly supported the general trend o f  modern academic 
fieldwork, u rgi ng "the profess ional  eth nographer" to adopt "the i ntensive 
method" ( 1 947 : 1 3 ) .  Serious comparative work depended on the comple
tion of fu l l  local descr ipt ions.  A l though the Manuel's recommendations 
reflect a c lose knowledge of American and B rit ish techn iques, there is  no 
emphasis on i nd iv idual  partic i pant-observation . Mauss endorses team re
search ;  overa l l  h i s  approach is documentary rather than experiential  and 
hermeneutic .  

Th is  documentary concern wou ld  be  reflected in  the  i n trod uction to 
G riau le's fi rst major fie ld monograph : "Th is  work presents documents 
re lative to the Masks of the Dogon, co l lected dur ing research tri ps among 
the c l iffs of Band iagara" (Griau le  1 938 :v i i ) . 3  I t  is hard to imagine an ac
cou nt in the Mal i nowskian trad it ion beg inn ing in this way. Although 
Gr iau le  does considerab ly  more in Masques Dogons than s imply d isplay 

3. Here and throughout th is book trans lations of foreign works are my own 
un less I c i te a publ i shed Engl ish translation . 
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co l lected documents, the metaphor revea l s  a particu lar  empir ical  style  
(cf. Leenhardt 1 93 2 ;  C l i fford 1 982a : 1 38 -1 4 1 ) .  For  Mauss, who accepted 
an o lder d iv is ion of l abor between the man i n  the field and the theorist 
at home, descri pt ion shou ld  never be governed by explanatory concerns 
(Mauss 1 94 7 : 389) .  To provide the k ind of information usefu l to a com
parat ive soc io logy, the eth nographer shou ld avoid bu i ld i ng too much im
p l ic i t  explanat ion i nto the ethnographic data i n  the process of i ts const i 
tut ion . Mauss gave no spec ia l  status to the idea that a synthet ic portra it 
of a cu l tu re (someth i ng for h i m  massive ly  overdetermi ned) cou ld be pro
duced through the research experience of an ind iv idua l  subject or bu i l t 
around the ana lys i s  of a typica l  or central i nst itution . H i s  l i m it ing notion 
of "tota l soc ia l  facts" l ed h i m  rather to recommend the deployment of 
mu lt i p le  documentary methods by a variety of specia l i zed observers. 
Worki ng  at a h i gher level of abstract ion,  the soc io logist cou ld perhaps 
"gl impse, measure, and hold in eq u i l ibr ium" ( 1 924:2 79) the d ifferent 
strata of "tota l "  facts-technologica l ,  aesthetic,  geographica l ,  demo
graph ic ,  econom ic,  j ur id ica l ,  l i ngu ist ic, re l i gious,  h i storica l ,  and inter
cu l tura l .  But  the task of the ethnographer, whether alone or in a research 
team,  was to amass as complete a corpus as poss ib le :  texts, a rt i facts, 
maps, photographs,  and so forth-"documents" precise ly local ized and 
coveri ng a broad range of cu ltu ra l  phenomena.  F ie ldworkers should con
struct "series and not panop l ies" (p. 2 1 ) . Mauss used old terms prec ise ly :  
a panoply i s  a fu l l  complement of  arms, a su i t  of  armor with a l l  i ts ac
couterments. The term suggests a fu nctional  i n tegrat ion of parts deployed 
and d i sp layed arou nd a coherent, effecti ve body. Mauss d id  not see so
c iety or cu l ture th i s  way. One shou ld be wary of reduc ing h i s  concept of 
total soc ia l  facts (re m i n iscent of Freud's "overdeterm ination") to a fu nc
t iona l i st not ion of the in terre lat ion of parts . 

Mauss's e l us ive concept nevertheless art icu lated a fu ndamental pre
d icament for twentieth-centu ry ethnographers. If  every "fact" is suscep
ti b le to m u l t ip le  encod i ng, making sense in d iverse contexts and i m
p l i cati ng i n  its comprehens ion the "tota l"  ensemble of re lat ions that 
constitutes the soc iety u nder study, then th is  assumption can serve as 
encou ragement to grasp the ensemble by focus ing on one of its parts . 
I ndeed th is  i s  what f ieldworkers have a lways done, bu i l d i ng u p  soc ia l  
wholes ( "cu lture" i n  the  American trad it ion) through a concentrat ion on 
s ign i ficant e lements .  Many d ifferent approaches have emerged : the focus 
on key " i n st itut ions" (Mal i nowski 's Trobriand Kula, Evans-Pritchard 's 
Azande witchcraft) ; the bri ngi ng to the foreground of "tota l iz ing cu l tu ra l  
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performances" (Ba ldwin Spencer and F. G i l len's Arunta in i t iation , Greg
ory Bateson 's latm u l  Naven,  Geertz's Ba l i nese cockfight) ; the identifica
tion of privi leged armatures to which the whole of culture cou ld be 
rel ated (R ivers' "genealogical method" and Radel iffe-Brown's "socia l  
structu re") ;  or even G riau le's late conception of  i n it iatory knowledge as 
the key to a u n ified representation of West African cu l tures. In d ifferent 
ways the new generation ot academic f ieldworkers were a l l  looking for 
what G riau le  wou l d  recommend, defend i ng h i s  practice of teamwork i n  
the fie ld-a "rapid,  sure method" able t o  grasp synthetica l ly a n  over
determ ined c u l tu ra l  rea l ity ( 1 933 : 8) .  Thus Mauss's be l ief that the tota l ity 
of soc iety is imp l ic i t  in i ts parts or organ iz ing structu res may appear as a 
k ind of enab l i ng charter for a broad range of fieldwork tact ics (ap
proaches to soc ia l  representation in the rhetorical  mode of synecdoche), 
without which re latively short-term professional  fieldwork wou ld be 
q uest ionable-part icu lar ly  research a im ing at portrayal s  of whole cu l 
tures . S i nce one  cannot study everyth i ng a t  once, one  must be  ab le  to 
h igh l i ght parts or attack spec ific problems i n  the confidence that they 
evoke a wider context. 

There is another side to tota l soc ia l  facts : the idea i s  ambiguous and 
fina l l y  trou b l i ng .  If i t . legit i mates part ia l  cu l tu ra l  descriptions, i t  offers no 
guidance as to which code, key, or l um i nous example is to be preferred . 
L i ke N ietzsche's v is ion of infin i te interpretations, Mauss's idea sees socia l  
rea l i ty and the mora l  world as constructed i n  many poss ib le ways, none 
of which may be privi leged . Modern ethnography took shape in  a shat
tered world hau nted by n i h i l i sm,  and Mauss in h i s  portraya l s  of the con
st itution of col lective order was acutely aware of the poss ib i l i ty of d i s
order (see Chapter 4 ) .  The Gift is an a l legory of reconc i l iat ion and 
reci proc ity in the wake of the F i rst World War. As i s  wel l  known, the war 
had a devastati ng i m pact on Mauss; its seq uel i n  1 940 wou ld  deprive 
h im of the wi l l  to work and th ink .  With the breakdown of evo lution ist 
master narrat ives, the re lat iv ist science of cu l ture worked to reth ink  the 
world as a d i spersed whole, composed of d isti nct, fu nction i ng, and i nter
re lated cu l tures. It reconstituted soc ia l  and mora l who leness p lu ra l l y. If 
synecdoch ic  ethnography argued, in effect, that "cu l tures" hold together, 
it d id  so i n  response to a pervasive modern fee l i ng, l i nk ing the I r ishman 
Yeats to the N i gerian Achebe, that "th ings fa l l  apart ." 

For a committed soc ia l i st l i ke Mauss, the study of soc iety was a 
refusal of n i h i l i sm;  its constructions of soc ia l  wholeness served mora l  
and po l it ical  as wel l  as scientific ends .  But he was too c lear-sighted and 
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knowledgeable to espouse any sovereign method for the constitution of 
tota l i t ies.  He contented h i mself w ith a k ind of gay science; he was gen
erous,  rather than, l i ke N ietzsche, sardonic .  He presented a generation 
of eth nographers with an aston i sh ing  reperto i re of objects for study and 
ways to put the world together: eth nography was a d i pping of d ifferent 
nets in the teem ing ocean ,  each catch ing i ts own sort of fish .  Schooled 
in  Cush ing's work, he knew that the task of representi ng a cu l ture was 
potenti a l l y  end less.  "You say you have spent two and a half  years with 
one tr i be," he remarked to Meyer Fortes. "Poor man, i t  wi l l  take you 
twenty years to write it up" (Fortes 1 9 73 : 284) . 

Mauss's Manuel was not a methode but an enormous checkl ist; thus 
one can not speak of a "Mauss ian" as one can of a "Ma l i nowskian" or a 
" Boas ian" eth nography. (Th is fact may exp la in ,  i n  part, why French field
work has never assumed a d i st i nct identity and has, in effect, been i nv is
ib le  to anthropologists of other trad it ions . )  H i s  students d iverged mark
ed ly. A l fred Metraux pu rsued a d i st i ngu ished career of American-style 
partic i pant observation . Michel Le i ris ,  wh i le making or ig inal  contr ibu
t ions to Dogan and Eth iopian ethnography, never stopped question ing 
the subjective confl icts and pol it ical  constra i nts of cross-cu ltural  study as 
such .  Maur ice Leenhardt, whose late entry i nto the U n ivers i ty of Par is  
was much encou raged by Mauss,  represented an older sty le of research 
whose authority was rooted in years of m iss ionary work rather than i n  
academ i c  trai n i ng .  C harles LeCoeu r, who attended Mal i nowski 's semi nar 
at the London School of Econom ics, l ived among the Teda, learned their  
language, and forma l ly, at least, conducted fie ldwork a I'anglais . Of 
Mauss's other students-vi rtua l l y  every major French ethnographer be
fore 1 950--only G riau le  developed a systematic method and a d i st inct 
trad it ion of research .  

;K. 
Two loose metaphoric structu res govern G riau le's conception of field
work: a documentary system (governed by images of col lect ion,  obser
vat ion,  and i nterrogation) and an initiatory complex ( i n  wh ich d i a logical  
processes of education and exegesis  come to the fore) . Gr iau le h i mse l f  
presented the two approaches as complementary, each req u i r ing  and 
bu i ld i n g  on the other. One can,  however, d i scern a sh ift from the docu
mentary to the i n i t iatory as his career progressed and as his personal  
i nvolvement with Dogan modes of  thought and be l ief deepened . For  the 
sake of ana lytic c larity I sha l l  consider the approaches separate ly. It 
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Marcel Griaule developing photographic plates. Sanga, 
October-November 1 93 1 .  
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shou ld be u nderstood, however, that both are attempts to account for a 
compl icated , evo lv ing ethnographic experience-an experience tra
versed by i nfluences, h i storica l and intersubjective, beyond the contro l 
of G riau le's metaphors .  

The  notion that eth nography was a process of  col lection dom i nated 
the Miss ion Dakar-Dj i bouti ,  with its museographical  emphasis .  The eth
nographic object-be it a tool ,  statue, or mask-was understood to be a 
pec u l iar ly re l iable "witness" to the truth of an a l ien soc iety. The Maussian 
rationa le i s  evident i n  a set of " Instructions for Co l lectors" d istributed by 
the mission . 

Because of the need that has always dr iven men to imprint the 

traces of their act iv i ty on matter, nearly all phenomena of col lective 
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l i fe are capable of expression i n  given objects . A col lection of objects 

systematica l ly  acqu i red is  thus a rich gathering of admiss ib le evidence 

[pieces a conviction] . The i r  col lection creates arch ives more revea l i ng  

and  sure than  written arch ives, s ince these are authentic, autonomous 

objects that cannot have been fabricated for the needs of the case [/es 

besoins de Ia cause] and that thus characterize types of civi l izations 

better than anyth i ng e l se .  (Mauss 1 93 1  :6-7) 
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" Dead ," decontextua l ized objects, the broch u re goes on to argue, can 
be restored to " l i fe" by su rround ing "documentat ion" (descri ptions, 
drawings,  photos) .  The l i n ks ty ing  any object or i nsti tution to the "en
semble  of soc iety" can th us  be reconstituted and the truth of the whole 
e l ic i ted sc ientifica l ly from any one of i ts  parts . 

The recurr ing j u r id ica l  metaphors ( pieces a conviction, besoins de Ia 
cause) are revea l i ng;  if a l l  the parts of a cu lture can in  pri nc ip le  be made 
to y ie ld the whole,  what j ustifies an  eth nographer's particu lar  select ion 
of revea l i ng "evidence" ? Some "witnesses" m ust be more re l i ab le than 
others . A coro l l ary of the va l ue p laced on objects as "authentic and au
tonomous," not "fabricated for the needs of the case," i s  the assumption 
that other forms of evidence, the "arch ives" composed on the bas is  of 
personal  observation,  descr ipt ion,  and interpretation,  are less pure, more 
i nfected with the contingent eth nographic encounter, its c lash of i nter
ests, and part ia l  truths .  For Gr iau le  fie ldwork was a perpetual  struggle for 
control ( i n  the pol i t ical  and scientific  senses) of th i s  encounter. 

Gr iau le  assu med that the oppos ing i nterests of ethnographer and na
t ive cou ld  never be ent i re ly  harmon ized . Re lations someti mes romanti
c ized by the term rapport were rea l l y  negotiated sett lements, outcomes 
of a cont i n uous push and pu l l  determ i n i ng what cou ld and cou l d  not be 
known of the soc iety u nder study. The outsider was a lways in danger of 
los i n g  the i n i t iative, of acq u iesc ing  in a su perfic ia l  modus v ivend i .  One 
cou l d  not learn what was systemat ica l ly h idden in a cu l tu re s imp ly  by 
becom i ng a tem porary mem ber of a common mora l  commun i ty. I t  cou ld 
be revealed only by a k ind of v io lence : the ethnographer m ust keep up 
the pressu re (Gr iau le 1 95 7 : 1 4) .  G riau le  may have had no choice : i n  Su
danese societies, with the i r  long processes of i n it iat ion,  one had either 
to force the reve lat ion of occu l t  trad it ions or  to be on the scene for dec
ades . 

Of a l l  the poss ib le  avenues to h idden truths the least rel iab le was 
speech-what i nformants actu a l l y  said in response to quest ions.  This  
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was due not mere ly  to consc ious ly ing and res i stance to inqu i ry;  i t  fol 
lowed from dramatistic assumptions that were a le itmotif  of  h i s  work. For 
G riau le  every i nformant's self-presentation (a long with that of the eth nog
rapher) was a dramatizat ion, a putt ing forward of certai n  truths and a 
hold i ng back of others . I n  penetrat ing these consc ious or unconscious 
d isgu ises the fieldworker had to exploit  whatever advantages, whatever 
sources of power, whatever knowledge not based on inter locution he or 
she cou ld  acq u i re ( 1 9 5 7 :92 ) .  

G riau le  l ooked i n it ia l l y  to  v i sua l  observation as a source of  infor
mation that cou ld be obta ined without depend ing  on uncerta in  ora l  col 
laboration and cou ld provide the edge needed to provoke, contro l ,  and 
verify confessional  d i scou rses . Accustomed to actua l ly  look ing down on 
th i ngs (his fi rst job in the air force had been that of an aeria l  spotter and 
navigator), Gr iau le  was part icu lar ly conscious of the advantages of over
view, of the prec ise mapping  of habitats and thei r  su rround ing  terra i n .  
T h i s  v isual  preoccu pation,  apparent i n  a l l  h i s  methodologica l works, 
emerges with d i sconcert ing c larity i n  Les Sao Jegendaires, h i s  popu lar  
account of ethnograph ic  and archaeo logical work i n  Chad ( 1 943 ) :  

Perhaps it's a qu i rk acqu i red in  m i l itary ai rcraft, but I a lways re

sent hav ing to explore an un known terrai n  on foot. Seen from high i n  

the a i r, a d i strict holds few secrets . Property i s  del i neated a s  if in  Ind ia  

ink ;  paths converge i n  crit ical points; i nterior courtyards y ie ld them

selves up; the i nhabited j umble comes clear. With an aeria l  photo

graph the components of i nstitutions fa l l  i nto place as a series of th i ngs 

d isassembled, and yie ld ing.  Man is s i l ly :  he suspects h i s  neighbor, 

never the sky; ins ide the fou r  wal l s, pa l i sades, fences, or hedges of an 

enclosed space he th i nks al l  i s  permitted . But al l  h i s  great and sma l l  

i ntentions, h i s  sanctuaries, h i s  garbage, h i s  care less repa i rs, h i s  ambi

t ions for growth appear on an aeria l  photograph . I n  a v i l l age I know in  

the French Sudan,  I recal l  having d iscovered four  important sanctu

aries at the cost of much hard land travel ,  along with platitudes, flat

tery, payoffs, and unredeemable promises. Seventeen sanctuaries ap

peared on an aeria l  photo thanks to the m i l let pu lp spread out on the i r  

domes. A l l  at  once the openness of  my informants increased to an 

unbe l ievable degree. With an a i rplane, one fixed the underlying struc

tu re both of topography and of m inds.  (pp. 6 1-62) 

I t  i s  not c lear whether th i s  passage shou ld be read as enthusiastic publ ic
i ty for a new scientific method (on aeria l  photography see G riau le 1 93 7) 
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Marcel Griaule photographing from cliff top near Sanga, 
October-November 1 93 1 .  Andre Schaelfner holds him by 
the ankles. 
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or as a somewhat d istu rb ing  fantasy of observational  power. G riau le  sel
dom had an a i rp lane at h i s  d i sposa l in the fie ld ,  but he adopted its pan
optic viewpoint  as a habit and a tact ic .  

The s imple fact of  d rawing u p  a map cou ld g ive an overview and 
i n i t ia l  mastery of the cu l ture i nscr ibed on the land . Recount ing the ex
cavation of ancient fu neral remains  aga i nst the wi shes of local i n habi
tants who considered the graves to be ancestra l ,  Gr iaule provides an  
extraord i nary phenomeno logy of  the  wh ite outs ider's strugg le  to ma inta i n  
an edge in  dea l i ngs w i t h  t h e  native counc i l  o f  e lders. Because thei r ora l 
trad it ion i s  a key source of i n formation for where exactly  to d ig,  they 
must be i nd uced to ta l k  ( 1 943 : 58) . Gr iau le  is  a l ive to a l l  man ner of s igns 
in behavior and espec ia l l y  in the terra in  that may eventua l l y  serve as 
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entrees in to the h idden world of custom. H is questions a im to provoke 
and confuse, to e l ic i t  unguarded responses . Having arduously mapped 
the l andhold ing  and habitations of the region, he is able to pose un
expected ly  acute queries about incongruous s i tes that are i n  fact sa
cred-altars, a strange door in a wa l l ,  a cu rious topograph ic  featu re
traces of secrets written on the surface of the habitat. The map-making 
outs ider holds a d i sconcert ing authority :  he seems a l ready to know 
where everyth i ng is. Reve lat ions fo l low. New s ites are excavated . 

For G riau le  a map is not on ly  a p lan  of work but "a base for com bat" 
where "every i nscr ibed pos it ion is a conq uered pos it ion" ( 1 943 : 66) .  
Throughout h is  account he i s  consc ious of the aggressive, d isruptive 
power of the gaze . I nvestigat ion,  looking  in to someth i ng, is never neu
tra l .  The researchers feel themse lves under surve i l lance : "Hundreds of 
eyes fo l low us .  We' re i n  fu l l  v iew of the v i l l age ; i n  every crack i n  the 
wal l ,  beh ind every granary, an eye i s  attentive" (p. 64) . In opposit ion 
stands the i r  sc ientific observation : "To d ig  a hole i s  to com m it an ind is
cretion,  to open an eye onto the past" (p .  68) . Every inquest is "a s iege 
to be organ i zed" (p .  60) . Th is  part icu lar  war of gazes ends with a nom ina l  
truce, a compromise perm itti ng the  col lection of  certa i n  art ifacts wh i l e  a 
few espec i a l l y  sacred ones are spared (p.  76) .  The theatrica l  tug of war 
actu a l l y  ends with an arrangement enti re ly  to the advantage of the out
s iders, who are able to com plete the i r  excavation,  remove nu merous 
rel ics, and estab l i sh  ground ru les for l ater intensive eth nography. 

For Gr iau le  the exhaustive documentation of a cu lture was a pre
cond it ion for p lumbing i ts "secrets" th rough long-term, contro l led in ter
rogation of i nformants .  He did not, of course, be l ieve that complete de
scri ption was poss ib le ;  but often-especia l l y  when defend ing h i s  
pract ice of  teamwork aga i nst the Anglo-American model of  i nd iv idual  
part ic ipant observat ion-he would betray panoptical  aspi rat ions.  H i s  fa
vorite example was the problem of descr ib ing a Dogan fu neral cere
mony, a spectacle i nvo lvi ng h u nd reds of partic ipants. An ind ivid ua l  
part ic ipant-observer wou ld  be lost i n  the melee, jott ing down more or 
less arbi tra ry i mpress ions,  and with l itt le grasp of the whole.  

Gr iau le argues that the on ly  way to document such an event ade
quate ly  is to deploy a team of observers. He offers, characterist ica l ly, a 
map of the performance s i te and a set of tactics for i ts coverage, pro
ceed i ng rather in the manner of a modern te levis ion crew report i ng on 
an  American po l i t ica l  convention ( 1 933 : 1 1 ;  1 95 7 :47-5 2) .  Observer 
number one is stationed atop a c l iff not far from the vi l l age square with 
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the job of photograph ing and noti ng the la rge-scale movements of the 
rite; n u m ber two i s  among the menstruati ng women to one side; three 
m i xes with a band of young torch bearers ; four observes the group of 
mus ic ians ;  five is on the roof tops "charged with survei l lance i n  the wi ngs 
with the i r  thousand ind i scretions, and going  freq uent ly, a long with num
ber  s ix ,  to  the dead man's house i n  search of  the l atest news" ( 1 957 :49) .  
N umber seven observes the reactions of the women and ch i ld ren to the 
masked dances and r i tual  combats tak ing p lace at center stage. A l l  ob
servers note the exact t i mes of their  observations so that a synthetic por
tra i t  of the r i tual  can be constructed . 

Th is  on ly  begi ns the task of adequate docu mentation . The synoptic 
outl i ne thus constructed w i l l  l ater be augmented and corrected by pro
cesses of "verif icat ion" and "commentary." Witnesses must be asked for 
the i r  exp lanat ions of obscure gestures. "Holes" i n  the fabric w i l l  be fi l led 
i n ,  i nc l u d i ng those that are due to cont i ngenc ies of a spec ific perform
ance-the absence or presence of part icu lar  groups or ind iv idua ls, the 
forgetfu l ness of the actors, or any d ivergences from the rite's " idea l har
mony" ( 1 9 5 7 :50) .  S lowly, over a number of years, b u i l d i ng on repeat 
performances if poss i b le,  an idea l type of the r ite wi l l  be l aborious ly 
constructed . But th i s  enormous "dossier" spi l l s  out i n  many d i rections, 
and "each part of the observation becomes the core of an  enq u i ry that 
sooner or later w i l l  fu rn ish a vast network of i nformation" (p .  5 1 ) . 

Gr iau le's Methode de / 'ethnographie, from which th i s  account i s  
d rawn, provides a rat iona l i zed vers ion of h i s  own research practice. It is 
often unc lear  whether the methods propou nded are those Gr iau le actu
a l l y  used or ideal recommendations based on a rather more messy ex
perience. But  the Methode gives a good sense of the overa l l  assumptions 
and parameters of his fie ldwork. I n  Sanga the Miss ion Dakar-Dj i bouti 
had in fact encountered a Dogan fu nera l ,  a d ramatic, confus ing r ite fea
tur ing spectacu l ar performances by masked dancers . Gr iau le  set about 
i ts documentatio n :  h i s  su bseq uent work wou ld  center on the secret so
c iety of masks, and various of h i s  co-workers contr ibuted rel ated stud ies 
(Lei r is  1 948;  De Ganay 1 94 1 ; D ieter len 1 94 1  ) . By d i nt of repeated vis its 
and intens ive col laborative work an organ ized corpus of "docu ments" 
was bu i l t  up .  

Gr iau le's focus on the  i nstitut ion of  masks d id not  i nvo lve a synec
dochic  representat ion of cu lture as a whole in the functional ist trad it ion 
(using the mask soc iety as either an idea l -typ ical " i nstitut ion" or its ritua l s  
as  "tota l iz ing  cu l tu ra l  performances" ) .  Rather, work ing out  from th is  
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dense c luster of tota l soc ia l  facts, he and h i s  associates constructed a 
"vasi network of information" as a context and contro l for what natives 
themse lves said about the i r  cu lture .  I n i t ia l ly, in h i s  "documentary" phase, 
Gr iau le used the exp l ications of informants as commentaries on observed 
behavior and col lected art ifacts; but th is  attitude wou l d  change, espe
c ia l ly  after Ogotemmel i :  once proper ly tested and qual ified , i nformants 
cou ld  be trusted with research tasks. With proper contro l they cou ld  be
come regu lar auxi l iar ies and, in effect, members of the team . The net
work of observation and documentation cou ld  th us be d ramatica l ly ex
tended (Gr iau le 1 95 7 : 6 1-64).  Teamwork was an efficient way to deal 
with tota l soc ia l  facts, to prod uce a fu l l  documentation on a m u lt ip l ic i ty 
of subjects treated i n  d iverse man ners .  

A s  conceived b y  Gr iau le  the team was much more than a makeshift 
col laboration of ind iv idua l s .  It embod ied the pr inc ip le underly ing a l l  
modern i nq u i ry :  spec ia l ization a n d  the d iv is ion of labor. Because socia l  
rea l i ty is  too complex for the s ing le  researcher, he must " re ly on other 
spec ia l ists and try to form with them a th i n k ing group, an element of 
combat, a tactica l u n it of research in wh ich each person, wh i le hold ing 
to h i s  own persona l  qua l it ies, knows he i s  an i ntel l i gent cog of  a mach ine 
in  which he is i nd ispensable but without which he is noth ing" ( 1 9 5 7 : 2 6) .  
Some o f  G riau le's early co-workers, l i ke Leir is,  Schaeffner, a n d  Pau l me, 
d id  not find endur ing  p l aces with i n  this prod uctive mechan ism .  Le i r i s's 
scandalous L 'Afrique fantome ( 1 934) was a c lear breach of d isci p l i ne .  
But others (De Ganay, Dieter len, Lebeuf, and Ca lame-Griau le), if not 
prec isely " in te l l igent cogs," worked free ly  with in  the developing para
d igm . G riau le  spoke of h i s  ideal team in terms of organic sol idarity and 
a quasi-m i l itary esprit de corps, and the works of the school do suggest 
an effic ient col laborative enterpr ise ;  but as a prod uctive mechanism the 
"team" cou l d  never be t ight ly control led . When one inc l udes as active 
agents the Dogon informants, trans lators, and tr ibal authorit ies, whose 
i nfl uence on the content and t im ing of the knowledge gai ned was cru
c ia l ,  it  becomes apparent that the col laborative documentary experience 
in it iated by Gr iau le in 1 932 had by the 1 950s undergone a metamor
phos is .  

How, before Ogotemmel i ,  d id  Griau le "choose," " identify," " i nter
rogate," and "uti l ize" i nformants ( 1 952c : 542-547;  1 95 7 : 54-61  )? H i s  
methodologica l strictu res are part icu lar ly  revea l i ng s i nce, a s  h i s  respect 
for African ora l  trad it ion grew, he came increasingly to center h i s  re
search in c lose work with a l i m ited number of col/aborateurs indigenes . 
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The i nformant must fi rst be carefu l l y  identified and located i n  a spec ific 
group or set of groups with i n  the soc ia l  fabr ic .  In th i s  way one can a l low 
for exaggerations and for om iss ions related to group loya lty, taboos, and 
so on. He or she- i n  fact G riau le's i nformants, as he regretfu l ly noted , 
were a l most enti re ly  men ( 1 95 7 : 1 5)-has to be qua l i fied to pronou nce 
on part icu lar  subjects, whether technologica l ,  h i storica l ,  lega l , or rel i
g ious.  H i s  "mora l  qua l it ies" are to be assessed : s i ncerity, good fa ith,  
memory. A l though many of his i nformants were s ign i ficantly i nfl uenced 
by "outs ide" perspectives ( Lettens 1 97 1  :520-535) ,  Gr iau le  weighed 
heavi l y  the attach ment to trad it ion,  m i strust ing Christ ians, Mus l i ms, and 
i nd iv idua ls  with too much prior contact with wh ites ( 1 95 7 : 5 7 ) .  

Every i nformant, G riau le  assu mes, enunc iates a d ifferent k ind of 
truth,  and the eth nographer must be constant ly a l ive to its l i m i tations, 
strengths, and weaknesses . In his Methode he d i scusses various types of 
" l iars ." Indeed throughout his work he i s  preoccupied with l ies-al
though not as s imple u ntruths .  Each i nformant, even the most s i ncere, 
experiences an  " i n st inctive need to d i ss i m u late part icu lar ly del icate 
poi nts . He wi l l  g lad ly  take advantage of the s l ightest chance to escape 
the subject and dwe l l  on another" ( 1 95 7 : 5 8) .  Native col l aborators " l ie" 
in jest or  through vena l i ty, the des i re to please, or the fear of neighbors 
and the gods (p .  56) .  Forgetfu l i nformants and Europeanized informants 
are part icu lar ly  dangerous types of " l ia rs ." In an eth nograph ic "strategic 
operation"  (p .  59)  the investigator must break through i n it ia l  defenses 
and d iss i m u l at ions .  Often an i nd iv idua l  i nformant m ust be isol ated for 
i ntens ive quest ion ing  so as to remove i n h i bi t ing soc ia l  pressure (p .  60) . 
When the i r  test imony is confronted with d iffer ing vers ions ga i ned from 
other interviews, hard-pressed i nformants enunciate truths they had not 
i ntended to revea l .  On one occasion Gr iau le  perm its h i mself  to d ream of 
an " idea l "  s ituation : "an i nf in i ty of separated informants" ( 1 943 :62) .  Yet 
i t  may sometimes be profitab le to pursue i nq u i ries i n  pub l ic ,  espec ia l l y  
over del icate problems such  as  l and  ten ure, where the  researcher can 
provoke reveal i ng d isputes with thei r i nevitab le i nd i scret ions ( 1 943 : 66-
68; 1 95 7 : 60) .  

G riau le's tactics are varied, but they have i n  common an act ive, 
aggress ive postu re not u n l i ke the jud ic ia l  process of i nterrogat ion 
( 1 952 : 542,  547) : "The ro le  of the person sn iffing out soc ia l  facts i s  often 
com parable to that of a detective or exam i n i ng magistrate . The fact is the 
cri me, the inter locutor the gu i lty party; a l l the society's members are ac
com pl ices" ( 1 9 5 7 :59 ) .  He is  fasc i nated by the tactics of ora l inqu i ry, the 



74 D I S C O U R S E S  

play of truth and fa l sehood that can lead into " labyri nths" that are "or
gan ized ." L ike a psychoanalyst, he begins to see patterns of res istance, 
forgetfu l ness, and omiss ion not as mere obstacles but as signs of a deeper 
structu r ing of the truth : 

The informant, on fi rst contact, se ldom offers much res istance. He lets 

h imself be backed i nto positions he has been able to organize in the 

course of feel i ng out the s ituation, observing the qui rks, ski l ls ,  and 

awkwardnesses of h i s  i nterlocutor. The va lue of these posi tions de

pends on what he can make of them ; he res ists as best he can .  And if 

they are taken by force? After other s imi lar  res istances he wi l l  retreat 

to a f inal posit ion that depends neither on h imself nor on h i s  "adver

sary" but on the system of proh ibit ions of custom . ( 1 952c: S9-60) 

For G riau le  the deep structu re of resistances is not spec ific to an i ntersub
jective encounter but derives from a genera l source, the ru les of "cus
tom ." Th is  hypostatized entity is the last bastion to be stormed . As we 
sha l l  see, i t  can not be conquered by frontal assau l t, by the tactical pro
cesses of observat ion,  docu mentation, or interrogation . A d ifferent " i n i 
tiatory" process must come i nto p l ay. 

Des igned for begin n i ng fie ldworkers, Gr iau le's treati ses on ethno
graphic techn ique remain  largely  with i n  the "documentary" parad igm .  
Moreover, Gr iau le  probably d i d  not have t ime to d igest fu l ly the meth
odo logical conseq uences of Ogotemme l i 's reve lations or of the gather ing 
cr i t ique of colon ia l  knowledge i n  the decade before Methode was pub
l i shed . It is probably best to read th is  rather mechan istic compend ium of 
techn iq ues as a less-than-successfu l attempt to contro l an unru ly  re
search process, i n  Georges Devereux's terms ( 1 967),  a passage from anx
iety to method . Gr iau le's u lt i mate complex rec i procal involvement with 
the Dogan i s  hard ly  captured in section t it les such as "The Detect ion and 
Observation of H u man Facts" or in the portrayal of ethnographers and 
i nd igenous col laborators as bu i lders of i nformation networks, col lectors 
of "documents," com pi lers of "doss iers." Eth nography, in Gr iau le's j urid
ical  language, i s  sti l l  aki n to the process of instruction- i n  French law, 
the pre l i m i nary estab l i shment of the facts of a case before the jugement 
proper ( 1 95 7 : 5 1 ) . Worki ng among interested parties the ethnographer 
uses the far-reach i ng powers of the juge d'instruction (one of Gr iau le's 
favorite metaphors) to smoke out the truth (cf. Ehrmann 1 976) .  Genera l l y  
respecti ng the d iv is ion o f  l abor l a i d  down by Mauss, and suspicious of 
abstractions and systematic cross-cu ltural comparison, Gr iau le leaves 
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matters of  theory and exp lanation to  others outs ide the  fray. The juge 
d'instruction, having co l lected enough re l iable docu ments and havi ng 
cross-checked h i s  witnesses' vers ions of the facts, has i n  h i s  possession 
everyth i n g  he needs to determ i ne the truth . 

By 1 950 these attitudes toward observation and interrogation were 
becoming genera l l y  suspect, and Gr iau le's early documentary metaphor 
was no longer adeq uate to a research process that was tak ing on a l i fe of 
its own . G rad u a l l y  G riau le's u nderstand ing  of the Dogon was becom i n g  
ind i st i ngu ishable from the i r  increas i ng ly e laborate exp l ications.  The 
orig ina l ity of the ethnograph ic activ ity he set in motion was that i t  un
covered-and to an u ndeterm i ned extent provoked-a soph ist icated in
terpretat ion of  thei r cu lture by a group of i nfl uent ia l  Dogon .  

Before we consider the second phase of  G riau le's work, i t  i s  worth step
p ing back for a moment from h i s  research  sty les and tactics to suggest 
the i r  re lat ion to the colon i a l  s i tuation .  Gr iau le provides us with a k ind of 
d ramatu rgy of eth nograph ic  experience before the fift ies. I n  an extraor
d i nary passage- i nc l uded in both h i s  ear ly and h i s  l ate d i scussions of 
methodology-he evokes the gamut of power- laden ro les adopted by an 
ethnographer e l ic i t ing i nformation from an i nformant. Ethnographie ac
tive, he writes, i s  "the art of being  a m idwife and an exam i n i ng magis
trate" : 

By tu rns an affable comrade of the person put to cross-exami nation ,  a 

d i stant friend, a severe stranger, compassionate father, a concerned 

patron;  a trader pay ing for revelations one by one, a l i stener affecting  

d i straction before the  open gates of  the  most dangerous mysteries, an 

obl iging friend showing l ively  i n terest for the most ins ipid fam i ly  sto

ries-the ethnographer parades across h i s  face as pretty a col lection 

of masks as that possessed by any museum.  ( 1 93 3 : 1 0; 1 952c :547;  

1 95 7 : 59) 

The passage evokes a theme i nfus ing  a l l  of Gr iau le's work-that eth
nography i s  a theatr ical  undertak ing .  His d ramatu rgy does not, however, 
inc l ude a ro le popu lar  among fie ldworkers i n  the Anglo-American trad i
t io n :  the persona of the earnest learner, often cast as a ch i ld i n  the pro
cess of acq u i ri ng, of be ing  taught adult  knowledge .  Perhaps th is  persona 
did not occur  to G riau le  because, seconded by i nterpreters and European 
co-workers, he never actua l l y  experienced the pos it ion of being  a stam-
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merer, he lp less i n  an a l ien cu l tu re .  I t  was on ly after 1 950, l ate i n  h i s  
career, that he began to adopt the standoi nt of  a student with respect to 
Dogan cu lture; but th i s  ro le was a lways mixed with the less vu l nerable 
authority of i n i t iate, spokesman,  and exegete. At least i n  h i s  writ i ngs, 
G riau le never abandoned a basic confidence, a sense of u lt i mate control 
over the research and its products . But mainta in ing control was a lways a 
battle, at best a jok ing re lation .  Griau le never presented fieldwork as an 
i n nocent atta i nment of rapport ana logous to fr iendsh ip .  Nor d id  he neu
tra l ize the process as an  experience of ed ucation or growth (ch i ld  or 
adolescent becom ing adu l t) or  as acceptance into an extended fami ly  (a 
k insh i p  ro le given to the ethnographer) . Rather, his accounts assumed a 
recurr ing confl ict of interests, an agon ist ic d rama resu l t ing i n  mutual re
spect, compl ic i ty i n  a productive balance of power. 

Gr iau le's writ ings are u n usual  i n  the i r  sharp awareness of a structura l  
power d ifferenti a l  and a substratum of vio lence under lying a l l  re lations 
between whites and b lacks i n  a colon ia l  s i tuat ion.  For example i n  Les 
flambeurs d'hommes, an adventure story Griau le ca l led "an objective 
descr iption of certa i n  epi sodes from my fi rst tr ip to Abyss in ia" ( 1 934a :vi ) ,  
he coo l l y  notes a "given" of colon ia l  l ife : the members of h is  caravan 
hav ing  shown themselves re l uctant to attempt a tr icky ford ing of the N i le, 
"there fo l lowed b lows, given by the White Man and not retu rned ; for a 
White is a lways a man of the govern ment, and if you touch h im compl i 
cat ions ensue" (pp .  7-8) .  A revea l i ng sty l i st ic device i s  deployed here, 
as e l sewhere in Gr iau le's accounts of fieldwork ( 1 948a) : a use of the 
pass ive voice and of generic terms for h imse lf-"the White Man," "the 
European," "the Traveler," "the Nazarite," "the Foreigner." The story of 
the beati ngs suggests an automatic series of events to which a l l  part ies 
acq u iesce . A European i n  Africa cannot, shou ld  not, avoid the pasts re
served for h i m .  Griau le does not th i n k  of e l ud ing the priv i l eges and con
stra i nts of h i s  ascr ibed status-a dream that obsesses, and to a degree 
para lyzes, Michel  Lei r is ,  h i s  co l league of the Miss ion Dakar-Dj ibouti . 
Lei ri s' fie ld  journal  ( 1 934) and h i s  later writi ngs, both ethno logical  and 
l i terary, portray a s low reconcil iat ion with a theatrical conception of the 
self; but his acceptance i s  a lways ambivalent, i n  creative confl ict with a 
des i re for i m med iate contact and part ic ipation (see Chapter 6 ) .  Gr iau le, 
by contrast, harbors no qua lms about h i s  own theatrica l i ty. Once this i s  
p la i n ,  puzz l ing  aspects of  h i s  practice become c learer-for example h i s  
idea l "coverage" of  the  Dogan funera l . 

Gr iau le's e laborate panoptic p lan  wi l l ra i se the hackles of any eth-
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nographer schooled in part ic ipant observation . The crew he envi sages 
must necessari ly  d i sturb and perhaps orient the course of the ceremony, 
but th i s  does not seem to concern Gr iau le .  Does he na ively imagi ne that 
seven observers wi l l  not exert a cons iderable i nfluence? The question i s  
beside the  poi nt, for Gr iau le never thought of  bei ng an unobtrus ive par
t ic i pant. H i s  research was manifest ly  an i ntrus ion;  he made no pretense 
that it was otherwise.  Thus, to an i mportant degree the truth he recorded 
was a truth provoked by ethnography. One is tempted to speak of an 
ethnographie verite ana logous to the cinema verite pioneered by 
G riau le's l ater assoc iate Jean Rouch-not a rea l ity objective ly  recorded 
by the camera but one provoked by its active presence (Rouch 1 978a) . 

One suspects that G riau le  saw cu ltu re itse lf, l i ke persona l i ty, as a 
performance or a spectac le .  I n  the years fol lowi ng the Dakar-Dj i bouti 
m iss ion Gr iau le  and his teams tu rned up every year or  so at Sanga .  The 
arrival of these i nc reasi ng ly  fam i l iar  outsiders was a d ramatic event. Ti me 
was of the essence; i nformants were mobi l ized, r itua l s  were acted for the 
cameras, and as much Dogan l ife as poss ib le  was recorded . I n  fact 
G riau le's ear ly research tended to concentrate on aspects of cu ltura l  l i fe 
suscepti b le  to demonstration and performance: masks, publ ic ritua ls ,  
and games . I t  i s  s ign ificant in  th i s  regard that Sanga, the Dagon com
m u n ity most accustomed to eth nography, i s  today the region's pri nc ipa l  
tour i st center, routi ne ly perform i ng its dances for outsiders ( Imperato 
1 97 8 : 7-3 2) .  

Gr iau le's penchant for the  d ramatic in fuses h i s  work; for the h i stor
ian th i s  poses problems of i nterpretation . For example a heightened but 
characterist ic passage in Les Sao legendaires exu lts in a breakthrough . 
Hav ing maneuvered nat ive i nter locutors i nto givi ng u p  i nformation they 
had not i ntended to d ivu l ge, G riau le  contemplates the prom ise of future 
work i n  the area : 

We would  be able to make asses of the old hesitators, to confound the 

traitors, abominate the s i lent. We were goi ng to see mysteries leap l i ke 

repti les from the mouths of the neatly caught l iars. We wou ld  p lay with 

the vict im;  we wou ld rub his nose i n  his words .  We'd make him smi le, 

spit up  the truth , and we'd turn out of his pockets the last secret pol 

i shed by the  centu ries, a secret to  make h im who has  spoken it b lanch 

with fear. (Gr iau le 1 943 : 74) 

How is  one to read such a passage ? Gr iau le  a lways l i ked to provoke : a 
passage written to shock i n  1 943 i s  sti l l  shock ing and puzz l i ng .  I n  the 
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narrative to which it i s  a k ind of c l i max, one watches with d i scomfort 
and with growing anger as the ethnographer bu l l ies, cajo les, and man i p
u lates those whose res istance i nterferes with h i s  i nqu i ry, natives who do 
not wish to see the i r  ancestra l remains col lected in the interests of a 
foreign sc ience. But G riau le  wi l l  not perm it  us to d ismiss h i m  out of 
hand . If we now perceive such attitudes and acts as an embarrassment, 
it i s  thanks to Gr iau le  that we see them so c lear ly. He rubs our nose in  
them . 

Because Gr iau le  p layed colon ia l  ro les with gusto and with a certai n  
i rony, the words j u st quoted can not be p laced neat ly  i n  their h i storical 
context and d i smissed as att i tudes u nfortunate ly  poss ib le i n  the colon ia l  
period . I t  was more typical  of  the period to  h ide such vio lence than to 
bri ng it to the fore. Yet if the vio lence is ,  in some sense, Griau le's po int, 
nowhere does he suggest a cr it ic ism of forced confess ions in ethnogra
phy. On the contrary, h is methodologica l writ i ngs give instructions on 
how to provoke them . Gr iau le  does not express serious second thoughts 
about estab l i sh ing  dom i nance, f ind ing and exploit ing the weakness, d i s
u n ity, and confusion of h i s  native hosts . Thus a h i storical read ing of such 
awkward passages can not u nderstand Gr iau le  as either a typical  part ic i
pant or  a self-conscious cr it ic with i n  the colon ia l  s ituation . His pos it ion 
i s  more com plex.  

One i s  tempted to ascri be such passages to G riau le's "sty le" -his  
penchant for banter, for charged metaphors, for provocation;  but  th i s  
mere ly ra ises the quest ion of how a sty le fu nctions as  part of  a research 
activity and how it  p lays agai nst an ideological  m i l ieu. G riau le's style  is 
not merely, as some have assumed, a faiblesse, a d i stract ing and unfor
tunate deviat ion from the sc ientific busi ness at hand (lettens 1 97 1 : 1 2 , 
49 1 ). It is rather a mean ingfu l response to a pred icament, a set of ro les 
and d iscu rs ive poss ib i l it ies that may be cal led ethnographic liberalism. 
A complex, contentious debate on anthropo logy and empi re has largely  
estab l i shed that eth nographers before the 1 950s acqu iesced in  colon ia l  
regimes (Lei r is 1 950;  Asad 1 9 73 ;  Copans 1 974) . Wh ite ru le or cu l tura l  
dom i nance was a given context for the i r  work, and  they adopted a range 
of l i beral pos it ions with i n  i t .  Seldom "colon ia l i sts" i n  any d i rect, i nstru
menta l sense, ethnographers nonethe less accepted part icu lar constra ints 
wh i le  q uestion ing them to vary i ng degrees . Th is  ambivalent pred icament 
i mposed certa i n  ro les .  

Gr iau le's sty le of ethnographic l i bera l ism may be u nderstood as both 
a d ramatic performance and a mode of i rony. The most acute observers 
of the colon ia l  s i tuation,  Orwe l l  and Conrad for example, have portrayed 
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i t  as a power- laden, ambiguous world of d iscontin uous, c lash ing rea l i
t ies .  L i ke Orwe l l 's you ng d i strict officer who u nwi l l i ng ly shoots an ele
phant to avo id bei ng laughed at by a crowd of Bu rmese, and l i ke a l l  the 
characters in Heart of Darkness, d isp laced Europeans m ust l abor to main
ta i n  the i r  cu ltural  identit ies, however artific ia l  these may appear. Both 
colon ia l  and ethnographic s i tuat ions provoke the un nerv ing feel i ng of 
bei ng on stage, observed and out of p lace. Part ic ipants in such m i l ieux 
are caught in ro les they can not choose . We have seen Gr iau le's height
ened awareness of the masks worn as part of fie ldwork's c lash of wi l l s ,  
wits,  b luffs, and strategies. He i s  not u n ique i n  stress ing the importance 
of theatrica l i ty and i mpress ion management in eth nography, the sense 
that research relationsh i ps develop "beh i nd many masks" (Berreman 
1 972) .  Most ethnographers have, l i ke h i m ,  rejected the pretense of goi n g  
native, o f  bei ng a b l e  to shed a fundamental Eu ropean ness; but o n l y  a 
few have portrayed so clear ly the tactical  d i ss i m u l ations and i rreduc ib le  
v io lence of  eth nograph ic  work (Rabi now 1 9 7 7 : 1 29-1 30) .  

U n l i ke Conrad , Orwe l l ,  or Lei r i s ,  Gr iau le seems not to be oppressed 
by h i s  role  p lay ing .  But  a l though he is not cr it ica l ,  he is  i ron ic .  I f  he 
com pares ethnography to a theater of war or  a jud ic ia l  proceed i ng, one 
need not assume that in the fie ld he acted cons istent ly as a company 
commander or  an exam i n ing  magistrate . To take G riau le's metaphors at 
face va l ue i s  to m i ss thei r imp l ic i t  analyt ical  fu nctio n .  I t  i s  a l so to push 
aside his other personae:  his charm, his temper, his p layfu l banter, h i s  
growing  sym pathy, even love, for the Dagon.  

Eth nograph ic  l i bera l s ,  of  which there are many sorts, have tended 
to be i ron ic  part ic i pants . They have sought ways to stand out or apart 
from the imper ia l  ro les reserved for them as wh ites. There have been 
freq uent variations on Delafosse's broussard. Many have in one way or 
another pub l ic ly  identified themse lves with exotic modes of l ife and 
thought or  c u l tivated an image of marg ina l ity. Griau le's exaggeration i s  
another response. Eth nograph ic l i bera l ism i s  an array of  i ron ic posit ions,  
ro les both w ith i n  and at a certai n  remove from the colon ia l  s i tuation . I ts 
complete d ramatu rgy remains  to be written .  

The  pol i t ica l and  eth ical  tens ions v i s ib le  i n  Gr iau le's writ i ngs have 
on ly  recently become exp l ic i t  su bjects of ana lys i s .  A penetrat ing para
graph written in 1 968 by C l ifford Geertz reflects the begi n n i n g  of the end 
of i n nocence in fieldwork:  

Usua l l y  the sense of  be ing members, however temporari ly, i nsecurely, 

and incompletely, of a s i ngle mora l  communi ty, can be mai nta i ned 
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even i n  the face of the wider socia l  rea l i ties which press i n  at al most 

every moment to deny it. It is fiction-fict ion, not fa lsehood-that l ies 

at the very heart of successfu l anthropological field research;  and, be

cause it is never completely convinc ing for any of the part ic ipants, it 

renders such research ,  considered as a form of conduct, contin uously 

i ron ic .  (p .  1 54) 

By the late s ixties the romantic mytho logy of f ieldwork rapport had begu n 
to d i ssolve publ ic ly. S i nce then a growing reflexivity in ethnograph ic 
thought and practice has deepened the recognit ion of i ts  i ron ic structu re, 
its re l iance on improvised , h i storica l ly cont ingent fict ions.  Th is  new 
awareness makes poss ib le  a read ing of Gr iau le that sees a theatr ica l ,  
i ron ic  stance as  centra l to  h i s  ethnographic work. 

Although G riau le's sense of the moral tension and violence i nherent in 
f ieldwork was u nusual ly  acute, he deve loped nonetheless an enab l i ng 
fiction of rec i proca l encounter with the Dogon .  Th is  fict ion,  not fa lse
hood , is most c learly embod ied in the work after Ogotemmel i .  I n  
Gr iau le's ongo i ng research (c losely l i n ked with that o f  Dieterlen) one 
sees the overlay of an eth nograph ic fiction (Dogon in it iatory knowledge) 
by a fiction of ethnography (fie ldwork as i n it iation) .  To account for th i s  
dou b l i ng we may return to Geertz's i ron ic fiction o f  moral com muni ty, 
which he sees as d iss ipating, temporari ly  at least, the eth ical  tensions 
i nherent in fieldwork. Geertz u nderm i nes the myth of ethnograph ic rap
port before re instat ing it in an i ronic mode. L ike Gr iau le he seems 
to accept that a l l  parties to the encou nter recogn ize i ts elements of i n
s i ncerity, hypocrisy, and se lf-deception . He sees th is  recogn it ion as a pre
condit ion for a l i ved fiction (a d rama in Gr iau le's terms) that is in some 
very guarded but real  sense gen u i ne.  Just how this productive compl ic i ty 
is actua l l y  enacted is a lways d ifficu l t  to know; but if, as Geertz suggests, 
such l i ved fict ions are centra l to successfu l eth nographic research,  then 
we may expect to fi nd them reflected in the texts that organ ize, narrate, 
and genera l l y  account for the truths learned in fieldwork. In fact many 
ethnograph ies inc l ude some part ia l  account of fieldwork as part of their  
representation of a cu l tural  rea l ity. But whether or not an expl ic it  or im
p l ic i t  fie ldwork narrative appears i n  the ethnography, i ts  very shape-the 
defin i t ion of its topic, the horizon of what it can represesnt- is a textua l  
expression of the performed fiction of  commun ity that has  made the re-
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search  poss ib le .  Thus,  and with vary ing  degrees of exp l ic i tness, eth nog
raph ies are fict ions both of another cu ltu ra l  rea l ity and of the i r  own mode 
of productio n .  Th is  i s  u n usua l ly c lear in the late work of Griau le  and 
D ieter len , where i n it iat ion provides the common organ iz ing  metaphor. 

To say that eth nography is like i n it iat ion is not to recommend that 
the researcher actu a l l y  u ndergo the processes by which a native atta ins  
the wisdom of  the group.  G riau le  has l ittle use for such a "comed ie" 
( 1 952c : S49) .  The metaphor of i n i t iat ion evokes, rather, the deepen i n g  of 
u nderstand i n g  that accrues to long-term field research with repeated v is
i ts throughout the anth ropologi st's career. It evokes too a qua l i tat ive 
change i n  eth nographic re lationsh i ps occurr ing as a c u l m i n ation of the 
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long, pers istant documentary process . I n i tiation fina l ly gives access to a 
privi leged stratum of native understandi ng, someth ing Gr iau le c la i med 
was "a demonstrat ion, summary but com plete, of the function ing  of a 
soc iety." The eth nograher, rather than tryi ng to blend into the soc iety 
u nder study, "p lays h i s  stranger's ro le." A friend ly but determ ined out
sider, press ing constant ly aga i nst customary i nterdictions, the ethnogra
pher comes to be seen as someone who, precisely because of h i s  or her 
exteriority with respect to native institutions, i s  u n l i ke ly to fa ls ify them. 
" I f  he i s  to receive instruct ions and revelations that  are the eq u ivalent of, 
and even superior to, those enjoyed by i n it iates, the researcher must re
main  h i mself. He wi l l  be carefu l not to try to gai n  t ime by telescoping 
the i nformation;  rather he wi l l  fo l l ow steps para l le l  to those of i n i t iat ion 
as i t  i s  practiced by the men of the soc iety" (p.  548) . 

The narrative of "para l le l "  (or specifica l ly ethnographic) i n it iation 
appears promi nently i n  Le renard pale and Conversations with Ogotem
meli. The fi rst decade of documentary work at Sanga unfo lded at the 
lowest of fou r  stages of Dogon in it iatory knowledge. A l l  the early ques
t ions of the Gr iau le  team were answered at a level of i nstruction offered 
by e lders to beg in ners-the parole de face. But the ethnographers re
tu rned repeated ly. They proved the i r  good fa ith : Griau le, for example, 
used his aeria l  photography to advise the Dogon on crucia l  questions of 
water management. Gradua l ly  the pers istent researchers approached 
deeper, secret leve l s  of cu ltura l  knowledge. Then, "the Dogon made a 
decis ion" (Gr iau le and Dieter len 1 965 :54) .  The local patriarchs met and 
dec ided to i nstruct Gr iau le in /a parole cla ire-the h ighest, most com
plete stage of i n i t iatory knowledge . Ogotemme l i  wou ld begin the task.  
Others cont inued when he d ied short ly after h i s  famous conversat ions 
with Gr iau le .  

Taken as  a whole th i s  narrat ive is certa in ly  too neat and patently sel f
justi ficatory.4 But whether or not the "dec is ion" by "the Dogon" was mo
tivated i n  j ust th i s  way, and whatever the exact status of Ogotemmel i 's 
d i scou rse ( i nd iv idual  specu lat ion or cu l tura l  knowledge), the overa l l i n i
tiatory parad igm does ra ise i m portant questions about short- and long-

4. We need not go as far as Lettens ( 1 971  :509), who suggests that the entire 
i n i tiatory logic of progress ively revealed secrets was an i nvention of Griau le's to 
cover up the fa i l u res of h i s  fi rst phase of research i n  the l ight of Ogotemmel i 's 
revelations .  Letten's extreme skept ic ism is largely unsubstantiated and uncon
vinc ing, given widespread evidence for Sudanese i n it iatory systems, and given 
h i s  rather rigid and l itera l i st concept ion of i n it iatory processes. 
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term eth nography. There can be no doubt that  Gr iau le's repeated v is i ts 
resu l ted i n  a progress ive, qua l i tative deepen ing of h i s  understand i ng. 
Open-ended long-term study may wel l  y ie ld resu l ts that d iffer  impor
tant ly from those of i ntens ive sojourns  of a year or two, fo l lowed perhaps 
by a later return v i s i t  to measu re "c hange" ( Foster et a l .  1 979) .  The aging 
of both fie ldworkers and i nformants and the accumu l ated experience of 
cooperative work over decades prod uce at least the effect of a deepen i ng 
knowledge.  To conceive of th i s  experience as an i n it iat ion has the merit 
of i nc lud ing  i nd i genous "teachers" as centra l subjects i n  the process. Do
gan i n struct ion of G riau le  in /a parole claire is a lso an imp l ic i t  cr i t ic ism 
of the ear l ier "docu mentary" research ;  i ndeed one wonders if  most eth
nograph ies generated over a relat ive ly  narrow time span may not be pa
roles de face. The narrative of i n it iat ion sharply quest ions approaches 
that do not strive for a certai n  level of com plexity in representing "the 
native poin t  of v iew." Ogotemmel i 's i n i t iat ive need not be portrayed as a 
complet ion ( i n  G riau le's words a "couronnement") of the ear l ier re
searc h .  It can a l so be seen as a comment on it and a sh i fti ng of its epis
temological  bas i s .  Here the Dagon "s ide" of the story rema ins  prob lem
atic : d i rect evidence i s  lacki ng, and the i n it iatory narrative with its 
assumed teleology-a progress toward the most complete poss ib le 
knowledge-ceases to be he lpfu l .  

I t  i s  clear that Ogotemme l i 's in tervention was a cruc ia l  tu rn i n  the 
research process.  I t  revealed the extent of Dagon contro l over the k i nd 
of i nformation access ib le  to the eth nographers. It annou nced a new style 
of research i n  wh ich the authority of i n formants was more expl ic i t ly  rec
ogn ized . No longer u ntrustworthy witnesses subjected to cross-exam ina
t ion,  the Dogan "doctors ," Ogotemmel i and h i s  successors, were now 
learned in ter locutors . Dur ing  the "documentary" phase of the research 
the eth nographer had been an aggress ive col lector of observations, art i
facts, and texts . Now he or she was a transcri ber of form u lated lore, a 
trans l ator, exegete, and commentator. I n  Gr iau le's account of the i r  meet
i ngs Ogotemme l i  is not i nterrogated i n  the man ner outl i ned in Methode 
de l 'ethnographie. "Le b lanc," "the N azarite," as Gr iau le  now someti mes 
ca l l s h i m se lf, has become a student; the secret is comm u n icated free ly, 
not confessed . 

The documentary and i n it iatory parad igms, however, are l i n ked by 
i m portant  u nder ly ing assu m ptions.  To see ethnography as e i ther extract
ing  confessions or u ndergo i ng i n it iation,  one must assume the existence 
and i m portance of secrets . Cu l tura l  truth i s  structu red in both cases as 
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someth ing  to be revea led (Gr iau le's freq uent work i s  decele: d i sc losed, 
d ivu lged, detected, u ncovered) .  Moreover, the new parad igm incorpo
rates the theatrica l conception of fieldwork. In a "para l le l"  i n it iation the 
ethnographer p lays the part of an i n it iate, the i nformant, an i nstructor. A 
dramatic re lat ionsh i p, recogn ized as such by both part ies, becomes the 
enabl i ng  fict ion of encounter. I ndeed if  a l l  performances are contro l l ed 
revelations presuppos ing a "back region" h idden from view where the 
performance is prepa red and to which access i s  l im i ted (Goffman 1 95 9 :  
238 ;  Berreman 1 972 :xxx i i ) ,  then a theatr ical model o f  re lationsh i ps nec
essari ly  presupposes secrets . Thus an underl y ing logic of the secret un i tes 
the two phases of Griau le's career. 5 Whether the ethnographer is a re
lent less "judge" or a hel p ing  "m idwife," the truth must a lways emerge, 
be brought to l ight.  As an i n it iate, the researcher receives and interprets 
revelations. 

Th is v iew of the emergence of truth may be contrasted with a con
ception of eth nography as a d ia logical  enterprise in which both research
ers and natives are active creators or, to stretch a term, authors of cu l tura l  
representations .  I n  fact Griau le's experience with the Dogan may b e  bet
ter accounted for in th is second perspective;  but to say th is  presu pposes 
a cr it ique of i n it iatory authority. D ia logica l ,  constructivist parad igms tend 
to d isperse or share out ethnographic authority, wh i le narratives of i n it ia
t ion confirm the researcher's specia l  competence. I n it iation assumes an 
experience of progressive, connected revelations, of gett ing beh i nd ha lf
truths and taboos, of being  instructed by authentica l ly qua l i fied members 
of a commun i ty. Th i s  experience of a deepening "education" empowers 
the eth nographer to speak as an i nsider on behalf  of the communi ty's 
truth or rea l i ty. Though a l l  cu l tu ra l  learn ing  inc ludes an i n it iatory d i men
sion, Gr iau le  presses th is logic to the l i m it :  "proceed ing  by means of 
successive i nvest igations among more and more knowledgeable strata 
of the soc iety, it is possi ble to considerably reduce a populat ion's area of 

5. jam in  ( 1 982a :88-89) d iscusses th is  aspect of Griau le's work. For a stim
u lati ng treatment of the soc ia l  functions of secrets see his Les Lois du silence 
( 1 977) .  Secrets are part of the mise en scene socia le, generators of group identi
ties and of cu l tu ra l  mean ings which,  not goa l s  to be final ly atta ined, are "end
less ly deferred and d i ss imu lated" (p.  1 04) .  My d iscussion of the exegetical func
tion of Ia parole cla ire draws on this genera l perspective, as wel l  as on Kermode 
( 1 980) . For a trenchant cr it ique of the "cryptologica l"  assumptions underlying 
Griau le's practice and that of many "symbol ic anthropologists" see Sperber 
( 1 975 : 1 7-50) . Perhaps the most subtle crit ique of the logic of secrecy is  con
ta i ned in Victor Segalen's Rene Leys ( 1 922) ;  see Chapter 5 .  
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esoteric knowledge, the only one,  to te l l  the truth , that i s  i m portant, s ince 
i t  constitutes the nat ive key to the system of thought and act ion" 
( 1 952c :545) .  

Th is  "native key" began to emerge for G riau le  and h i s  co-workers in  
the l ate forties and ear ly fifties. The landmark books announcing i ts  d is
covery were Dieu d'eau (Conversations with Ogotemmeli) ( 1 948a) and 
Dieter len's Essai sur Ia religion Bambara ( 1 95 1 ). The two works revealed 
a "deep thought among the b l acks," "an i ntr icate network of representa
t ions" ( Dieter len 1 95 1  : 2 2 7) .  The " i n n u merable correspondences" of the 
Bambara and Dogan emerged as a "coherent tableau ," a "metaphysic" 
(Gr iau le  1 95 1 : ix) . Once Ogotemme l i  had, i n  th i rty-th ree days of mean
deri ng ta l k, enunc iated the basic out l i nes of Dagon cosmogonic myth, 
an enormous work of e l uc idation remai ned .  As recorded i n  Gr iau le's 
day-by-day accou nt, h i s  d iscourse was ridd led with gaps and contrad ic
t ions .  The cu ltural  master scr ipt he had sketched wou ld requ i re elaborate 
exeges is ,  cross-check ing aga i nst other vers ions of myths, and attention 
to the script's enactment i n  v i rtu a l l y  every domai n  of col lective l ife. 

Th is  work was to occu py G riau le  and h i s  co-workers for decades . I t  
wou l d  a l so occupy thei r smal l group of key i nformants, drawn from the 
est i mated 5 percent of "complete ly  i n structed" Dogan in the Sanga re
g ion,  as wel l  as from the 1 5  percent of the popu lat ion who possessed a 
fa i r  port ion of the secret knowledge (Gr iau le  1 952a :32 ) .  There is d is
agreement about the prec i se nature of the Dagon " revelations" produced 
i n  th is  col l aborat ion .  Some have seen them as theo logical specu lat ions 
by i nd iv idua l  Dagon or  as mythopoe ic inventions (Goody 1 96 7 : 24 1 ; 
Lewis  1 97 3 : 1 6 ; Copans 1 973 : 1 56) .  Gr iau le  and Dieter len, however, 
strongly reject the notion that the knowledge they report is i n  any sign if
icant sense the or ig i na l  c reation of spec ific Dago n .  I n  the i r  v iew the u n i
form ity of custom and the widespread behavioral a rt icu lat ion of the eso
teric knowledge makes i t  u n l i ke ly  that any i nd iv idual  cou ld have done 
more than s l i ght ly i nflect the end ur ing myth ic structures . But to pose the 
issue as a debate between personal  or ig i na l ity and cu ltu ra l  typical i ty 
(Hou ntondj i 1 9 7 7 :  79-1 0 1 )  i s  probably fru itless, given our ignorance 
about key in formants. Th i s  view is  based a l so on a fa l se d ichotomy:  a l l  
authors,  whether African or  European,  are orig ina l  on ly  with i n  l i m ited 
resou rces and i n  restricted relat ions of textua l  production . 

It is tempti ng  to portray the late works of the Gr iau le  schoo l ,  i n  the 
words of Pierre Alexandre, as "second level ethnography-the eth nog
raphy of Dagon ethnography" ( 1 973 :4) .  Th is  notion of " levels"  does not 
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do justice, however, to the way i n  which Gr iau le's vers ion of custom and 
the vers ions enunciated by Dogan i nformants are d ia logica l l y  imp l icated 
i n  one another, for it is d ifficu lt,  if not imposs ib le, to separate c learly 
Dogan ethnography from G riau le's eth nography. They form a common 
project : the textua l ization and exeges is  of a trad itiona l system of knowl
edge. The cu ltura l  "text" does not ex ist prior to i ts interpretation; i t  i s  not 
d ictated by fu l l y  i n structed i nformants and then exp l icated and contex
tual ized at a second " level "  by European ethnographers. Gr iau le and 
D ieterlen g ive evidence that there can in  fact be no complete version of 
the Dogan "metaphys ic ." I f, i n  G riau le's te l l i ng metaphor, it is "written" 
throughout the cu l ture-i n  the habitat, i n  gestu res, i n  the system of 
graphic s igns-these traces are of the order of a mnemon icon rather than 
of a complete i nscri ptio n .  In fact a "fu l ly instructed" Dogan wi l l  spend a 
l i fetime master ing /a parole claire. To grasp the fu l l  range of its symbo l i c  
correspondences, s igns,  myths, r ites, a n d  everyday gestures req u i res a 
conti nuous process of concrete poes i s .  The myth ic "word" is end less ly 
materia l ized, exchanged, interpreted . Because stable order is re lentless ly 
d i sru pted by the forces of d isorder, i ncarnate i n  the myth ic renard pate, 
cosmos and soc iety are constantly re inscribed . 

The ethnographic encou nter is one of the occasions of th i s  reinscri p
t ion, but with a s ign ificant d i fference. Now the Dogan dia lectic of order 
and d i sorder takes p lace on a world stage, lead ing to the i nscri ption of a 
new k ind of tota l i ty, a Dogan essence or cu lture .  I n  Le renard pate we 
see an attempt to estab l i sh  a cu l tura l  base l i ne, to separate, for example, 
"commentaries" by informants from the recorded myths and variants. I t  
is  unc lear, though,  how rigorous ly such a separation can be made, for as 
Dieter len says, these glosses demonstrate the Dogan propensity to "spec
u late on the h istory of creation," an ongoing "native development of 
thought on the bas is  of myth ic facts" (Griau le and Dieterlen 1 965 : 5 6) .  
The deve lopment o f  myth ic thought, a s  o f  any thought, i s  both structured 
and open-ended, but the activity of exeges is depends on the pos it ing of 
a restricted set of symbo ls  by the hermeneutica l i magination . There must 
i n  pri nc ip le  be a stable corpus for interpretation . Griau le's "fu l l "  i n it iatory 
knowledge-which can never be expressed i n  its enti rety-functions in  
th i s  canon ical man ner. It  provides a stoppi ng poi nt for the process of 
cu l tura l  representation . On the bas is  of th is  or ig inal  master script a po
tentia l l y  end less exegetical d i scourse can be generated . La parole claire, 
l i ke any pr imal  text or ground of authori ty, acts to structure and empower 
i nterpretat ion .  
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G riau le's parad igm of i n i t iat ion fu nctioned to transform the eth nog
rapher's ro le  from observer and documenter of Dagon cu lture to exegete 
and in terpreter. It preserved and reformu lated, however, the domi nant 
themes of h i s  ear l ier pract ice:  the logic of the secret, an aspi ration to 
exhaustive knowledge, a vis ion of f ieldwork as ro le playi ng.  I t  expressed 
a l so the sense one has throughout Gr iau le's career of h i s  Dogan counter
parts as powerfu l agents i n  the ethnographic process, i n i t i a l l y  c lever tac
t ic ians and w i l l fu l  res isters, l ater teachers and col leagues . By atta in ing  /a 
parole cla ire and worki ng l i ke any i n it iate to grasp the "word's" i ncar
nation i n  the experientia l  wor ld ,  G riau le  becomes (a lways i n  h i s  para l le l ,  
"eth nographic"  pos it ion) one of  a restricted group of  "doctors" or  "meta
phys ic ians" who control and i nterpret Dogan knowledge. Gr iau le is  an 
i ns ider, but with a d ifference. It is as though the Dagon had recogn ized 
the need for a k i nd of cu l tura l  ambassador, a qua l i fied representative 
who wou l d  dramatize and defend the i r  cu l tu re i n  the co lon ia l  world and 
beyond .  G riau le  in any case acted as if this were his ro le .  

The stance of the eth nographer who speaks as an i ns ider on behalf  
of  h is  or her people i s  a fam i l iar  one;  i t  i s  a stock ro le  of  the ethnographic 
l i bera l .  Gr iau le adopted th is  stand point  i n  the ear ly fift ies with confi
dence and authority. An active advocate and med iator  in the colon ia l  
pol it ics of the  Sanga region,  he effected a reconc i l iat ion between trad i
t ional  Dogan authorit ies and the new ch iefs i n sta l led by the government 
(Ogono d'  Arou 1 95 6 :9 ) .  In a variety of forums, from the pages of Pre
sence africaine to U N ESCO i n ternational  gatheri ngs to the Assembly of 
the U n ion Fran�a i se (where he served as pres ident of the Commiss ion on 
Cu ltura l  Affa i rs),  he u rged respect for the trad it ions of Africa . Fortified by 
Ogotemmel i 's reve lat ions, he portrayed in e laborate deta i l  a mode of 
knowledge to r ival  or su rpass the occ identa l  legacy of the G reeks . Speak
i n g  persona l l y, in the voice of an i n it iate, he cou ld report about the Do
gan that "with them, everyth ing  seems truer, more noble, that is to say 
more class ica l .  Th i s  may not be the i mpress ion you have from the out
s ide, but as for me, each day I seem to be d i scoveri ng someth ing more 
beautifu l ,  more shaped , more sol id"  ( 1 952b :  1 66) .  

One senses i n  the work of  Gr iau le  and among h i s  co-workers-es
pec i a l l y  Germa i ne D ieter len-a profound,  sometimes mystical  engage
ment with the Dogan sophie (Rouch 1 9 78b : 1 1-1 7) .  But  whereas D ieter
len has tended to efface her own authority beh i nd that of the Dogan,  
Gr iau le,  who l ived to see on ly  the begi n n i ngs of "decolon izat ion," spoke 
in frank ly  paterna l i st accents as an advocate for African trad it ional  cu i -
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tures.  H is l ate genera l i zations are governed by a fami l iar  cha in  of syn
ecdoches. Ogotemme l i  and Sanga stand for the Dogan, the Dogan for 
the trad it iona l Sudan ,  the Sudan for B lack Africa, Africa for l'homme noir. 
G riau le  moves free ly  from level to leve l ,  construct ing an elementa l c iv i
l i zation stri k i ng ly d ifferent from that of Europe; but d ifference i s  estab
l i shed on ly  to be d i sso lved in a tota l iz ing  human ism ( 1 952b :24) .  Once 
trad it ional  Afr ican essence is characterized and sympathetica l l y  de
fended, it i s  then portrayed , in the last instance, as a response to "the 
same great pri nc ip le ,  to the same great human uncerta inties" that West
ern science and ph i l osophy have engaged ( 1 95 1  : 1 66) . The eth nographer 
speaks as a part ic i pant in two civ i l izations that by means of h i s  i n iti atory 
experience and spec ia l  knowledge can be brought together at a "human" 
leve l .  

I n  the ear ly fift ies Gr iau le  presents h i mself a s  someone who knows 
Africa and who knows too what is good for Africa . Ethnographic under
stand i ng is cr it ical  i n  a changing colon i a l  context: it perm its one to "se
lect those moral va l ues which are of merit and shou ld be preserved ," to 
"decide what i nstitut ions and what systems of thought shou ld be pre
served and propagated in B l ack Africa" ( 1 95 3 : 3 72 ) .  Trad it ion must be 
wel l u nderstood so that change can be properly gu ided . " I t  is a question 
of tak ing  what's the i rs that i s  r ich and transpos i ng i t  i nto our own s itua
tion, or in to the s i tuation we wish to make for them" ( 1 95 1 : 1 63 ) .  
Gr iau le's "we" be longs to 1 95 1  a n d  the colon ia l  U n ion Franc;aise, of 
which he was a counc i lor. 

The cu ltura l  r iches that wi l l  somehow be preserved or transposed 
are a lways located in the doma i n  of trad it ion or "authentic" custom-an 
area more or less free of European of I s lamic i nfl uences . The eth no
graphic l i beral who represents the essence of a cu lture aga i nst impure 
"outs ide" forces encounters sooner or l ater a contrad iction bu i l t i nto a l l 
such d i scourses that res ist or try to stand outside h i storical  i nvention . The 
most persistent cr i t ics of Gr iau le's defense of Africa were educated Afri
cans, evo/ues, who rejected any re ification of thei r  cu l tura l  past, how
ever sym pathetic . Gr iau le  tended to exp la in  away these res istances as 
unfortunate conseq uences of an unbalanced education : "You can't be 
s imu ltaneous ly at schoo l and i n  the sacred grove" ( 1 95 1 : 1 64;  see a l so 
Ma l raux 1 95 7 : 1 5 ) .  The b lack i nte l lectua ls  who objected to h i s  eloq uent 
portrayal s  of the i r  trad it ions were no longer authentica l l y  African but 
were vict ims of "that k ind of ' lead ing  astray of mi nors' wh ich a l l  colon ia l  
powers have indu lged i n "  ( 1 95 3 : 3 76) .  
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Such statements no longer carry the authority Gr iau le  was able to 
i m part to them in the ear ly fift ies; in fact they were cha l lenged even on 
the occasion of their  enunc iat ion (Gr iau le  1 952b :  1 47-1 66) .  More con
gen ia l  today are the views expressed at the same ti me by Gr iau le's earl y 
col league Michel  Le i r i s .  A brief fi na l  contrast w i l l  evoke the changing 
ideological  s i tuation i n  the years before Gr iau le's death , a s i tuation in 
which ethnography i s  sti l l  en meshed . 

Le i r i s  was perhaps the fi rst eth nographer to confront sq uare ly  the 
pol i t ica l  and epistemological  constra i nts of colon ia l ism on fie ldwork 
(Le i r i s  1 950) .  He v iewed the eth nographer as a natu ra l advocate for ex
p lo i ted peoples ,  and he warned agai nst defin it ions of authentic ity that 
exc l uded evolues and the i mpurities of cu ltura l  syncreti sm.  Both Le i ri s  
and  Gr iau le  contri buted essays i n  1 95 3  to  a U N ESCO col lection entit led 
Interrelations of Cultures . The d i fferences i n  thei r approaches are sti l l  
i nstructive today. G riau le's essay, "The Problem of Negro Cu l tu re," argues 
that "trad it ional  re l i g ions,  as wel l  as the soc ia l  and lega l structure and 
tec h n ical  c rafts of the b lack  races emanate from a s i ngle, r ig id system of 
thought-a system that prov ides an i nterpretation of the un iverse, as wel l  
as a ph i losophy enabl ing  the tr ibe to carry o n  and the i nd iv idual  to lead 
a balanced l i fe" ( 1 9 5 3 : 3 6 1  ) . Dogon and Bambara examples are el ic i ted 
to i l l ustrate th i s  "metaphysical  su bstratum," which Gr iau le  presents 
th roughout as character ist ic of "the Negro" or of "negro cu l tu re" (p. 362 ) .  
Le i r i s ,  i n  approac h i ng h i s  topic ,  "The African Negroes and the  Arts of 
Carv i ng and Scu l ptu re," evokes a h i storica l l y  spec ific problem of inter
cu ltural  trans lati o n .  He begi ns by trac ing  the d iscovery of art negre 
among the avant-garde early i n  the century- Europeans i nvent ing an Af
r ican aesthetic for the i r  own arti st ic pu rposes. He then throws doubt on 
h i s  own u ndertak ing by poi nt ing  out the absurd i ty of an African attempt
ing  i n  a short essay to deal with the whole of "European scu l pture." He 
proceeds to base h i s  genera l izat ions about "African" art not on any pre
sumption of a common essence but on a conti ngent perspective.  He 
writes as a Westerner perce iv ing s i m i lar it ies among the d iverse scu l ptu res 
of Afr ica and even present ing them as expressions of a "civi l ization" 
w h i l e  u nderstand ing these ensembles to be i n  a sense optica l i l l us ions .  
The apparent u n ity of b lack art forms inheres on ly  i n  a perception of the 
common ways i n  wh ich they d i ffer from those to which a Eu ropean is  
accustomed . (See Chapter 9 ,  n . 3 . )  Th is  refusal to represent an exotic 
essense-an i mportant i ssue of epistemological  tact- i s  based ( in part at 
least) on the ways in which Le i r is' eth nographic career d iverged from 
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that of h i s  co-worker on the Mission Dakar-Dj ibouti . Lei r i s  never under
went any " i n it iat ion" i nto an exotic form of l i fe or bel ief. I ndeed h i s  work 
(espec ia l ly  L'Afrique fantome) i s  a re lentless cr it ique of the parad igm of 
i n it iation . H i s l i terary work, largely devoted to a heterodox, end less 
autobiography, rei nforces the ethnographic poi nt .  (See Chapter 6 . )  How 
cou l d  Leir is  presume to represent another cu l ture when he had trouble 
enough represent ing h i mself? Such an attitude made susta i ned fie ldwork 
i m poss ib le .  

Gr iau le's energetic confidence in  cu ltura l  representation cou ld not 
be farther from Le i r i s' tortured, l ucid u ncerta inty. The two pos it ions mark 
off the pred icament of a postcolon ia l  ethnography. Some authoriz ing fic
tion of "authentic encounter," in Geertz's ph rase, seems a prerequ i s ite for 
i ntensive research ;  but i n itiatory c la ims to speak as a knowledgeable in
s ider reveal i ng essentia l  cu ltu ra l  truths are no longer cred ib le .  F ie ldwork 
cannot appear primari ly  as a cumu lative process of gather ing "experi
ence" or of cu l tu ra l  " learn i ng" by an automonous subject. I t  must rather 
be seen as a h i storica l l y  conti ngent, unru ly  d ia logical encounter i nvo lv
ing to some degree both confl ict and co l laboration i n  the production of 
texts. Eth nographers seem to be condemned to strive for strive for true 
encou nter wh i l e  s imu l taneous ly recogniz ing the pol it ica l ,  eth ica l ,  and 
persona l  cross-purposes that u nderm i ne any transmiss ion of in tercu l tura l  
knowledge. Poi sed between Griau le's enactment and Lei r i s's refusal  of 
th is  i ron ic pred icament, and worki ng at the now b lu rred boundaries of 
eth nographic l i beral i sm,  fieldworkers struggle to i mprovise new modes 
of authority. 

They may perhaps fi nd some retrospective encouragement i n  the 
Griau le trad it ion of eth nographic cu ltura l  i nvention, for the story con
ta ins  elements that poi nt beyond i n it iatory authority and the neocolon ia l  
context. To date the most i l l u m i nat ing account of  how research pro
ceeded in the wake of Ogotemme l i  i s  Genevieve Ca lame-Griau le's pref
ace to Ethno/ogie et /angage: La parole chez /es Dogan ( 1 965) .  She tel l s  
how "the extremely precise v iews" she gathered from her  i nterlocutors 
led to the e laboration of "a veritable Dagon 'theory' of speech" (p .  1 1  ) . 

She i ntroduces her fou r  key col laborators, g iv ing h i nts of the i r  personal 
styles and preoccu pations .  We learn that one of them, Manda, was the 
Dagon eq u ivalent of a "theologian" and that he gu ided the ethnographer 
toward the re lat ions of speech and the person that became the book's 
organ iz ing pri nc ip le .  Even the book's descr iptions and interpretations of 
everyday behavior were the work of both ethnographer and i nformants, 
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many of the l atter possess i ng extraord i nary "fi nesse i n  observation" (p.  
1 4) .  Wh i le Cal ame-G riau le  sti l l  makes a guarded cla im to represent  an 
overa l l Dogan "cu ltural  or ientat ion," her preface goes a long way toward 
cast ing the ethnograph ic  process i n  specific d ia logical terms.  The theory 
of speech that Calame-G riau l e  has bri l l i ant ly compi led i s  i nescapably a 
col laborative work, cont i n u i n g  her father's prod uctive encou nter with 
the i n habitants of Sanga .  And it is  an authentic creation of "Dogan 
thought's need in expressi ng i tse l f  for d ia lectic, for an exchange of ques
t ions and answers that i nterpenetrate and weave themse lves together" 
(p.  1 7) .  



. . .  the age in which we are camped, like bewildered 
travelers in a garish, unrestful hotel. 

-JOSEPH CONRAD, VICTOR Y 

My whole ethics is based on the fundamental instinct of 
unified personality. 

-BRONISLAW MALINOWSKI, 

TROBRIAND FIELD DIARY 

3 .  On Ethnographic Self-Fashioning : 
Conrad and Malinowski 

To S A Y  T H AT the ind iv idual  is cu ltura l ly constituted has become a 
tru i sm .  We are accustomed to hear ing that the person i n  Bal i or among 
the Hopi or in med ieval soc iety i s  d ifferent-with d ifferent experiences 
of t i me, space, k insh ip, bod i l y  identity-from the ind iv idual  in bou r
geois  Europe or i n  modern America . We assume, a l most without ques
t ion, that a self be longs to a spec ific cu l tu ra l  world much as it speaks a 
native language :  one se lf, one cu lture, one language. I do not wish to 
d ispute the considerable truth contai ned in  even so bald a formu la ;  the 
idea that ind iv idua l ity i s  a rt icu lated with in  worlds of s ign ification that are 
col lective and l i m ited i s  not i n  q uestion .  I want, however, to h i storic ize 
the statement that the se l f  i s  cu ltura l ly  consti tuted by exam i n ing a mo
ment around 1 900 when this idea began to make the sense it does today. 

I n  the m id-n i neteenth century to say that the i nd ividual  was bound 
up  in  cu lture meant someth i ng q u ite d ifferent from what it does now. 
"Cu lture" referred to a s i ngle evo l utionary process.  The European bour
geoi s  ideal of autonomous i nd iv idual ity was wide ly be l ieved to be the 
natura l  outcome of a long development, a process that, a lthough th reat-

92 
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ened by various d i sruptions, was assumed to be the basic, progress ive 
movement of human ity. By the turn of the centu ry, however, evo l ut ion i st 
confidence began to fa lter, and a new eth nographic conception of cu l 
ture became poss ib le .  The  word began to  be  used i n  the p l u ra l ,  suggest
i ng  a world of separate, d i st i nctive, and equa l ly  mean i ngfu l ways of l i fe .  
The idea l of  an  autonomous, cu lt ivated subject cou ld appear as a local 
project, not a telos for a l l  humankind . 1  

The u nderly i ng causes of these ideological developments are be
yond my scope here . 2  I want on ly  to ca l l  attention to the development i n  
the  early twentieth century of  a new "eth nograph ic  subject iv ity." Modern 
anthropology-a Science of Man l i n ked c lose l y  to cu ltura l  descr ipt ion
presupposed the i ron ic  stance of partic ipant observation .  By profess ion
a l iz ing fieldwork anthropology transformed a widespread pred icament 
i nto a scientific method . Ethnograph ic knowledge cou ld not be the prop
erty of any one d i scou rse or d isc i p l i ne :  the cond it ion of off-centered: 

ness i n  a wor ld of d i st i nct mean ing systems, a state of being  i n  cu l ture 
wh i le looking  at cu lture, permeates twentieth-century art and writ ing.  
N ietzsche had c learly an nou nced the new stance i n  h i s  famous fragment 
"On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Mora l Sense," aski ng :  "What, then i s  truth ? 
A mobi le army of metaphors,  metonyms, and anth ropomorph isms- i n  
short, a sum o f  h u m a n  re lat ions,  which have been enhanced , trans
posed, and embe l l i shed poetica l ly and rhetorica l ly, and wh ich after long 
use seem fi rm, canon ica l ,  and ob l i gatory to a people" (Kaufman 
1 954 :46) . N ietzsche, perhaps more than Tylor, was the main i nventor  of 
the relat ivist idea of cu l ture :  th is chapter cou ld wel l  have been ca l led 
"On Truth and L ie  i n  a Cultural Sense." 

I have instead taken my t i t le from Stephen Green blatt's Renaissance 
Self-Fashioning ( 1 980) , a work that traces an emergi ng, bou rgeois,  mo
b i le, cosmopol itan sense of the se l f. The ethnographic subject iv i ty I am 
concerned wi th  may be seen as i ts late variant. The s ixteenth-century 

1 .  On the development of the concept of cu lture see Wi l l iams 1 966, Stock
ing 1 968, and Chapter 1 0 . The novelty and frag i l i ty of the Western notion of the 
indiv idual  was noted in Mauss 1 938,  perhaps the fi rst ethnograph ic  overview of 
the subject. 

2. A fu l l  ana lys is  of changes in  the "cu l ture" response wou ld presuppose 
those forces taken by Raymond Wi l l iams ( 1 966) as determinants: i ndustria l i sm, 
soc ia l  confl ict, the r ise of mass cu l ture .  To these wou ld  be added the needs of 
h igh colon ia l  soc ieties to understand the increas ing ly access i b le d iversities of the 
p lanet as a d i spersed tota l ity. The mappi ng of the world's human arrangements 
as d i st i nct cu l tures asserts that th i ngs hold together-separately. 
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figures of More, Spenser, Marlowe, Tyndale, Wyatt, and Shakespeare ex
empl ify for G reenb latt "an increased self-consciousness about the fash
ion ing  of human identity as a manipu lable, artfu l process" (p .  2) .  I can not 
do j ustice to the book's subtle and persuasive ind ividual  analyses, but I 
want to note G reenbl att's own eth nograph ic  standpoint, the complex at
titude he mainta i ns toward fash ioned se lves, i nc l ud ing h i s  own . He rec
ogn izes the extent to wh ich recent questions about freedom, identity, and 
l anguage have shaped the vers ion he constructs of sixteenth-centu ry cu l 
ture .  He imports a modern crit ica l  approach to h i s  materi a l .  Yet he writes 
too as someone caught up with and loyal to a trad ition . He expresses i n  
a movi ng epi logue h i s  stubborn comm itment to the poss ib i l ity of shap ing 
one's own identity, even if th i s  means on ly  to "selfhood conceived as a 
fict ion" (p .  2 5 7) .  He  is led to what Con rad approvingly cal led a "del i b
erate bel ief." 

G reenb latt is a part ic i pant-analyst, construct ing and engaging a cu l 
tural formation that i s  both d istanced in  the  s ixteenth centu ry and d ia lec
t ical l y  conti nuous with the present. H i s  " l ate," reflex ive vers ion of Ren
a issance self-fash ion ing re l ies on a sharply art icu lated eth nograph ic 
v iewpoi nt. The fash ioned, fict ional  self i s  a lways located with reference 
to its culture and coded modes of expression, its language. G reenbl att's 
study conc l udes that Renaissance self-fash ioni ng was anyth i ng but the 
u nconstra ined emergence of a new ind ividua l i st autonomy. The subjec
tivity he fi nds is "not an epi phany of identity free ly  chosen but a cu ltural 
art ifact" (p .  256) ,  for the se lf maneuvers with i n  constrai nts and poss ib i l 
it ies g iven b y  an i nstitut ional ized set o f  col lective practices a n d  codes. 
G reenblatt i nvokes symbol ic- i nterpretive anthropology, part icu lar ly the 
work of Geertz (a lso Boon,  Douglas, Duvignaud, Rabinow, and Turner) ; 
and he knows, moreover, that cu ltura l  symbols  and performances take 
shape in s i tuations of power and domi nance. One hears echoes of Fou
cau lt in G reenblatt's warn ing :  "The power to impose a shape upon one
se lf i s  an aspect of the more general power to control  identity-that of 
others at least as much as one's own" (p. 1 ) . I t  fo l lows that ethnograph ic 
d i scou rse, i nc lud ing Greenblatt's l i terary variant, works in this double 
man ner. Though it  portrays other se lves as cu l tura l ly const ituted , it a l so 
fash ions an identity authorized to represent, to i nterpret, even to be
l ieve-but a lways with some i rony-the truths of d i screpant worlds .  

Ethnographic subject iv ity i s  composed of part ic ipant observation in 
a world of "cu l tura l  art i facts" l i n ked (and th is  i s  the origi na l ity of 
N ietzsche's formu lation) to a new conception of language-or better, 
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l anguages-seen as d i screte systems of s igns .  Along with N ietzsche, the 
th i n kers who stake out my area of exploration are Boas, Durkhe im,  and 
Mal inowski ( i nventors and popu lar izers of the ethnographic cu l tu re 
idea) , and Saussure .  They i naugurate an i nterconnected set of assump
t ions that are now in  the last quarter of the twentieth centu ry j ust becom
ing v i s i b le.  An i nte l lectual  h i stor ian of the year 201 0, i f  such a person is  
i magi nable,  may even look back on the fi rst two-th i rds of our centu ry 
and observe that th i s  was a t i me when Western i nte l lectua ls  were pre
occ upied with grounds of mea n i ng and identity they cal led "culture" and 
" language" (much the way we now look at the n i neteenth centu ry 
and perce ive there a problematic concern with evol utionary "h i story" 
and "progress" ) .  I t h i n k  we are see i ng s igns that the priv i lege given to 
natu ra l languages and,  as it were, natural cu l tures, is d i sso lv ing.  These 
objects and epi stemological  grounds are now appeari ng as constructs, 
ach ieved fict ions,  conta i n i ng and domesticat ing heterogloss ia .  In a world 
with too many voices speak ing al l  at once, a world where syncreti sm 
and parod ic i nvention are becoming the rule, not the except ion,  an ur
ban ,  m u lt inational  world of i nstitut ional  trans ience-where American 
c lothes made in Korea are worn by young people i n  Russia, where every
one's " roots" are in some degree cut- i n  such a world it becomes in 
creas ing ly d ifficu l t  to  attach h u man identity and mean i ng to  a coherent 
"cu lture" or  " l anguage." 

I evoke th i s  syncretic, "postcu ltura l "  s ituat ion on ly  to gestu re toward 
the standpo i nt (though it cannot be so eas i l y  spatia l ized) ,  the cond it ion 
of uncerta i nty from which I am writ i ng.  But  my concern i s  not with the 
poss ib le  d isso l ut ion of a subject iv i ty anchored i n  cu lture and language .  
Rather, I want  to exp lore two powerfu l art icu lat ions of  th i s  subjectivity in  
the  works of  Conrad and Mal i nowski ,  two d isp laced persons  both of 
whom struggled in the ear ly twentieth century with cosmopol itan ism and 
composed thei r own vers ions of "On Truth and Lie in a Cu ltura l  Sense." 
Con rad may have seen more deeply i nto the matter, for he bu i l t  i nto h i s  
work a v is ion o f  t h e  constructed nature o f  cu lture a n d  language, a serious 
fictiona l i ty he de l i berate ly, a l most absurd ly, embraced . But a comparable 
grappl i ng with cu ltu re and language may be seen in  Ma l inowski 's work, 
particu lar ly  in the d ifficu l t  experience and l i terary representation of h i s  
famous Trobr iand fieldwork. (Th is  fie ldwork has served a s  a k i n d  of 
fou nd ing  charter for the twentieth-centu ry d isci p l i ne of anthropology. )  
Con rad accompl i shed t h e  a l most i m poss ib le  feat o f  becoming a great 
writer (h i s  mode l was F laubert) in Engl i sh ,  a th i rd language he began to 
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acq u i re at twenty years of age. I t  is  not su rpri s ing to fi nd throughout h i s  
work a sense o f  t h e  s imu l taneous art ifice a n d  necess ity of cu l tura l ,  l i n
gu i st ic conventions . H is l i fe of writ ing, of constant ly becoming an En
gl i sh  writer, offers a parad igm for ethnographic subjectiv i ty ;  i t  enacts a 
structu re of feel i ng conti nuous ly involved i n  translation among lan
guages, a consc iousness deeply aware of the arbitrar i ness of conven
tions, a new secu lar  relativ ism.  

Mal i nowski  remarked, " [W. H. R . )  Rivers i s  the R ider  Haggard of 
Anth ropology : I sha l l be the Conrad ! "  (to B .  Z. Se l igman, quoted i n  F i rth 
1 95 7 : 6) .  He probably had i n  m i nd the d ifference between Rivers' mu lt i
cu ltu ra l  survey methodology (col lect ing tra i ts and genealogies) and h i s  
own i ntens ive study o f  a s i ngle grou p .  For Ma l i nowski t h e  name Conrad 
was a symbol of depth , complexity, and subtlety. (He invokes h i m  in th is  
sense i n  the fie ld  d iary. ) But  Ma l i nowski was not  the Con rad of  anth ro
pology. H i s  most d i rect l i te rary model was certa i n l y  James Frazer; and in  
much of  h i s  own writi ng he was rem i n i scent of  Zola-a natura l i st pre
senti ng facts p lus  heightened "atmosphere," h is sc ientific-cu ltura l  de
scri ptions yie ld i ng mora l ly charged h u manist a l l egories. Anthropo logy is 
sti l l  wa it ing for its Conrad . 

My comparison of Mal i nowski  and Con rad focuses on the i r  d ifficu l t  
access ion to i n novative profess ional  expression . Heart of  Darkness 
( 1 899) is Conrad's most profound med itation on the d ifficu l t  process of 
g iv ing h imself to England and Engl ish . 3  I t  was written in 1 898-99, j ust 
as he dec is ive ly  adopted the land locked l i fe of writ ing;  and it looked 
back to the begin n i ng of the process, h i s  l ast, most audacious voyage out 
to his "farthest point  of navigation ." On the jou rney up  the Congo a dec
ade earl ier, Konrad Korzen iowsk i  had carried with h i m  the i n it ia l  chap
ters of h i s  fi rst nove l ,  A/mayer's Folly, written i n  an awkward but powerfu l 
Engl ish . My read ing  of Heart of Darkness embraces a complex decade of 
choice, the 1 890s, begi n n i ng with the African voyage and end i ng with 
its narrat ion . The choice involved career, language, and cu l tura l  attach-

3. The in terpretation I suggest owes a good dea l to previous expl icators of 
Conrad, most notably Edward Said and lan Watt . In its b iographical d imensions 
it  d raws on the standard works : Ba ines 1 960; Watt 1 979; Karl 1 979; and Najder 
1 983 . My focus on Heart of Darkness as an a l legory of writing and of grappl ing 
with language and cu lture i n  the i r  emergent twentieth-century defin itions is, I 
bel ieve, a new one, but it d raws on many points wel l  establ ished i n  Conrad 
stud ies. I have not c i ted specific sources for biograph ical facts, si nce those I bu i ld 
with are not, to my knowledge, d isputed i n  the l iterature. 
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ment.  Ma l i nowski 's para l le l  experience i s  marked off by two works, 
which may be treated as a s i ngle expanded text: A Diary in the Strict 
Sense of the Term ( 1 967),  h i s  i nti mate Trobriand journal  of 1 9 1 4-1 9 1 8, 
and the c lassic ethnography that emerged from the fieldwork, Argonauts 
of the Western Pacific ( 1 922 ) .  

A word of  methodological  caution i s  needed a t  the  outset. To treat 
the Diary and Argonauts together need not i mply that the former is  a true 
revelat ion of Ma l i nowski 's f ieldwork. (Th is  i s  how the Diary was widely 
understood on i ts pu b l i cation i n  1 967 . )  The Trobriand field experience is  
not exhausted by Argonauts or the Diary or by thei r  combination . The 
two texts are part ia l  refract ions, spec ific experi ments with writ i ng.  Re
corded largely  in Pol ish and c lear ly not i ntended for publ icat ion,  the 
Diary caused a m i nor  scandal  in the pub l i c  i mage of anthropology
al though fieldworkers recogn ized m uch that was fam i l iar. One of the 
d i sc i p l i ne's fou nders was seen to have fe l t  considerable anger toward h i s  
n ative in formants. A f ie ld experience that had set the standard for scien
tific cu ltural  descr ipt ion was fraught with am bivalence. The authoritat ive 
anthropo log i st i n  h i s  i nt i mate journal  appeared a self-absorbed hypo
chondr iac, freq uently depressed , prey to constant fantas ies about Euro
pean and Trobriand women, trapped in an end less struggle to mainta i n  
h i s  mora le ,  t o  pu l l  h i mse l f  together. He was mercur ia l ,  try ing o u t  d iffer
ent vo ices, personae. The anguish,  confus ion,  e lat ion,  and anger of the 
Diary seemed to leave l i tt le  room for the stable, comprehend i ng posture 
of rel at iv ist eth nography. Moreover, i n  its rawness and vu lnerab i l i ty, its 
u nquest ionable s incerity and i nconc lus iveness, the Diary seemed to de
l i ver an u nvarn ished rea l i ty. But it is on ly  one important vers ion of a 
complex,  i ntersubjective s i tuation (wh ich a l so produced Argonauts and 
other eth nograph ic  and popu lar  accou nts) . The Diary i s  an i nventive, 
po lyphonic text . I t  i s  a cruc ia l  docu ment for the h i story of anthropology, 
not because it revea l s  the rea l i ty of eth nographic experience but because 
it forces us to grapple with the complexit ies of such encounters and to 
treat a l l  textua l  accounts based on fie ldwork as part ia l  construct ions.4  

Mal i nowski  and Con rad knew each other, and there i s  evidence from 
Mal i nowski 's comments on the older, a l ready wel l known writer that he 

4. I j uxtapose Argonauts and the Diary to h igh l ight a crit ical d isc repancy 
between the two best-known accou nts of Ma l i nowski 's research process . At ti mes 
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sensed a deep affin ity i n  their pred icaments . With reason : both were 
Poles condemned by h i storical contingency to a cosmopol itan European 
identity ;  both pursued ambit ious writ ing careers in England . Drawing on 
Zdz islaw Najder's excel lent stud ies of Conrad, one can spec u late that 
the two ex i les shared a pecu l iar ly Pol i sh cu l tu ra l  d i stance, having been 
born i nto a nation that had s i nce the eighteenth centu ry existed on ly  as 
a fiction-but an intense ly bel ieved , serious fiction-of col lective iden
ti ty. Moreover, Poland's pecu l iar socia l  structu re, with its broad ly based 
smal l nobi l i ty, made ar istocratic va l ues unusua l ly evident at a l l  leve ls  of 
soc iety. Poland's cu l tivated ex i les were not l i ke ly to be charmed by Eu
rope's re ign i ng bourgeois  va l ues; they would keep a certa in  remove. This 
viewpoint outs ide bourgeois  soc iety (but mai nta i ned with a degree of 
art ifice-rather l i ke Ba lzac's standpoint in the France of the 1 830s) i s  
perhaps a pecu l iar ly advantageous "ethnograph ic" pos ition . Be that as it 
may, there i s  no doubt about Ma l i nowski 's strong affin ity for Conrad . (J ust 
before the war he presented the older man with a copy of his fi rst book, 
The Family among the Austra lian Aborigines, with a Po l i sh i nscript ion ; 
what Conrad made of Arunta notions of patern ity remains,  perhaps for
tunate ly, unknown . )  Although the i r  acquaintance was brief, Ma l i nowski 
often represented his l ife i n  Conrad ian terms, and in  his d iary he seemed 
at ti mes to be rewrit ing themes from Heart of Darkness . 

Nearly every commentator on the Diary has p laus ib ly compared it 
with Conrad 's African ta le  (see for example Stocking 1 97 4). Both Heart 
of Darkness and the Diary appear to portray the cr is is  of an identity-a 
struggle at the l i m its of Western c iv i l ization against the threat of mora l  
d isso l ution . I ndeed th is  struggle, and the need for personal restra int, is  a 
commonplace of colon ia l  l iteratu re . Thus the para l le l  is not part icu lar ly 
revea l i ng, beyond showing l i fe (the Diary) im i tati ng " l iteratu re" (Heart of 
Darkness) .  I n  addit ion to Kurtz's mora l  d is i ntegration, however, Conrad 

I overs impl ify the course of Mal i nowski 's research and writing; the Diary actua l ly  
covers work done i n  both the  Trobriands and Mai l u .  By concentrat ing on two 
texts I ignore other compl icati ng ones, most notably certa in  unpubl ished and 
currently u navai lable d iaries, a long with Mal inowski 's "Natives of Mai lu"  ( 1 9 1 5) 
and "Baloma: The Spi rits of the Dead i n  the Trobriand Is l ands" ( 1 9 1 6) .  I n  these 
last two works he can be seen working out the personal and scientific ethno
graph ic sty le that achieves fu l l  expression in Argonauts .  A biograph ical  account, 
or a thorough portrayal of Ma l i nowski 's fieldwork, or a depiction of Melanesian 
cu l ture and h i story each would select a d ifferent corpus .  Moreover, by stopping 
at 1 922 I neglect Ma l i nowski 's ongoing rewrit ing of the dia logue with the Trobri
ands. I n  important ways his last major monograph, Coral Gardens and Their 
Magic ( 1 935) ,  experimenta l l y  and self-crit ica l ly  questions the rhetorical stance 
constructed in Argonauts .  
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i ntroduces a more profound,  subvers ive theme : the famous " l ie" -actu
a l l y  a series of l ies that in Heart of Darkness both underm i ne and some
how empower the complex truth of Marlow's narration . The most prom
i nent of these l ies i s ,  of cou rse, Marlow's refusal to te l l  Kurtz's I ntended 
h i s  l ast words,  "The Horror," substitut ing i nstead words she can accept . 
Th is  l ie i s  then j uxtaposed with the truth-also h igh ly c i rcumstantia l
to ld to a restricted group of  Engl i shmen on the deck of  the cru is ing yawl 
Nellie. Mal inowsk i 's unsettled Diary does seem to enact the theme of 
dis i ntegration . B ut what of the l ie?  The a l l -too-bel ievable account? Mal
i nowsk i 's sav ing fiction,  I wi l l  argue, i s  the c lass ic eth nography Argo
nauts of the Western Pacific. 

Heart of Darkness is notor iously i nterpretable;  but one of its ines
capab le  themes is the problem of truth-speaking, the interplay of truth 
and l ie in Marlow's d i scourse. The l ie to Ku rtz's I ntended has been ex
haust ive ly  debated . Very schemat ica l ly, my own posit ion is  that the l ie is 
a sav ing l ie .  In spar ing the I ntended Ku rtz's l ast words, Marlow recog
n izes and constitutes d ifferent doma ins of truth-male and female as 
wel l  as the truths of the metropole and the frontier. These truths reflect 
elementary structu res in the constitution of ordered mean ings-knowl
edge d ivided by gender and by cu l tura l  center and periphery. The l ie to 
the I ntended i s  juxtaposed with a d ifferent truth (and it too is  l i m i ted , 
contextua l ,  and problematic) told on the deck of the Nellie to Engl i shmen 
identified on ly  as soc ia l  types-the Lawyer, the Accountant, the Di rector 
of Compan ies.  If Mar low succeeds i n  commun icat ing, it is with i n  th is  
l i m ited doma i n .  As readers , however, we identify with the un identified 
person who watches Marlow's dark truths and wh ite l ies enacted on the 
stage of the yawl 's deck .  Th is  second narrator's story is  not i tse lf under
m ined or l i m ited . It represents, I propose, the ethnographic standpoi nt, 
a subject ive pos it ion and a h i storical s ite of narrative authority that truth
fu l ly j uxtaposes d ifferent truths .  Wh i l e  Marlow i n it ia l l y  "abhors a l ie," he 
learns to l ie-that i s, to commun icate with i n  the col lective,  part ia l  fic
tions of cu ltu ra l  l i fe . He te l l s  l im i ted stories . The second narrator sal
vages, compares, and ( i ronica l ly) be l ieves these staged truths. Th is  i s  the 
ach ieved perspective of the serious i nterpreter of cu ltu res, of loca l ,  par
t ia l  knowledge. The voice of Conrad's "outermost" narrator is a stabi l iz
ing  voice whose words are not meant to be mistrusted . 5 

5 .  For a read ing c lose to my own but with a d ifferent overal l  emphasis see 
). H i l l is M i l ler 1 965 .  Here we find strong argu ments for seeing Heart of Darkness 
not as a posit ive choice for the " l ie of cu lture" but as someth ing that underm ines 
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Heart of Darkness offers, then,  a parad igm of ethnographic subjec
t ivity. In what fo l lows I wi l l  be explor ing spec ific echoes and analogies 
l i nk ing Conrad's situation of cu ltura l  l i m ina l ity i n  the Congo with Mal i 
nowski 's i n  the Trobriands.  The  correspondence i s  not exact, however. 
Perhaps the most i m portant textual d ifference is that Conrad takes an 
i ron ic posit ion with respect to representat ional truth , a stance only i m
pl ic i t  i n  Mal i nowski 's writ ing. The author of Argonauts devotes h i mself 
to construct ing rea l i stic cu ltura l  fict ions, whereas Conrad, though s imi 
la r ly  committed , represents the activity as a contextua l ly l i m ited practice 
of storyte l l i ng . 6  

a l l  truth, a more tragic, dark, u lt i mate ly  n i h i l i st ic text . Undoubted ly i n  both form 
and content the tale grapples with n i h i l i sm . Nonetheless, it does dramatize the 
successfu l construction of a fict ion, a contingent, undermined , but f ina l l y  potent 
story, a mean i ngfu l economy of truths and l ies. B iograph ical evidence reinforces 
my suggestion that Heart of Darkness i s  a story of qual ified but d i st inct success 
in truth-tel l i ng. I have a l ready noted that the tale was written just when Conrad 
fina l ly  decided to stake everyth ing on his career of writ ing in  Engl ish.  In the 
autumn of 1 898 he left Essex and the Thames estuary (the place between land 
and sea) for Kent to res ide near other writers-H .  G .  Wel l s, Stephen Crane, Ford 
Maddox Ford , Henry James. The move, immed iately fol lowed by h i s  last re
corded search for a marit ime post, i naugurated h i s  most productive years of l i t
erary work. A serious writ ing block was broken ; Heart of Darkness emerged i n  
an uncharacteristic rush . F rom th is standpoint o f  decision t he  tale reaches back 
a decade to the begi nn ing of Korzen iowski 's turn to writ ing, when, in the Congo, 
h i s  luggage contained the first chapters of A/mayer's Folly. I n  the read ing I am 
sketch ing out Heart of Darkness is centra l l y  about writ ing, about tel l i ng the truth 
in  i ts most a l ienated ,  nondia logical form . Conrad does succeed in becom ing an 
Engl ish writer, a l im ited truth-te l ler. It is not surpris i ng, then, that in the b lurred 
cacophony of the j ungle Marlow yearns for Engl ish words. Kurtz was part ly ed
ucated in Brita in ,  and h i s  mother, we reca l l ,  was half-Engl ish . From the begin
n i ng Marlow searches for Kurtz's int imate and elemental voice; and i n  the end 
"th is i n itiated wra ith from the back of Nowhere honoured me with its amazing 
confidence before i t  van ished a ltogether. This  was because i t  could speak Engl i sh 
to me" (p.  50) . I can not here d iscuss the many complexities i n  the staging and 
va l u i ng of d ifferent languages in Heart of Darkness. 

6.  I n  Reading for the Plot ( 1 984 :259-260) Peter Brooks n icely observes that 
Heart of Darkness presents its truth as a "narrative transaction" rather than a 
"summing up" (as i n  Kurtz's last words). Mean ing in the narrative is not a re
vealed kernel ;  it exists outside, d ia logica l l y, in specific transmissions; it is " lo
cated in the in terstices of story and frame, born of the re lationsh ip between te l lers 
and l i steners." In stressing the ta le's " i nterm inable analysis" Brooks m in im izes the 
fi rst narrator's stab i l iz ing function as a spec ial l i stener (reader), not named or 
given a l i m ited cu l tu ra l  function l i ke the others on the deck. This l i stener's invis
ib i l i ty guarantees a certa i n  i ronic authority, the possibi l ity of see ing and not being 
seen, of speaking without contrad iction about relative truths, or decid ing thei r  
undecidabi l i ty. 
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I n  comparing the experiences of Mal i nowski and Conrad , one is  
struck by the i r  l i ngu i st ic  overdeterm ination .  In  each case th ree languages 
are at work, produc ing constant trans lation and interference. Conrad's 
pred icament is  extremely  complex.  J u st before leav ing for Africa he had 
unaccountab ly begun writ i ng what wou ld become A/mayer's Folly. After 
compos ing the open ing chapters, he ran into obstac les . Around th is  t ime 
he came to know a cous in  by marriage, Marguerite Poradowska, with 
whom he became i n  some s ignificant way amorous ly i nvolved . She was 
married and a wel l -known French author; i t  was large ly a l i terary en
tanglement. Conrad wrote her rather pass ionate and self-revelatory let
ters- i n  French . Poradowska, who l ived i n  B russe ls ,  was instrumenta l  i n  
arranging her  k i nsman's Congo employment. Then, in  the months j ust 
before he left for Africa, Conrad retu rned to Po land for the fi rst t ime s i nce 
he had run away to sea fifteen years before .  Th is  renewed h i s  Pol ish ,  
which had rema ined good, and revived its assoc iation with  ch i ldhood 
p laces and ambivalent fee l i ngs . F rom Poland (actua l ly  the Russian 
U kraine) he rushed a l most d i rectly  to take up  h i s  post i n  the Congo.  
There h e  spoke French,  h i s  most fl uent acq u i red tongue, but  kept a d iary 
i n  Engl i sh and may have worked on the chapters of A/mayer. (He c la ims  
as  much i n  h i s  "B iographica l  Note" of 1 900 . )  I n  Africa Conrad estab
l i shed a friendsh ip  with the I rishman Roger Casement and genera l l y  
mainta i ned a pose o f  an  Engl i sh naut ical  gent leman . H is i ntense letters 

to Poradowska conti nued , as a lways, i n  F rench .  H is mother tongue had 
just been revived . The Congo experience was a ti me of maxi mal  l i ngu is
t ic complexi ty. In what language was Conrad consistently th ink i ng? It  is 
not surpr is ing that words and th i ngs often seem d isjo inted in Heart of 
Darkness as Marlow searches in the dark for mean ing and i nter locution .  

As for Mal i nowsk i ,  i n  the  fie ld he kept h i s  private d iary i n  Pol i sh and 
corresponded i n  that language with h i s  mother, who was beh i nd enemy 
l i nes i n  Austr ia .  He wrote i n  Engl i sh  on anthropological topics to h i s  
professor, C .  G .  Sel igman, i n  London . To h i s  fiancee, " E .  R .  M." (E l s ie R .  
Masson) ,  i n  Austra l i a  he wrote frequently, a l so in  Engl ish . There were, 
however, at least two other women, old flames, on h is m i nd ,  at least one 
of them associated with Poland.  H is most i nti mate Pol i sh  friend, Stan is las 
Witkiewicz ("Stas" i n  the Diary) , soon to become a major avant-garde 
artist and writer, a l so haunted h i s  consc iousness. The two had traveled 
together to the Pac i fic and had fa l len out just before Ma l i nowski 's Trobri
and sojourns .  He yearned to set th i ngs r ight, but his friend was now in 
Russia .  These powerfu l Engl i sh  and Pol i sh associations were interrupted 
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by a th i rd l i ngu i st ica l l y  coded world,  the Trobriand un iverse, i n  which 
he had to l ive and work productively. Ma l i nowski 's da i ly  transactions 
with Trobrianders were conducted in  K i r iwin ian,  and i n  t ime his f ield
notes were recorded largely in  the vernacu lar. 7  

We can suggest a tentative structu re for the th ree active languages 
of Con rad's and Mal i nowski 's exotic  experiences . Between Pol ish,  the 
mother tongue, and Engl i sh ,  the language of future career and marriage, 
a th i rd i ntervenes, assoc iated with eroticism and vio lence .  Conrad's 
French i s  l i n ked with Poradowska, a problematic love object (she was 
both too i nt im idat ing and too i ntimate) ; French is  a l so l i n ked with Con
rad's reckless youth in Marse i l le and with the Imperia l  Congo, wh ich 
Conrad abhorred for i ts v io lence and rapaci ty. Ma l i nowski 's i nterfer ing 
language was Kir iw in ian ,  assoc iated with a certain  exuberance and l ud ic  
excess (wh ich Ma l i nowsk i  enjoyed and portrayed sympathetica l l y  i n  h i s  
accounts of  Ku la  r itua ls  and sexual  customs) and a l so with the erotic 
temptations of Trobriand women . The Diary struggles repeated ly  with 
th i s  K i riwin ian  rea l m  of des i re .  

So i t  i s  poss i ble to d i st inguish i n  each case a mother tongue, a lan
guage of excess, and a l anguage of restra int  (of marriage and authorsh ip) .  
Th is  i s  surely too neat. The languages wou ld have interpenetrated and 
i nterfered in h igh ly  conti ngent ways ; but enough has been said, perhaps, 
to make the ma in  poi nt .  Both Conrad in the Congo and Mal i nowski in 
the Trobriands were enmeshed in complex, contrad ictory subjective sit
uations articu lated at the leve ls  of language, des i re, and cu l tu ra l  affi l ia
t ion . 

I n  both Heart of Darkness and the Diary we see the cr is is  of a self at some 
"fu rthest po i nt of navigation ." Both works render an experience of lone
l i ness, but one that is  fi l led with other people and with other accents and 
that does not perm it a fee l i ng  of centeredness, coherent d ia logue, or au
thentic commun io n .  In Conrad's Congo h is fe l low wh ites are dup l ic i tous 
and u ncontro l led . The j u ngle i s  cacophonous, fi l led with too many 

7 .  The "Pol ish" d iary is  extraord i nari ly  heteroglot. Mario Bick ( 1 967:299), 
whose task was to compi le  a glossary and genera l l y  to "sort out the l i ngu ist ic 
melange," spec ifies that Mal i nowski wrote " in Po l i sh with frequent use of En
g l i sh ,  words and phrases in  German, French, Greek, Spanish, and Lat in,  and of 
course terms from the native languages" (there were four :  Motu, Mai l u ,  K i riwin
ian,  and Pidgin ) .  
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voices-therefore mute, incoherent. Mal i nowski was not, of course, i so
lated in the Trobriands, either from natives or from local whites . But the 
Diary is an unstab le confusion of other voices and worlds :  mother, lov
ers, f iancee, best friend, Trobrianders, loca l m i ss ionaries, traders, as wel l  
as the escapist u n i verses, the nove ls  h e  can never res i st .  Most fieldwork
ers w i l l  recogn ize th is  mu l tivoca l pred icament. But Ma l i nowski experi
ences (or at least h i s  Diary portrays) someth ing l i ke a real  spi ritua l  and 
emotional  cr i s i s :  each of the vo ices represents a temptation ; he is  pu l led 
too many ways . Thus ,  l i ke Marlow in Heart of Darkness, Mal i nowski 
c l i ngs to his work routi nes, his exerc ises, and his d iary-where con
fused ly, bare ly, he brings h i s  d ivergent wor lds and desi res together. 

A passage from the Diary wi l l  i l l ustrate h i s  pred icament: 

7 . 1 8 . 1 8  . . .  On the theory of religion . My eth ical position i n  re lation 

to Mother, Stas, E .  R .  M.  Twinges of conscience resu lt from lack of 

integrated fee l i ngs and truth in re lation to ind ividua ls .  My whole eth ics 

i s  based on the fundamental insti nct of un ified personal i ty. From th is  

fol lows the need to be the same in  d ifferent situations (truth in  re lation 

to oneself) and the need, ind ispensab i l ity, of s i ncerity: the whole value 

of  friendsh i p  i s  based on the poss ib i l ity of  express ing oneself, of  being 

oneself  with complete frankness. A l ternative between a l ie and spoi l 

i ng  a re lationsh ip .  (My attitude to Mother, Stas, and a l l  my friends was 

stra i ned . )  Love does not flow from eth ics, but eth ics from love. There 

is no way of deduc ing Christ ian eth ics from my theory. But that eth ics 

has never expressed the actual truth-love your neighbor-to the de

gree actua l ly  possib le .  The real problem is: why must you a lways be

have as if God were watch ing you ? (pp. 296-297) 

The passage i s  confused ; but we can extract perhaps the centra l i ssue on 
which it turns : the imposs ib i l ity of being  si ncere and thus of havi ng an 
eth ical  center. Ma l i nowski feel s  the req u i rement of personal coherence. 
A pun it ive God i s  watch ing  his every ( i nconsi stent) move. He is  thus not 
free to adopt d ifferent personae in d ifferent s ituat ions.  He suffers from the 
fact that th i s  ru le  of s i ncerity, an eth ics of un i fied persona l i ty, means that 
he wi l l  have to be unp leasant ly truthfu l to various friends and lovers . And 
th i s  wi l l  mean-has a l ready meant- los ing friends :  "Alternative be
tween a l i e  and spo i l i ng a re lat ionsh i p ." 

There i s  no way out. There must be a way out. Too much truth
te l l i ng underm i nes the comprom ises of co l lective l i fe .  Ma l i nowski 's so
l ut ion consists of construct ing two re l ated fictions-of a self and of a 
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cu lture .  Although my task here is  ne ither psycho logica l nor biographica l ,  
let m e  s imply suggest that the personal  sty le-extravagant, operatic
that both charmed and i rr itated Mal i nowski 's contemporaries was a re
sponse to th is  d i lemma.  He indu lged in "S lavic" extremism; h i s  revela
t ions about h i mse lf  and his work were exaggerated and ambiguous ly pa
rod ic .  He wou ld str i ke poses (he c la imed to have s i ngle-handed ly  
invented "The Functional  Method"),  chal lenging the l i tera l -mi nded to 
see that these persona l truths were in  some degree fictions. H i s  character 
was staged but a l so truthfu l ,  a pose but nonetheless authentic .  One of 
the ways Ma l i nowski  pu l led h imself together was by writ ing ethnogra
phy. Here the fash ioned wholes of a se l f  and of a cu ltu re seem to be 
mutua l l y  reinforc i ng a l l egories of identity. An essay by Harry Payne, 
"Ma l i nowski 's Style" ( 1 98 1  ) ,  suggestive ly  traces the complex combina
tion of authority and fict iona l i ty that the narrative form of Argonauts en
acts : "With i n  the immense latitude of [ its] structu re Ma l i nowski can de
term i ne sh i fts in focus, tone, and objects ;  the cyc l ical th read wi l l  a lways 
provide a p lace of return .  Functional  therapy �cts on ly heu ristica l l y. 
Si nce everyth i ng adheres to everyth i ng, one can wander without ever 
gett ing fu l l y  d i sconnected" (p. 438) .  8 The l iterary problem of author ia l  
poi nt of v iew, the Jamesian requ i rement that every nove l reflect a "con
tro l l i ng i nte l l igence," was a painfu l  personal  problem for the Trobriand 
d iarist. The ample, mu l t iperspectiva l ,  meandering structu re of Argonauts 
reso lves th is  cr is is  of s i ncerity. I n  effect, as the scientific, persuasive au
thor of th is  fict ion, Mal i nowski can be l i ke F laubert's God, omnipresent 
in the text, arranging enthus iastic descr ipt ions, scientific exp lanations, 
enactments of events from d ifferent standpoi nts, personal confess ions, 
and so forth .  

Cu l tu ra l  descriptions i n  Mal i nowski 's sty le of  functiona l ism strove 
for a ki nd of u n i fied persona l ity, but a convincing tota l ization a lways 
escaped them . Mal i nowski never d id pu l l  together Trobriand cu ltu re; he 
produced no synthetic portra it, only densely contextua l i zed monographs 
on i m portant inst itut ions. Moreover, his obsess ive inc lus ion of data, " im
ponderabi l ia," and vernacu lar texts may be seen as a des i re to unmake 
as wel l  as to make a whole; such add it ive, metonymic empir ic ism un
derm ines the construction of functiona l ,  synecdochic  representations.  
Ma l i nowski 's ethnograph ies-un l i ke Radc l iffe-Brown's spare, analytic, 
funct ional  portra its-were m u lt ifarious, loose, but rhetorica l ly success-

8. There is an interest ing s l i p  between th is  passage and i ts footnote: func
tional ist "therapy" becomes functional ist "theory." 
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fu l narrative forms  (Payne 1 98 1  :420-42 1 ) .  F ictional  express ions of  a cu l 
ture and  of  a subject iv ity, they provided a way out of  the  b ind  of  s i ncerity 
and wholeness, the Conrad i an problematic of the l ie at i ssue i n  the Diary. 

There are more specific echoes of Heart of Darkness in Mal i nowsk i 's 
i nt imate Pol ish  text . Speak ing of h i s  Trobriand i nformants who wi l l  not 
cooperate with h i s  research ,  he damns them i n  Ku rtz's terms :  "At mo
ments I was fu r ious at them,  particu l ar ly because after I gave them thei r  
port ions of tobacco they a l l  went away. On the whole my feel i ngs toward 
the natives are decided ly tending to 'Exterminate the brutes, ' " (p .  69) .  
Mal i nowski fl i rted with var ious colon ia l  wh ite ro les- Kurtz-l i ke excess 
inc l uded . Here the i ron ic i nvocation provides h i m  with a fictiona l  grasp 
of the stresses of fie ldwork and the v io lence of h i s  feel i ngs. I n  the Diary, 
l i ke Marlow i n  h i s  ambivalent doub l ing  with Kurtz , Ma l i nowsk i  often 
faces the i nseparab i l ity of d i scou rse and power. He must struggle for con
tro l  in the eth nographic  encounter. 

Another non i ron ic  echo of Heart of Darkness is heard i n  Mal inow
sk i 's grief-str icken response to the news of h i s  mother's death, which shat
ters the Diary's l ast pages : "The terr ib le mystery that su rrounds the death 
of someone dear, c lose to you . The u nspoken last word-someth i ng that 
was to cast l ight is bu ried, the rest of l ife l ies ha l f  h idden i n  darkness" (p .  
293 ) .  Ma l i nowsk i  fee ls he has been denied Marlow's rescued ta l i sman,  
an  ambiguous ly i l l u m i nati ng, potent last word breathed i n  the moment 
of death . 

Beyond the more-or- less d i rect c i tat ions i n  the Diary one notes a l so 
more genera l thematic and structu ra l para l le ls  with Heart of Darkness . 
Both books are records of wh ite men at the frontier, at poi nts of danger 
and d i s i ntegrat ion . In both sexua l ity i s  at issue : both portray an other that 
is conventiona l ly fem i n ized, at once a danger and a temptation . Fem i
n i ne figu res in the two texts fa l l  i nto either spi r itual (soft) or sensual  (hard) 
categories . There is  a common thematization of the pu l l  of desi re or ex
cess bare ly  checked by some crucia l  restra i nt .  For Ma l i nowski the re
stra i nt is embod ied by· h i s  f iancee, l i n ked i n  h i s  m i nd to an Engl ish aca
dem ic career, to an e levated love, and to marriage. "Thought of E. R. M . 
. . . " is the Diary's censor for l asciv ious thoughts about women, native 
or wh ite : " I  must not betray E. R .  M .  menta l ly,  i . e . ,  recal l my previous 
relations with women, or  th i n k  about future ones . . .  Preserve the essen
tial i nner persona l ity through a l l  d ifficu lt ies and vic iss itudes : I must never 
sacr i fice moral pri nc i p les or  essential  work to 'pos ing' to convivial Stim
mung, etc . My ma in  task must be work. Ergo : work !"  (p .  268) .  

L i ke Con rad 's protagonist, the ethnographer strugg les constantly to 
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mainta in  an essent ia l  i nner self-re l iance-his  "own true stuff," as Marlow 
puts it .  The pu l l  of dangerous others, the d is i ntegrating frontier, is res isted 
by method ica l ,  d i sc ip l i ned work. For Marlow obsessive attentions to h i s  
steamboat and i t s  navigation provide the "surface wisdom" needed to 
hold h i s  personal ity i n  p lace. As invoked in the Diary, Mal i nowsk i 's 
sc ientific labors serve a s im i lar  purpose. Restra i ned , eth ical personal ity 
is  relent less ly ach ieved th rough work. Th i s  structu re of fee l ing can be 
located with some prec i s ion in the h istor ica l  pred icament of l ate Victo
r ian h igh colon ia l  society, and it is c lose ly re lated to the emergence of 
ethnographic cu lture .  

Victorian soc ia l  cr it ics d i scerned a pervasive cr is is  for which Ma
thew Arnold's t it le Cu lture and Anarchy provided the bas ic d iagnos i s :  
aga inst the  fragmentation of  modern l ife stood the order and wholeness 
of cu lture.  Raymond Wi l l iams ( 1 966) has offered a subtle account of 
these human ist responses to the unprecedented technological and ideo
logical  transformations at work in the m id-ni neteenth centu ry. George 
E l iot's strange affi rmation is characteristi c :  of the three words "God," " Im
morta l i ty," and " Duty," she pronounced , "with terrib le earnestness, how 
i nconceivable was the first, how unbel ievable was the second, and yet 
how peremptory and abso l ute the third!" (quoted in Houghton 1 95 7 :43) .  
Duty had become a del iberate bel i ef, a w i l led fide l i ty to aspects of  con
vention and to work (Car ly le's so l ution) . lan Watt has persuasive ly t ied 
Conrad to th i s  response ( 1 979 : 1 48 -1 5 1 ) . Marlow, in the m idd le of Af
rica, c l i ngs for dear l ife to h i s  steamboat, to the routi ne duties of its mai n
tenance and navigation . And the structu re pers ists in Ma l i nowski 's Diary, 
with its constant se lf-exhortations to avo id loose d i stractions and get 
down to work. I n  the cu lture and anarchy problematic (wh ich persi sts i n  
p l u ra l ,  anth ropologica l  cu ltu re concepts that pr ivi lege order and system 
over d i sorder and confl ict), personal and col lective essences must con
t inuous ly  be maintained. The ethnograph ic  standpoint that concerns us 
here stands ha l f-outside these processes, observ ing their loca l ,  arbitrary, 
but ind ispensable worki ngs . 

Cu l tu re, a col lect ive fict ion, is the ground for i nd iv idual  identity and 
freedom . The self, Marlow's "own true stuff," is a product of work, an 
ideo logica l construction that is  nonetheless essentia l ,  the foundation of 
eth ics .  But once cu lture becomes v is ib le as an object and ground, a sys
tem of mean ing among others, the ethnograph ic self can no longer take 
root i n  unmed iated identity. Edward Sa id has said of Conrad that h i s  pr in
c ipal  struggle, reflected i n  his writ ing, was "the ach ievement of charac
ter" ( 1 966:  1 3 ) .  I ndeed he reconstructed h i mself qu i te carefu l ly in the 
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persona of  an "Engl i sh"  author, the  character who speaks i n  the "Author's 
Note" he wou l d  l ater add to each of h i s  works. Th is  construction of a se lf  
was both art ific ia l  and dead ly  serious .  (We can see the process parod ied 
by the accou ntant i n  Heart of Darkness, who seems l i tera l ly to be held 
together by h i s  r id icu lous ly  forma l  but somehow adm i rable get-up . )  Al l 
of th i s  gives spec ia l  poignancy to the sentence that ends the publ ished 
Diary: "Tru ly  I lack rea l character." 

Ma l inowsk i  d id ,  however, rescue a self from the d i s i ntegration and 
depress ion . That self was to be tied ,  l i ke Conrad's, to the process of writ
ing .  I n  th i s  context it is worth explori ng another region of s imi lar ity be
tween the Diary and Heart of Darkness : The ro le of incongruous written 
texts. The fragmented subjectivity manifested i n  both works is that of a 
writer, and the pu l l  of d ifferent des i res and languages is man i fested in  a 
number of d i screpant i nscr ipt ions.  The most famous example i n  Heart of 
Darkness is Ku rtz's strident essay on the suppress ion of sa"l{age customs, 
abruptly canceled by his own scrawled comment, " Exterm inate a l l  the 
brutes." B ut another equa l l y  s ign i ficant text loose in Conrad's j ungle i s  a 
strange book Marlow d iscovers on one of on ly  two peri lous departu res 
from the deck of h i s  steam boat (on the other he wrestles Kurtz back from 
the wi lderness) . I n  a shack by the riverbank he fa l l s i nto an a l most mys
t ical  rever ie :  

There remained a rude table-a p lank on two posts; a heap of  rubbish 

reposed i n  a dark corner, and by the door I p icked up  a book. It had 

lost i ts covers, and the pages had been thumbed in to a state of ex

tremely  d i rty softness; but the back had been lovingly stitched afresh 

with whi te cotton thread, which looked c lean yet. I t  was an extraor

d inary fi nd . Its t i t le was, An Inquiry Into Some Points of Seamanship, 

by a man Towser, Towson-some such name-Master i n  H is  Majesty's 

Navy. The matter looked d reary read ing enough, with i l l u strative d ia

grams and repu l sive tables of figures, and the copy was si xty years o ld .  

I hand led th is  amaz ing ant iqu ity wi th  the greatest possible tenderness, 

lest i t  shou ld d i ssolve in my hands. With in ,  Towson or Towser was 

i nq u i r ing earnest ly i nto the breaking stra i n  of sh ips' cha ins and tackle, 

and other such matters. Not a very enth ra l l ing book; but at the fi rst 

glance you cou ld  see there a s ingleness of intention, an honest con

cern for the h umble pages, thought out so many years ago, l um inous 

with another than a professional  l ight. The s imple old sa i lor, with h is  
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ta l k  of chains and purchases, made me forget the jungle and the p i l 

gr ims in a del icious sensation of having come upon someth ing unmis

takably rea l .  Such a book being there was wonderfu l enough ; but sti l l  

more astounding were the notes penci l led in the margi n ,  and plai n ly  

referri ng to the text . I cou ldn't bel ieve my eyes ! They were i n  c ipher! 

Yes, i t  looked l i ke c ipher. Fancy a man lugging with him a book of that 

description into th is nowhere and studying it-in ci pher at that ! I t  was 

an extraagant mystery. (pp. 38-39)9 

The passage has re l i g ious overtones-a m i racu lous rel ic, an abrupt 
movement i n  imagery from d i rt and decay to transcendence and l i ght 
and thence i nto mystery, the naive witness ing of a moment of fa ith . We 
must be carefu l not to i nterpret the Inquiry's appea l to Marlow s imply as 
nosta lg ia for the sea , though that is part of its charm . The Russian "har
lequ in"  who turns out to be the book's owner seems to read the treat ise 
pri mari ly  in th i s  way; for he takes carefu l notes, presumably on the 
book's content, as i f  he were studying seamansh ip .  For Marlow, however, 
the i nsp i ration of the book proceeds i n  some way d i rect ly out of the 
writ ing itse lf, wh ich,  transcend ing the cha ins  and sh ips and tackle, is 
" l um inous with another than a professiona l l ight." Marlow heeds not the 
content but the language . He is i nterested i n  the old sai lor's pai nstak ing 
craft ;  h i s  way of making the book and h is  "ta l k" seem concrete-even to 
the abstract n umerical tab les .  

What charms Marlow is  not pr imari l y  the poss ib i l ity of s i ncere au
thorsh ip .  The old sa l t, "Towser or Towson-some such name-Master i n  
H i s  Majesty's Navy," i s  persona l ly e l us ive ;  i t  is not h i s  being that counts 
but h i s  language. The man seems to d i ssolve i nto vague typical ity; what 
matters i s  h i s  p la in  Engl i sh .  S ignificant ly, though, the text fa i l s to un i te its 
two equa l ly devout readers ;  for when they fi na l ly  meet, the Russian is 
overjoyed to greet a fe l low seaman, whereas Marlow is  d isappoi nted not 
to fi nd an Engl i shman.  Readersh ip  is in q uest ion . The same physical  
book provokes d ifferent, equa l ly  reverent reactions .  I cannot explore 
here the b iograph ica l  s ign ificance of the disj u nctu re : Conrad had just 
shed h i s  offic ia l  Russian c it izensh ip  for Br i t ish nat ional ity, and arguably 
the har leq u i n  is  connected with the young wanderer, Korzen iowski ,  who 
was becoming Conrad . It i s  enough to notice the rad ical re lativity :  the 
d i stance between two read ings. The "c ipher" makes the point graph i 
ca l ly, and if the margina l i a  turn  out  later to be i n  a European language, 

9. Page references here and e l sewhere are from the 1 97 1  Norton ed ition . 
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that i n  no way d i m i n ishes the graph ic  image of a separateness. ( I t  is rem
i n i scent of the sense of unease one experiences on fi nd i ng strange mark
i ngs in a book and then recogn iz ing hav ing made them oneself-another 
person- i n  a previous read i ng . )  

What pers ists i s  the  text itse l f-bare ly. Worn by  thumbing and cut 
loose from i ts covers-wh ich  may symbol ize the context of its origi nal  
pub l ication-the written text m ust resi st decay as it travels  through space 
and t ime.  After s ixty years-a h u man l ifet ime-the moment of d i s i nte
gration has come. The author's creation faces ob l iv ion, but a reader 
stitches the pages lov i ngly back together. Then the book is  abandoned to 
its death somewhere on a strange conti nent, its nautical content run 
aground in the absence of context-and once more a reader to the res
cue.  Rescue is one of Con rad's key i mages for h i s  work; the act of writ i ng 
a lways reaches toward rescue in an i magined act of read i ng.  S ign if i
cant ly the text that means most in Heart of Darkness i s  the one with the 
least reference to the s ituat ion at hand . 

Mal i nowsk i 's fieldwork experience is fi l l ed with d iscrepant i n scr ip
t ions :  h is deta i led f ield notes, written in  Engl i sh  and K i r iw in ian ;  vernac
u lar texts, often recorded on the back of letters from abroad ; h i s  Pol i sh 
(actua l l y  heteroglot) d iary; the m u lt i l i ngual  correspondence; and fi na l l y  
a corpus worth l i nger ing on for a moment, the nove ls  he cannot res ist .  
These l ast conta in  whole narrated worlds that seem at t i mes more rea l 
( i n  any case more des i rable) than the day-to-day bus i ness of research ,  
with its many i ncomplete, contrad ictory notes, impressions, data that 
must be made to cohere .  Ma l i nowsk i  catches h imself "escaping from" 
Trobriand actua l i ty "to the company of Thackeray's London snobs, fo l
lowing them eagerly around the streets of the big c i ty." (The escapist 
read ing of eth nographers i n  the fie ld  may requ i re an essay of its own . )  

Ma l i nowsk i 's nove l s  suggest a revea l i ng though imperfect para l le l  
with Towser's Inquiry-another wonderfu l ly compel l i ng fict ion i n  the 
m idst of confus ing  experience. Towser's book shows the poss ib i l ity of 
persona l l y  and authentica l ly speaki ng the truth ; and it points toward writ
i ng (a m i racu lous presence i n  absence) as salvation . But  Towser is a l so a 
temptat ion,  l i ke Ma l i nowski 's novels ,  drawing Marlow away from h i s  
work, h i s  steam boat, into a k i nd o f  vert ig inous rever ie .  S u c h  read ings are 
des i red comm u n ions,  p l aces where a coherent subjectiv ity can be recov
ered in fict ional  identification with a whole voice or wor ld .  Towser and 
the novels  do suggest a viable path beyond fragmentation,  not for the 
charmed reader but for the hard-worki ng, constructive writer. For Mal i 
nowski rescue l ies i n  creat ing rea l i st cu ltura l  fictions, of  which Argonauts 
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i s  h i s  fi rst fu l l y  rea l ized success . I n  both nove l s  and ethnograph ies the 
se lf as author stages the d iverse d i scourses and scenes of a bel i evable 
world .  

The loose texts i n  Heart of  Darkness and the  Diary are scraps of  worlds; 
l i ke fie ld  notes they are i ncongruent. They must be made into a probable 
portra it .  To un ify a messy scene of writ i ng it  i s  necessary to se lect, com
bine, rewrite (and thus  efface) these texts . The resu lt ing true fictions for 
Ma l i nowski  are Argonauts and the whole series of Trobriand ethnogra
ph ies, for Conrad A/mayer's Folly and the long process of learn i ng to 
write Engl i sh books, cu l m i nati ng in h i s  fi rst masterpiece, Heart of Dark

ness. Obvious ly these are d ifferent writ ing experiences : ethnographies 
are both l i ke and u n l i ke nove l s .  But i n  an important genera l way the two 
experiences enact the process of fictional se lf-fash ioning in re lative sys
tems of cu lture and l anguage that I ca l l  ethnograph ic .  Heart of Darkness 
enacts and i ron ica l l y  ca l l s  attention to the process. Argonauts is less re
flex ive, but it does both produce a cu ltura l  fict ion and announce the 
emergence of an authoritative persona: B ron is law Mal i nowski ,  new-sty le 
anth ropologist .  Th is  persona, endowed with what Mal inowski cal led 
"the ethnographer's magic," a new kind of i ns ight and experience, was 
not, proper ly speaking, constructed in the fie ld .  The persona does not 
represent but rationa l i zes a research experience .  The Diary shows th i s  
c lear ly, for the  fie ldwork, l i ke most s im i lar  research,  was ambiva lent and 
unru ly. The confused subject ivity it records i s  sharply d ifferent from that 
staged and recounted in Argonauts .  When the Diary was fi rst publ i shed 
i n  1 967,  the d iscrepancy was shocking, for the authoritative part ici pant
observer, a locus of sympathetic understanding of the other, is s imp ly  not 
v is ib le in the Diary. Converse ly, what is v is ib le, a pronounced ambiva
lence toward the Trobrianders, empathy mixed with desi re and avers ion, 
i s  nowhere i n  Argonauts, where comprehension, scrupulousness, and 
generosity re ign . 

One is tempted to propose that ethnograph ic comprehension (a co
herent pos it ion of sympathy and hermeneutic engagement) is better seen 
as a creation of ethnograph ic writing than a consistent qua l ity of ethno
graphic experience. In any event what Ma l i nowsk i  ach ieved in writi ng 
was s imu ltaneous ly ( 1 ) the fictional invention of the Trobrianders from a 
mass of fie ld notes, documents, memories, and so forth ,  and (2) the con
struction of a new publ ic  f igure, the anth ropologist as fieldworker, a per
sona that wou ld  be further e laborated by Margaret Mead and others .  It is 
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worth noti ng that the persona of the part ic i pant-observer anth ropologist 
was not the profess ional  image about which Ma l i nowski fantasized i n  
the Diary (wh ich  involved knighthoods, "Royal Soc ieties," " New H u
manisms," and the l i ke) . Rather it was an arti fact of the version he con
structed retrospective ly  in Argonauts .  In fus ing anthropology with fie ld
work Mal i nowski made the most, the best story, of what c i rcumstance 
had obl iged h i m  to attempt. 

Such considerat ions lead us to a problem in d iscuss ing Mal i now
ski 's-and indeed nearly a l l-ethnographic production .  Thanks to a 
growi ng n u m ber of confessional  and analyt ic accounts, we know more 
and more about f ie ldwork experiences and the i r  constra ints . B ut the ac
tual writi ng of ethnograph ies remains  obscure and u nanalyzed . We know 
someth ing about Ma l i nowski 's Trobriand research of 1 9 1 4  and 1 9 1 8  but 
v i rtu a l l y  noth ing of what he was doing in the Canary I s lands dur ing 1 920 
and 1 92 1 . (He was writ i ng Argonauts of the Western Pacific . )  

The Diary leaves us  hangi ng. There is  a sudden gap i n  the  writ i ng 
that, as we learn from sma l l  revelations when the text struggles to re
sume, s igna l s  the arriva l of word that h i s  mother has d ied .  Then the des
perate envoi : "Tru ly  I l ack  rea l character." S i lence. Three years l ater Mal
i nowski reappears as the author of Argonauts, the charter of the new 
fieldworker-anthropologist. What has i ntervened ? L i ke Conrad i n  the pe
riod between the rout of h i s  African adventu re and the success of Heart 

of Darkness he has accepted th ree major commitments : ( 1 ) to writi ng, (2) 
to marriage, and (3 )  to a l i m ited audience, language, and cu lture .  

The  Canary Is lands are an  i ntrigu ing scene for Ma l i nowski 's writi ng 
cure .  He goes there for h is health,  but the choice is overdeterm i ned .  One 
is  tempted to see th is  p lace as a l i m i na l  s ite at the outer edge of Eu rope, 
propit ious for a d isp laced Po le writ ing Pac ific ethnography. More i mpor
tant, however, is the fact that he had earl ier vacationed in the Canaries 
with his mother. Now he is there aga in  with his new wife, complet ing 
h is  fi rst major work.  He is  fu l l y  i n  the rea l m  of substitution,  of a series of 
compromises and rep lacements . For Mal i nowski , as for Conrad , th ree 
such substitutions are cruc ia l : ( 1 ) fam i l y,  with mother replaced by wife; 
(2) language, with the mother tongue abandoned for Engl ish ; and (3 )  
writ ing, with i nscr ipt ions and texts substituted for immed iate ora l expe
r ience . The arbitrary code of one language, Engl i sh ,  is fi na l l y  given pre
cedence. The mother tongue recedes, and (here the persona l and the 
po l i tical  coi ncide) Eng l i sh  dominates-represents and i nterprets-Kir i
w in ian .  Cu ltural attach ment is enacted as marriage. The yearn ing for 
s incere i nter locutory speech gives way to a p lay on written substitutes . 
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Some of these trans it ions and repl acements were surely at stake i n  the 
successfu l writ ing on the Canary I s lands . Mal inowsk i 's Diary ends with 
the death of a mother; Argonauts i s  a rescue, the i nscr iption of a cu l tu re. 1 0 

I 

/-.. 
A few fina l  reflect ions on the cu rrent status of the ethnograph ic  author: 
When Ma l i nowski 's Diary was fi rst pub l i shed,  it seemed scandalous .  The 
qu intessentia l  anth ropologist of Argonauts did not, in fact, a lways main
ta in  an understand i ng, benevo lent attitude toward h i s  informants; h i s  
state of m i nd in  the field was anyth ing but coo l l y  objective; the story of 
ethnograph ic  research inc luded in the fi n i shed monograph was styl ized 
and selective . These facts , once entered into the publ ic  record of anthro
po logical science, shook the fiction of cu ltura l  rel at ivism as a stable sub
jectivity, a standpo i nt for a self that understands and represents a cu ltural 
other. I n  the wake of the Diary cross-cu l tu ra l  comprehension appeared a 
rhetorical construct, i ts balanced comprehens ion traversed by ambiva
lence and power. 

We recal l  the fate of Kurtz's violent scrawl i n  Heart of Darkness, 
" Exterm i nate a l l  the brutes." Marlow tears off the damni ng, truthfu l sup
plement when he gives Kurtz's d isqu i s i tion on savage customs to the Bel
gian press. I t  i s  a te l l i ng gesture,  and i t  suggests a troubl ing question 
about Ma l i nowski and anth ropo logy : What i s  a lways torn off, as i t  were, 
to construct a pub l ic ,  bel ievab le d i scourse? In Argonauts the Diary was 
excl uded , written over, in the process of giving wholeness to a cu l ture 
(Trobriand) and a self (the scientif ic ethnographer) .  Thus the d isc ip l ine of 
fie ldwork-based anth ropo logy, in constituting its authority, constructs 
and reconstructs coherent cu l tu ra l  others and i nterpret ing selves . If th i s  
ethnographic self-fash ion ing presupposes l ies of  omiss ion and  of  rheto
r ic ,  it a l so makes possib le  the te l l i ng of powerfu l truths .  But l i ke Marlow's 
account aboard Nellie, the truths of cu ltura l  descri ptions are mean i ngfu l 
to spec i fic  interpretive commun ities i n  l im it ing h i stor ical  c i rcumstances . 
Thus the "tear ing off," N ietzsche rem i nds us , is s imu l taneously an act of 
censorsh ip  and of mean ing creat ion, a suppress ion of i ncoherence and 
contrad ict ion.  The best ethnographic fict ions are, l i ke Mal i nowski 's ,  in-

1 0. I t  wou ld  be interest ing to analyze systematica l ly how, out  of  the heter
oglot encou nters of fieldwork, ethnographers construct texts whose preva i l i ng 
language comes to override, represent, or translate other languages. Here Tala l  
Asad's conception of  a persi stent, structu red i nequal i ty of languages gives pol it i
cal and h istorical content to the apparently neutra l  process of cultura l  translation 
(Asad 1 986). 
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tr icate ly  truthfu l ;  but the i r  facts , l i ke a l l  facts i n  the human sc iences, are 
c l assified , contextua l ized , narrated , and i ntens i fied . 

I n  recent years new forms of ethnographic rea l ism have emerged , 
more d ia logical  and open-ended i n  narrat ive sty le .  Self and other, cu ltu re 
and its interpreters, appear less confident entit ies . Among those who 
have revised ethnographic authority and rhetoric from with i n  the d isci
p l i ne I sha l l  mention j ust three (whom Cl ifford Geertz has marked off for 
cr it ique i n  a series of provocative lectures on the writi ng of ethnography) : 
Pau l  Rab i now, Kev in  Dwyer, and Vincent Crapanzano . 1 1  ( For the i r  s ins  
of se lf-d i sp lay Geertz ca l l s them "Ma l i nowski 's Ch i ldren .") These th ree 
can stand for many others cu rrent ly engaged i n  a complex f ield of textua l  
experiments at  the l i m i ts of academic ethnography. 1 2  I have sa id that 
anth ropo logy sti l l  awa its i ts Conrad . I n  various ways the recent experi
menta l i sts are fi l l i ng that ro le .  They teeter productive ly, as Conrad did
and as, more ambiva lent ly, Geertz h imself ba lances-between rea l ism 
and modern i sm .  The experimenta l i sts revea l i n  the i r  writ i ngs an acute 
sense of the fash ioned, conti ngent status of a l l  cu ltu ra l  descri ptions (and 
of a l l  cu l tura l  describers) . 

These self-reflexive writers occupy i ron ic  pos it ions with i n  the gen
era l  project of ethnograph ic subject iv i ty and cu ltu ra l  descri ption .  They 
stand, as we a l l  do, on an uncerta in  h i stor ical  ground,  a p lace from 
which we can beg in  to ana lyze the ideological  matrix that produced eth
nography, the p lu ra l  defi n i t ion of cu ltu re, and a self pos it ioned to me
d iate between d i screpant worlds of mean i ng .  (To say that this h istor ical  
ground is ,  for example,  postco lon ia l  or postmodern i s  not to say much
except to name what one hopes no longer to have to be . )  I n  fact most of 
the self-conscious hermeneutic ethnographers writ ing today get about as 
far as Con rad d id i n  Heart of Darkness, at least i n  thei r presentations of 
narrative authority. They now gesture toward the problematic other nar
rator on the deck of the Nellie as they say, with Marlow : "Of course i n  
th i s  you fe l l ows see more than I d i d  then .  You see me, whom you know." 

1 1 .  Geertz's lectures ( 1 983) ,  "Works and L ives: The Anth ropologist as Au
thor," were not yet publ i shed as of th is  writ ing.  I n  the sect ion of the ora l  presen
tation I am d i scuss ing he refers pri mari ly  to Rabinow 1 977 ;  Crapanzano 1 980 ; 
and Dwyer 1 982 .  

1 2 . The  d iscu rs ive fie ld  cannot, of  course, be  l i m i ted to  the  d isc ip l i ne of 
anthropology or its frontiers; nor is i t  adequate ly  captured in terms l i ke reflexi\·e 
or dialogica l. For provis ional  surveys see Marcus and Cushman 1 982 ;  Cl ifford 
1 986a; and Chapter 1 . 



Store, avenue des Gobelins. 1920s. Photograph by Eugene Atget. 



Part 1\vo � Displacements 





The coupling of two realities, irreconcilable in appearance, 
upon a plane which apparently does not suit them . . . 

-MAX ERNST, "WHAT IS THE MECHANISM OF COLLAGE?" 

4. On Ethnographic Surrealism 

AN D R �  B R E T O N  often ins i sted that su rrea l i sm was not a body of doc
tri nes or a definable idea but an act iv i ty. Th is  chapter i s  an exploration 
of ethnograph ic  act iv ity set, as it  m ust a lways be, in  spec if ic cu ltura l  and 
h i stor ical  c i rcumstances. I wi l l  be concentrat ing on ethnography and sur
rea l i sm i n  F rance between the two world wars . To d i scuss these activ ities 
together-at t i mes, i ndeed, to perm it  them to merge-is to question a 
number  of common d i st i nctions and un it ies.  I am concerned less with 
charti ng i nte l lectua l  or art ist ic trad it ions than with fo l lowi ng some of the 
byways of what I take to be a cruc ia l  modern orientation toward cu l tu ra l  
order. I f  I sometimes use fam i l iar terms against the  gra in ,  my a im is  to 
cut across retrospect ive ly  establ i shed defi n it ions and to recaptu re, if pos
s ib le ,  a s i tuation in wh ich  ethnography is aga in  someth ing unfa m i l iar and 
surrea l i sm not yet a bounded provi nce of modern art and l iterature . 

The orientation toward cu ltura l  order that I evoke cannot be neatly 
defined . I t  is more proper ly ca l led modern ist than modern , tak ing as its 
problem-and opportu n ity-the fragmentation and j uxtaposit ion of cu l 
tu ra l  va l ues .  From th is  d i senchanted v iewpoi nt stable orders of  col l ective 

l l 7 
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mean ing appear to be constructed, artific ia l ,  and indeed often ideologi
ca l or repress ive. The sort of norma l i ty or common sense that can amass 
empires in fits of absent-mindedness or wander routinely i nto world wars 
is seen as a contested rea l ity to be subverted, parod ied, and transgressed . 
I wi l l  suggest reasons for l i n king ethnographic activity to this set of crit i
cal attitudes,  d ispos it ions usua l l y  assoc iated with the artistic avant-garde. 
I n  F rance particu lar ly  the modern human sc iences have not lost contact 
with the world of l i teratu re and art, and in the hothouse m i l ieu of Par is ian 
cu ltural l ife no fie ld of soc ia l  or artist ic research can long remain i nd if
ferent to i nfl uences or provocations from beyond its d i sc ip l i nary bound
aries .  In the twenties and th i rt ies, as we shal l see, ethnography and sur
real ism developed i n  c lose prox i m ity. 

I am us ing the term surrealism in  an obvious ly  expanded sense to 
c i rcumscr ibe an aesthetic that va l ues fragments, cu rious co l lections, un
expected juxtapos it ions-that works to provoke the manifestation of ex
traord inary rea l ities drawn from the doma ins of the erotic, the exotic, 
and the unconsc ious .  This set of attitudes cannot, of course, be l i m ited 
to Breton's group; and the su rrea l i st movement narrowly defined-with 
its manifestoes, sch isms, and excommun ications- is not the concern 
here .  I ndeed the figu res I wi l l  be d i scuss ing were at best fe l low travelers 
or d iss idents who broke with B reton.  They partook nonethe less of the 
genera l attitude I ca l l  su rrea l i st, 1 a tangled d isposition foreshortened here 
i n  an attempt to d isengage its ethnograph ic d i mens ion .  Ethnography and 
surrea l i sm are not stable un ities; my subject i s  not, therefore, an overlap
ping of two c learly d isti ngu i shable trad itions . 2  Moreover, I have tried not 
to th ink  of my topic as a conjunctu re restr icted to French cu lture of the 
twenties and th i rt ies. The boundaries of art and sc ience (espec ia l ly  the 
human sciences) are ideo logical and sh ifti ng, and inte l lectual h i story is 
itse l f  enmeshed in these sh ifts . Its genres do not remain fi rm ly anchored . 
Changing defin it ions of art or science must provoke new retrospective 

1 . My broad use of the term rough ly  coincides with Susan Sontag's ( 1 977) 
view of su rrea l i sm as a pervasive-perhaps dominant-modern sensib i l i ty. For a 
treatment that d i sti ngu i shes the specific  trad it ion I am d iscuss ing from the sur
rea l ism of Breton's movement see Jam i n  1 980. A "corrective" to th is  chapter, 
reasserting strict defi n i t ions of both su rrea l ism and ethnography, can be found i n  
jam in  1 986. 

2 .  Research on the common ground of twentieth-centu ry socia l  science and 
the avant-garde is sti l l  undeveloped . Thus my d i scussion is  very pre l im inary. On 
the French context see Boon 1 972;  Duvignaud 1 979; Hol l ier 1 979; jamin 1 979, 
1 980; Lourau 1 974; and Tiryakian 1 979.  
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un ities, new ideal types for h i storica l  descr ipt ion.  In th is  sense ethno
graph ic  su rrea l ism i s  a utopian construct, a statement at once about past 
and futu re poss ib i l i t ies for cu ltura l  analys is .  

The Ethnographic Surreal 

In "The Storytel ler" Wa l ter Benjamin  describes the transition from a 
trad it iona l mode of commun ication based on conti nuous ora l narrative 
and shared experience to a cu ltura l  sty le characterized by bu rsts of " in
formation" -the photograph,  the newspaper c l i p, the perceptual  shocks 
of a modern c ity. Benjamin  begins  h is essay with the F i rst World War :  

A generation that had  gone to school on a horse-drawn streetcar 

now stood under the open sky i n  a countryside in  which noth ing re

mained unchanged but the clouds, and beneath the clouds, in a field 

of force of destructive torrents and explosions, was the t iny, frag i le  

human body. ( 1 969 :84) 

Real ity is no longer a given, a natu ra l ,  fam i l iar envi ronment. The 
self, cut loose from i ts attachments,  must d iscover mean ing where it  
may-a pred icament, evoked at its most n i h i l ist ic, that underl ies both 
surrea l ism and modern ethnography. Earl ier l i terary and arti stic refrac
tions of Benjami n's modern world are we l l  known : the experience of 
Baudela i re's u rban flaneur, Rimbaud's systematic sensual  derangements, 
the ana lytic decomposit ion of rea l ity begu n by Cezanne and completed 
by the cub ists, and espec ia l l y  Lautreamont's famous defi n it ion of beauty, 
"the chance encounter on a d i ssect ing tab le  of a sewing mach ine and an 
umbre l l a ." To see c u ltu re and its norms-beauty, truth, rea l i ty-as arti
fic ia l  arrangements suscept ib le to detached analys is  and comparison 
with other poss ib le  d ispos it ions is  cruc ia l  to an ethnographic attitude. 

In his c l ass ic History of Surrealism ( 1 965) Maurice Nadeau stressed 
the formative i m pact of wartime experiences on the founders of the sur
rea l i st movement-B reton,  E l uard ,  Aragon, Peret, Soupau l t. After Eu
rope's col lapse into barbarism and the manifest ban kruptcy of the ideol
ogy of progress, after a deep fissure had opened between the experience 
of the trenches and the offic ia l  language of heroism and victory, after the 
romantic rhetorica l conventions of the n i neteenth century had proved 
themselves i ncapab le  of representi ng the rea l i ty of the war, the world was 
permanently su rrea l i st .  F resh from the trenches, G u i l laume Apo l l ina i re 
coined the term i n  a letter of 1 9 1 7 . H i s  Calligrammes ( 1 9 1 8 : 34 1 ) with 
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the i r  fractu red form and heightened attention to the perceived wor ld,  
announced the postwar aesthet ic : 

The Victory above a l l  wi l l  be 
To see c learly at a d i stance 
To see everyth ing 
Near at  hand 
And may a l l  th i ngs bear a new name. 

Wh i le  for Fernand Leger:  

The war had thrust me, as a soldier, i nto the heart of a mechanical 

atmosphere .  Here I d iscovered the beauty of the fragment. I sensed a 

new real ity i n  the deta i l  of a machine, in the common object. I tried 

to find the p lastic value of these fragments of our modern l i fe . 3  

Before the war Apol l i na i re had decorated h i s  study with African "fet
ishes," and in h i s  long poem "Zone" these objects wou ld be i nvoked as 
"des Christ d 'une autre forme et d 'une autre croyance." For the Paris 
avant-garde, Africa (and to a lesser degree Oceania and America) pro
vided a reservo i r  of other forms and other bel iefs . This suggests a second 
element of the ethnograph ic su rrea l i st attitude, a bel i ef that the other 
(whether access ib le  in dreams, fet ishes, or Levy-Bruh l 's mentalite primi
tive) was a cruc ia l  object of modern research .  U n l i ke the exoticism of 
the n i neteenth century, which departed from a more-or- less confident 
cu ltura l  order in search of a temporary frisson, a c i rcumscribed experi
ence of the bizarre, modern su rrea l ism and ethnography began with a 
rea l ity deep ly in  question .  Others appeared now as serious human alter
natives ; modern cu ltu ra l  re lat ivism became poss ib le .  As artists and writ
ers set about after the war putting the pieces of cu lture together i n  new 
ways, the i r  fie ld of selection expanded dramatical ly. The "pr im it ive" so
ciet ies of the p lanet were increasingly avai lable as aesthetic, cosmolog
ica l ,  and scientific resou rces . These poss ib i l ities d rew on someth ing 
more than an o lder Orienta l ism; they requ i red modern ethnography. The 
postwar context was structured by a bas ica l ly i ron ic  experience of cu l 
tu re .  For  every local  custom or truth there was a lways an exotic alterna
tive, a possib le j uxtapos it ion or incongru ity. Be low (psychologica l ly) and 

3. Quoted in  Sontag 1 977 :204. Pau l  Fusse l l 's incis ive study The Great War 
and Modern Memory ( 1 975)  a l so stresses the F i rst World War's in it iation of a 
generation into a fragmented , "modern ist" world .  
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beyond (geograph ica l l y) ord i nary real ity there existed another rea l i ty. 
Su rrea l i sm shared th i s  i ron ic  situation with re lat iv ist ethnography. 

The term ethnography as I am us ing it here is evidently  d ifferent from 
the empi r ical  research  techn ique of a h u man sc ience that in France was 
ca l l ed ethnology, in England soc ia l  anthropo logy, and in America cu l 
tura l  anthropology. I am referr ing to  a more general cu l tura l  pred ispos i 
t ion that cuts th rough modern anthropology and that th i s  science shares 
with twentieth-centu ry a rt and writi ng. The ethnographic labe l suggests 
a characterist ic attitude of part ic i pant observation among the art ifacts of 
a defam i l iar ized cu ltura l  rea l ity. The su rrea l i sts were i ntensely i nterested 
in exotic worlds, among which they inc l uded a certa i n  Par is .  Thei r att i
tude, wh i le comparable  to that of the fieldworker who strives to render 
the u nfam i l iar  comprehens ib le,  tended to work in the reverse sense, 
making the fam i l iar  strange.  The contrast i s  in fact generated by a contin
uous p l ay of the fam i l ia r  and the strange, of wh ich ethnography and sur
rea l i sm are two e lements .  Th is  p lay is constitutive of the modern cu l tura l  
s ituat ion I am assuming as the ground for my account .  

The wor ld of the c ity for Lou is  Aragon's Payson de Paris or for B reton 
in Nadja was a sou rce of the u nexpected and the sign ificant-significant 
i n  ways that suggested beneath the d u l l  veneer of the rea l  the poss ib i l i ty 
of another more m i raculous world based on rad ica l ly d ifferent pri nc ip les 
of c lass i fication and order. The su rreal ists frequented the Marche aux 
Puces, the vast f lea market of Paris ,  where one cou ld red iscover the ar
t ifacts of cu l tu re, sc rambled and rearranged . With l uck  one cou ld br ing 
home some b izarre or unexpected object, a work of art with nowhere to 
go-"ready-mades" such as Marce l Duchamp's bott le rack, and objets 
sauvages, African or Ocean ian scu l ptures . These objects-str ipped of 
their  fu nctiona l  context-were necessary fu rn i sh i ngs for the avant-garde 
stud io.  

I t  i s  best to suspend d i sbe l ief in  consider ing the practices-and the 
excesses-of surrea l i st "ethnographers." And it i s  i m portant to u nder
stand the i r  way of tak ing cu l tu re serious ly, as a contested rea l ity-a way 
that i nc l uded the r id ic u l i ng and reshuffl i ng  of its orders. Th is  m uch i s  
necessary i f  one is  to penetrate the m i l ieu that spawned and oriented the 
emerging French scholar ly  trad it ion . More genera l l y, it i s  advisable not 
to d i sm iss su rrea l i sm too qu ick ly as fr ivo lous, in contrast with the serieux 
of eth nographic science. The connections between anth ropological re
search and researc h  i n  l i terature and the arts, a lways strong in th is cen
tury, needed to be more fu l ly explored . Su rrea l i sm i s  ethnography's secret 
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sharer-for better or worse- in  the descr iption, ana lys is ,  and extension 
of the grounds of twentieth-century expression and mean ing.  

Mauss, Bataille, Metraux 

Paris 1 92 5 :  the Revue negre enjoys a smash season at the Theatre 
des Champs-E iysees, fo l lowing on the heels of W. H .  Wel lman's Southern 
Syncopated Orchestra . Spi ritua ls  and /e jazz sweep the avant-garde bour
geo is ie,  which haunts Negro bars, sways to new rhythms i n  search of 
someth ing pr im itive, sauvage . . .  and complete ly modern . Styl ish Par is 
i s  transported by the puls ing strum of banjos and by the sensuous Jose
phine Baker "abandon ing herse lf  to the rhythm of the Charleston" (Leir is  
1 968 :33 ) .  

Par is  1 925 : a nucleus of Un iversity scho lars-Pau l  Rivet, Lucien 
Levy-Bru h l ,  and Marcel Mauss-estab l i shes the l nstitut d ' Ethnologie . For 
the fi rst time in F rance there exists an organization whose primary con
cern is the tra in ing of profess ional fie ldworkers and the publ ication of 
ethnographic scholarsh ip .  

Par is 1 925 : i n  the wake of  the  Fi rst Surrea l i st Manifesto the  move
ment begins to make itse l f  notorious. F rance is engaged in a m inor war 
with antico lonia l  rebe ls  in Morocco; B reton and company sympath ize 
with the insurgents . At a banquet in  honor of the symbol i st poet Saint
Pol-Raux, a me lee erupts between the su rrea l ists and conservative patr i
ots . Epithets fly ;  "Vive I 'A I Iemagne!"  ri ngs out; Ph i l i ppe Soupau l t  swi ngs 
from a chandel ier, k ick ing over bott les and gl asses . Michel Lei r i s  is soon 
at an open wi ndow, denouncing France to the growi ng crowd . A riot 
ensues; Le i ris ,  near ly lynched , is arrested and manhand led by the pol ice 
(Nadeau 1 965 : 1 1 2-1 1 4) .  

The  th ree events were connected by  more than a coi ncidence of 
date . For example when Lei r is ,  whose evocation of Joseph ine Baker I 
have just quoted , defected from the su rrea l i st movement in  the late twen
ties seeki ng a more concrete app l ication for his subvers ive l iterary ta l 
ents, it seemed natu ra l for h i m  to study with Mauss at  the l nstitut 
d ' Ethnologie and to become an ethnographer of Afr ica-a partic ipant i n  
France's fi rst major fie ldwork expedi t ion, the Mission Dakar-Dj ibouti of 
1 93 1-1 93 3 .  Scientific, or at least academ ic ethnography had not yet 
come of age. I ts development i n  the ear ly th i rties, through successes l i ke 
that much-pub l ic ized Dakar-Dj i bouti expedit ion, was cont inuous with 
the surreal ism of the twenties . The organizational  energies of Rivet and 
the teach ing of Mauss were domi nant factors . I sha l l  d i scuss Rivet's insti-
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tutional  accompl ishments l ater i n  th i s  chapter, notably h i s  creation of  the 
Musee de I ' Homme. Mauss's pervas ive i nf luence is harder to pin down 
s i nce it took the form of ora l  i nsp i ration in his teach ing at the Eco le Pra
t ique des Hautes Etudes and the l nstitut d ' Ethnologie. 

Nearly every major F rench ethnographer before the mid-fifties
with the notable exception of Levi-Strauss-was the benefic iary of 
Mauss's d i rect stim u lation .  From the perspective of today's i nte l l ectua l  
regime, where pub l icat ion i s  a t  a prem i u m  and where any idea of  va lue  
tends to  be  guarded for the  next a rt ic le or monograph, it i s  aston ish ing, 
indeed movi ng, to note the tremendous energies that Mauss poured i nto 
h i s  teac h i ng at Hautes Etudes . A g lance through the schoo l 's Annuaire, 
where course summaries are recorded , revea l s  the extraord i nary wea lth 
of learn i ng and analys is  made ava i l able to a few students,  year in and 
year out, without repet it ion, much of which never saw pri nt. Mauss gave 
courses on topics from S iber ian shaman ism to Austra l ian oral poetry to 
Polynes ian and West Coast I nd ian  r itua l ,  br inging to bear h i s  profound 
knowledge of or ienta l re l i g ions and c l ass ical  ant iqu ity. Readers of 
Mauss's essays-the pages ha l f-devoured by footnotes-wi l l  recogn ize 
the breadth of references; they wi l l  m i ss, however, the wit and verve, the 
give-and-take of h i s  oral performances. 

Mauss was a research scho lar. He taught a select group .  In the th i r
t ies a band of devotees, some of them amateu rs of the fash ionable exot ic,  
others ethnographers prepar ing to leave for the field (some of the former 
in the process of becoming the l atter), wou l d  fol low Mauss from hal l to 
ha l l .  At Hautes Etudes, the l nstitut d ' Ethnologie, and later the Col lege de 
France they reve led i n  his erudi te, loquacious, and a lways provocative 
tou rs th rough the world's cu ltural d iversit ies.  Mauss's lectu res were not 
theoretical  demonstrat ions.  They stressed , in their  d ivagat ing way, con
crete ethnograph ic  fact; he had a sharp eye for the sign ificant deta i l .  
Though h e  never d id fieldwork h imself, Mauss was effective i n  pressi ng 
h i s  students toward fi rsthand research (see Condomi nas 1 972a, b; Mauss 
1 947) .  

H is essay "Techn iques of  the Body" ( 1 934) gives a h i nt of  Mauss's 
ora l  sty le .  Here are a few l i nes from what i s  essentia l l y  a long l i st of the 
th i ngs people in d ifferent parts of the world do with thei r bod ies : 

I t's normal for ch i ld ren to squat. We no longer know how to squat. I 

consider th is  to be an absurd i ty and inferiority of our races, c iv i l iza

tions, soc iet ies. 

The notion that s leeping is someth ing natural is completely inexact. 
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Noth ing i s  more d izzying than to see a Kaby l ie come downsta i rs with 

babouches on . How can he stand without los ing his s l i ppers? I 've tried 

to watch, to do it. I don't see how. And I don't understand either how 

women can wa lk  on their h igh heels .  

Hygiene of natural body functions. Here I cou ld l i st numberless facts. 

F ina l ly, i t  must be u nderstood that dancing whi le  embracing is a prod

uct of modern European civ i l ization.  Th is shou ld show you that thi ngs 

qu ite natura l  for us are h i storica l ;  they may horrify everyone else in the 

world except us. (pp. 374,  3 78, 381 , 383) 

The preh istorian Andre Leroi-Gourhan remembers his teacher as a man 
of " i nspired confus ion ." In an interview he is  asked what he reca l l s  of h i s  
teacher's speech :  

His  s i lences, i f  I may put i t  thus .  I can't provide a n  im itation ; so many 

years have passed, and I have an ideal ized image of Mauss; but he 

constructed his sentences i n  a way that suggested th i ngs without de

claring them i nflex ib ly. H is d i scourse was al l  art icu lations and e last ic

ity. Most of h is  sentences came up  empty, but it was an emptiness that 

inv i ted you to bu i ld .  That's why I said the most characteristic thi ngs 

were h is s i lences. 

He was espec ia l ly amazing when he did textua l exp l ications on 

authors who had worked in S iberia on the G i l iaks or Goldies .  I remem

ber sessions at Hautes Etudes-there were never more than ten of us, 

and yet ! We gathered around a table l i ke th is one, not qu i te so long; 

Mauss translated from German to French with commentaries that drew 

comparisons from every corner of the globe. H is erudition was fantas

tic, and we took i t  in without rea l ly being able to say afterwards how 

he had managed to be so engross ing.  ( 1 982 :32 )  

Mauss d id  not write books . H i s  Oeuvres ( 1 968-69) is  composed of 
essays, scholar ly artic les, interventions at meeti ngs, countless book re
views . Compressed c lass ics such as The Gift ( 1 923)  and A General 
Theory of Magic ( 1 902) were pub l ished i n  the Annee sociologique. His  
magnum opus, a d issertation on prayer, remained a col l ection of  drafts, 
essays, scraps, and notes . So d id other synthetic works on money and 
the nation . Perhaps because so much was connected in  his m ind, Mauss 
cou ld  eas i ly  be sidetracked ; and he was profl igate with commitments 
and loya lt ies. He lectu red constantly and spent years bri nging work by 
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deceased col leagues (Durkheim, Robert Hertz, Henri  H u bert) to comple
tion . A Dreyfusard and soc ia l i st in the trad it ion of jaures, he wrote for 
L'humanite and took part i n  str ikes, e lections, and the popular  un iversity 
movement. U n l i ke D u rkhe im,  h i s  rather austere unc le, Mauss was gre
gar ious, bohemian,  and someth i ng of a bon vivant. 

Some reca l l  Mauss as a loyal Durkhe imian .  Others see a forerunner 
of structura l i sm .  Some see primar i ly  an anthropologi st, others a h istori an . 
Sti l l  others, c it ing h i s  rabbin ical  roots, h i s  tra in i ng in  Sanskrit, and h i s  
l ife long i nterest i n  r i tua l ,  a l l y  h i m  with students of  re l igion such  as h i s  
friends Marcel Granet, H ubert, and Leenhardt. Some stress Mauss's icon
oclasm, others h i s  coherent soc ia l i st-h u man ist v is ion . Some see a bri l
l i ant armcha i r  theorist .  Others remember a sharp empir ical  observer. The 
d ifferent versions of Mauss are not i r reconci lable,  but they do not qu ite 
add u p .  People read ing and remember ing h i m  a lways seem to find some
th i ng of themselves (from Leroi-Gourhan 1 982 : 3 2-3 3 ) :  

For a period o f  two years when I was attend ing  nearly a l l  h i s  courses i t  

was agreed that a comrade and 1-a Russian Jew, Deborah L i fch i tz 

who d ied i n  the Nazi  deportation-would take notes i n  turn and i n  a 

way that wou ld let us compare them to determ ine the real content of 

Mauss's teach ing. We never managed to construct anyth ing coherent 

because i t  was too rich and a lways ended up at the horizon.  Later a 

record of h i s  cou rse was publ i shed by a group of former students. 

Wel l ,  there was a total d ivergence between what they noted and what 

Deborah and I took down ! Th is  i s  the secret, I bel ieve, of the rea l spe l l  

he cast on h i s  fo l lowers . 

An example of how Mauss's pec u l iar  brand of inte l lectua l  sti mu la
t ion got around is provided by the great fie ldworker Alfred Metraux, who 
was h i s  student dur ing the m id-twenties (B ing 1 964 :20-25) .  Being of a 
carefu l ,  empi rica l temperament, Metraux soon d i strusted the fast-and
loose way that ethnographic  fact was being used by the early su rreal i sts . 
He  devoted h i s  l i fe to f irsthand research , becomi ng, i n  the words of S id
ney Mi ntz ( 1 972  :2 ) ,  the "fie ldworker's fieldworker." But he remai ned in 
touch with the avant-garde . Wh i le a student at the Ecole des Chartes, 
Metraux had establ ished a last ing fr iendsh ip  with Georges Bata i l le,  the 
id iosyncrat ic scholar, essayi st, and pornographer, whose infl uence has 
been so pervasive on the present generation of rad ical  c rit ics and writers 
i n  Par is .  The work of the two friends cou ld not be more d ifferent: the one 
restra i ned, a l most pu ritan ical  in tone, though with a flai r for i so l at ing the 
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tel l ing deta i l ;  the other provocative, far-fl ung, N ietzschean . Yet i n  a cu
rious, compel l ing  way the two are complementary :  whi le Bata i l le was 
steadied by Metraux's erudit ion, Metraux found h i s  passion for ethnog
raphy confi rmed by h i s  friend's wi l l i ngness to express what, accord ing to 
Le ir is, they had in common-"a violent ardor for l i fe combined with a 
piti less awareness of its absu rd i ty" (Le i r i s  1 966a :252 ;  see a l so Bata i l l e  
1 95 7 :  1 4 ; and  Metraux 1 963 :677-684) . The l ife long association between 
Bata i l le and Metraux can be seen as emblematic of that enduring conti
gu ity, if  not a lways s im i lar ity, that has kept French ethnography on speak
ing terms with the avant-garde .  

Bata i l le's most i nfluentia l  book was h i s  late treatise L 'erotisme 
( 1 957) .  Its orientat ion, and that of Bata i l le's work genera l ly, can be traced 
to Mauss by way of Metraux's report of a lectu re around 1 92 5 .  I n  L'ero

tisme Bata i l l e  i ntroduces the book's key chapter, on transgress ion, with 
the phrase "Transgression does not negate an interd iction, it transcends 
and completes i t ." Metraux spec ifies that h i s  characteristic formula is 
on ly  a paraphrase of "one of those profound aphorisms, often obscu re, 
that Marcel Mauss wou ld th row out without worrying about the confu
sion of h i s  students ." Metraux had heard Mauss say in a lectu re, "Taboos 
are made to be violated ." Th is  theme, which Bata i l l e  wou ld often repeat, 
became a key to h i s  th i n ki ng. Cu ltu re is ambivalent in structu re.  One 
may refra in  from murder, or one may go to war; both acts are, for Ba
ta i l le, generated by the i nterd iction on ki l l i ng .  Cu ltu ra l  order inc l udes 
both the ru le  and the transgress ion .  Th is  logic appl ies to a l l  manner of 
ru les and freedoms-for example to sexual norma l i ty and its partner the 
pervers ions.  In Metraux's words, "Mauss's proposit ion, in the apparent 
absurd ity of i ts form, manifests the inev itable connection of confl icti ng 
emotions:  [quoting Bata i l le) 'Under the impact of negative emotion, we 
must obey the i nterd iction .  We violate it if the emotion is  positive' " (Me
traux 1 963 : 682-683 ; Bata i l le 1 95 7 : 72-73 ) .  

Bata i l le's l i fe long project was to demystify and  valorize th is  "positive 
emotion" of transgress ion in a l l  its various forms, and in  this he was true 
to h i s  su rrea l i st beg inn i ngs. ( I n  the twenties Bata i l le was fi rst an assoc iate 
then a crit ic of the Breton group . )  One of h i s  fi rst publ ished texts was part 
of a col lect ion on pre-Co lumbian art, i n  which he col laborated with Me
traux and Rivet. H is appreciation of h uman sacrifice ( "For the Aztecs 
death was noth ing") juxtaposes in surrea l i st fashion the beautifu l  and the 
ugly, the normal and the repugnant. Thus Tenochtit lan is s imu l taneously 
a "human s laughterhouse" and a gorgeous "Ven ice" of canals and flow-
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ers . The sacrific ia l  v icti ms dance i n  perfumed gar lands; the swarms of 
fl ies that gather on the runn ing b lood are beautifu l (Bata i l le  1 930 : 1 3 ) .  
"A l l  writi ng is  garbage," said Anton in  Artaud, another renegade su rreal
ist, who wou ld f lee France to h i s  own dream of Mex ico-court ing mad
ness among the Tarah umara I nd ians (Artaud 1 976) .  The exotic was a 
pr imary court of appea l aga i nst the rat ional ,  the beautifu l ,  the normal of 
the West. But  Bata i l le's i nterest in the world's cu ltu ral  systems, however, 
f ina l l y  went we l l  beyond mere delectation or escapism.  U n l i ke most sur
rea l i sts he worked toward a more r igorous theory of co l lective order 
based on the double logic of i nterd iction . A lways au courant with eth
nographic scholarsh ip, he conti nued to d raw heav i ly  on Mauss-La part 
maudite ( 1 949) is an e laborate extrapolation of The Gift-and l ater on 
Levi-Strauss.  The logic developed by Bata i l le, which I cannot pursue 
here, has provided an important conti nu ity in the ongoing re lat ion be
tween cu ltural ana lys i s  and early surrea l i sm i n  France. It l i n ks the twen
ties' context to a later generat ion of rad ical  critics, inc lud ing Michel  Fou
cau lt, Roland Barthes, jacques Derrida, and the Te l Quel group.4  

I t  i s  worth noti ng  that  the col lection of essays i n  which Metraux, 
R ivet, and Bata i l le co l laborated was part of the fi rst popu lar exh ibit ion of 
pre-Col u mbian art in France. The exh ib i t  had been organ ized by 
Georges-Henri Riv iere, a mus ic  student and amateur of jazz who wou ld  
become France's most energetic eth nographic museo logist. Riv iere was 
wel l  connected soc ia l ly,  Rivet pol it ica l l y. The latter u nderstood perfectly 
that the creation of anthropological  research institutions req u i red a fash
ionable enthus iasm for th i ngs exot ic .  Such a vogue cou ld be exploited 
financ ia l l y  and channeled i n  the interests of science and pub l ic  instruc
t ion . Rivet, i mpressed by Riviere's successfu l pre-Co lumbian show, h i red 
h i m  on the spot to reorgan ize the Trocadero museum,  whose col lections 
were in a state of d i sorgan ization and d i srepa i r. Th i s  was the begi nn ing 
of a productive co l laboration between the two ch ief animateurs of 
French ethnograph ic i n stitutions, one that wou ld resu lt in the Musee de 

4. The trad it ion is v is ib le in "Hommage a Georges Bata i l le," publ i shed i n  
1 963 b y  Critique, which inc ludes essays b y  Alfred Metraux, Michel Leir is ,  Ray
mond Queneau, Andre Masson,  and Jean Wah l  of the prewar generat ion, and by 
Michel  Foucau l t, Roland Barthes, and Ph i l i ppe Sol lers of the emerging crit ical 
trad ition . (Another outgrowth of ethnographic surreal i sm that cannot be pursued 
here is its connect ion with Th i rd World modern ism and nascent ant icolon ia l  d is
course. It i s  enough to mention a few prominent names : Aime Cesai re (a long
t ime friend of Leir is ) ,  Octavia  Paz, and Alejo Carpentier, who was a col laborator 
on the journal Documents . )  
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I ' Homme and i n  R iv iere's Musee des Arts et Trad it ions Popu la i res (see 
Riv iere 1 968, 1 979) . 

Before the fu l l  deployment of these institutions, i n  the ear ly years of 
the lnsti tut d' Ethnologie, Mauss's courses remai ned the cruc ia l  forum for 
an emergi ng ethnography. This  teach ing was a curious scholar ly i nstru
ment, not fundamenta l ly at odds with surrea l ism and capable of stimu
lating the l i kes of both Metraux and Bata i l le .  I t  i s  reveal ing to consider i n  
th i s  l ight a we l l -known evocation of  Mauss : 

In h i s  work, and sti l l  more in h i s  teach i ng, unthought-of comparisons 

flour ish.  Wh i le he i s  often obscure by the constant use of antitheses, 

shortcuts, and apparent paradoxes which, later on, prove to be the 

resu l t  of a deeper ins ight, he gratifies his l i stener, sudden ly, with fu l

gurat ing i ntuit ions, provid ing the substance for months of fru i tfu l th i nk

ing. I n  such cases, one feel s  that one has reached the bottom of the 

soc ia l  phenomenon and has, as he says somewhere, "h i t  the bedrock." 

This constant striv ing toward the fundamenta l ,  this w i l l i ngness to s i ft, 

over and over aga in ,  a huge mass of data unt i l  the purest material on ly  

remains,  expla ins  Mauss's preference for the essay over the book, and 

the l im i ted size of his publ i shed work. ( Levi-Strauss 1 945 :527) 

Th i s  account from the pen of Levi -Strauss suffers perhaps from a tendency 
in its fi na l  sentences to portray Mauss as a protostructu ra l i st. 5 The dr ive 
to reach bedrock, to grasp on ly  the pu rest underly ing material  is an as
p i ration more characterist ic of Levi-Strauss than of Mauss, who publ ished 
relative ly  l itt le not because he had d i st i l led e lemental truths but because 
he was preoccupied with teac h i ng, ed i t ing, and pol itics, and because, 
knowing so much, he found that the truth had become too complex.  As 
Lou i s  Dumont reca l l s, "He had too many ideas to be able to give com
plete express ion to any of them" ( 1 972 :  1 2) .  Levi-Strauss's descr ipt ion of 
the great teacher's provocative use of antithesis and paradox in the pre
sentation of ethnograph ic  knowledge ri ngs true, however, in the context 
I have been d i scuss ing.  Ethnograph ic  truth for Mauss was restless ly sub
vers ive of su rface rea l it ies .  Its pri nc ipa l  task was to d iscover, i n  h i s  fa
mous phrase, the many " l u nes mortes," pale moons in the "fi rmament of 

5 .  Levi -Strauss's most elaborate attempt in th i s  vei n  is h i s  bri l l iant " I ntroduc
tion a ! 'oeuvre de Marcel Mauss" ( 1 950). For a good corrective see Maurice 
Leenhardt 1 950.  
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reason" ( 1 924 :309 ) .  There is  no better summary o f  the task o f  ethno
graph ic  su rrea l i sm, for the "reason" referred to is not a paroch ia l  Western 
rationa l i ty but the fu l l  h u man potentia l  for cu ltura l  expression . 

Taxonomies 

In an avant-garde period ica l 's " Homage to Picasso" one is  not sur
pr ised to find a statement from Mauss ( 1 930) .  The journal  in q uestion, 
Documents, was a g lossy review ed ited by Georges Batai l le .  I t  offers a 
revea l i ng  case of ethnographic surrea l ist co l laboration . Bata i l le had left 
Breton's su rrea l ist movement a long with Robert Desnos, Lei ri s ,  Artaud, 
Raymond Queneau ,  and var ious others dur ing the sch i sms of 1 929, and 
his journal  functioned as a forum for d i ss ident v iews . It had ,  moreover, a 
d i sti nct ly ethnographic bent, which wou ld  attract the col l aboration of 
future fie ldworkers such as Gr iau le ,  Andre Schaeffner, and Lei r is ,  as wel l  
a s  Riviere and Rivet. G riau le,  Schaeffner, and Lei ri s  wou ld  depart for 
Africa on the M i ss ion Dakar-Dj ibouti soon after the demise of Docu
ments in 1 930 .  I f  Documents appears today as a rather strange context 
for purvey ing ethnograph ic  knowledge, in the late twenties it  was a per
fectly appropri ate-that is ,  outre-forum.  

I ndeed , it requ i res an effort o f  i magination to  recaptu re the sense, o r  
senses, o f  the  word ethnography as  i t  was used i n  the  surrea l i st twenties. 
A defined soc ia l  science with a d iscern ib le  method, a set of c lass ic texts, 
and un ivers ity cha i rs was not yet fu l ly formed . Exam i n i ng the word's uses 
in a pub l ication l i ke Documents, we see how ethnographic evidence and 
an ethnographic attitude cou ld function in the service of a sub·.rersive 
cu l tu ra l  cr it ic i sm.  In the subtit le of Documents-"Archeologie, Beaux 
Arts, Eth nograph ie, Varietes" -the wi ld card was "Ethnographie ." It de
noted a rad ical  q uestion ing  of norms and an appea l to the exotic,  the 
paradox ica l ,  the inso/ite. I t  imp l i ed too a leve l i ng and a rec lassification 
of fam i l iar  categories . "Art," spe l l ed with a capital A, had a l ready suc
cumbed to dada's heavy arti l le ry. "Cu ltu re," hav ing bare ly  surv ived th is  
postwar barrage, was now reso l ute ly  lower-case, a pri nc ip le  of  re lative 
order in wh ich  the subl i me and the vu lgar  were treated as symbols  of 
equa l  s ign i ficance. S i nce cu l tu re was perceived by the col laborators of 
Documents as a system of mora l  and aesthetic h ierarch ies, the rad ical  
crit ic 's task was one of semiot ic decod ing, with the a im of deauthenti
cat ing and then expand i ng or d isplacing the common categories. The 
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cubists' break with the canons of rea l ism had set the pace for a genera l  
assa u lt on the norma l .  Ethnography, wh ich  shares wi th  su rrea l ism an 
abandonment of  the  d isti nction between h igh and low cu ltu re, provided 
both a fund of non-Western a l ternatives and a preva i l i ng attitude of i ron ic  
partic i pant observat ion among the h ierarch ies and mean i ngs of col lec
tive l i fe .  

It i s  instructive to  attempt an i nventory of  ethnograph ic perspectives 
as revealed by thei r  use in Documents. Before one has caught the dr ift, 
one is su rprised, for example,  to come upon an artic le  by Car l  E instein
author of  Negerp/astik ( 1 9 1 5 ) ,  a pioneering account of  Afr ican scu l ptu re 
viewed in the l ight of cub ism-entit led "Andre Masson, etude ethnolo
gique." What d id it mean i n  1 929  to study an avant-garde pai nter "eth
nologica l ly" ?  From the outset E inste i n  sounds the cubist-su rrea l i st batt le 
cry :  

One th ing i s  important :  to shake what i s  ca l l ed rea l i ty by means of 

nonadapted hal l uc inations so as to a l ter the value h ierarchies of the 

rea l .  Ha l l uc i natory forces create a breach in  the order of mechan istic 

processes; they introduce blocs of "a-causa l i ty" in  th i s  rea l ity which 

had been absurd ly  given as such . The un interrupted fabric of th i s  re

a l i ty is torn , and one inhabits the tension of dual isms. ( 1 929:95) 

The "ha l l uc inatory forces" of Masson's pa i nt ing represent, accord ing to 
E i nste in ,  "the return of mythological creat ion, the retu rn of a psycholog
ical  archaism as opposed to a pure ly  i m itative archa ism of forms" (p. 
1 00) . E inste i n  descri bes this myth ic  psychology as "totem ic ." To grasp 
the s ign i ficance of Masson's metamorphoses and unexpected an imal
h uman combinations, " i t  i s  enough to reca l l  the pr im itive mask-costumes 
that i nc i te identi ficat ions with an ima l s, ancestors, etc ." (p. 1 02) .  E i n
ste in 's casua l  a l l us ion en passant to masks (African ? Ocean ian ?  Alaskan ? 
H is aud ience wi l l  know what he means) suggests a context i n  which 
exotic or archa ic  poss ib i l i t ies are never far from the su rface of consc ious
ness, are ever ready to offer confi rmation for any and a l l  breaks opened 
i n  the Western order of th i ngs. I n  E i nste in 's essay two key e lements of 
ethnograph ic  su rrea l ism are noticeable :  fi rst, the corrosive analys is of a 
rea l i ty now identified as loca l and art ific ia l ;  and second, the supply ing 
of exotic a l ternatives . 

There is a th i rd aspect of th i s  attitude that spri ngs to one's attention 
as one leafs through the pages of Documents. Marcel Gr iau le provides 
a c lear statement in an essay r id icu l i ng the aesthetic assumptions of 
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prim i tive-art amateurs who doubt the pur ity of a Baou le  drum because 
the figure carved dn it is hold ing  a r if le. The ethnographic su rrea l i st, 
u n l i ke either the typical  art cr it ic or anthropologi st of the period, de l i ghts 
in cu ltura l  impu rit ies and d i sturb ing syncret isms. Gr iau le  equates the Eu
ropean's delectation of African art with the African's taste for texti les, gas 
cans, a lcoho l ,  and f i rearms.  I f  Afr icans do not choose to im itate our  h igh
cu ltural products, tant  pis ! He conc l udes: 

Eth nography- it  i s  qu i te ti resome to have to keep repeating th is-is  

interested i n  the beautiful and the ugly, i n  the European sense of  these 

absurd words.  I t  has, however, a tendency to be suspicious of the 

beaut ifu l ,  which is rather often a rare-that i s  monstrous-occurrence 

in a c iv i l ization . Ethnography is  suspicious too of i tse l f-for i t  i s  a 

wh ite sc ience, i . e. , sta i ned with prej udices-and it w i l l  not refuse 

aesthet ic va lue to an object because it is up-to-date or mass-pro

duced . ( 1 930 :46) 

Andre Schaeffner u rges a s im i lar  poi nt in a scholar ly su rvey of "Les in
struments de m us ique dans u n  m usee d'ethnographie ." H i s  strictu res are 
now an anthropological  commonplace . Read, however, i n  the su rrea l i st 
context of Documents, they recover the i r  fu l l  subvers ive effect .  

Whoever says eth nography admi ts necessari ly  that no object designed 

to produce sound or mus ic ,  however ."primi t ive" or formless it may 

seem, no musica l  i nstrument-whether i ts existence is accidental or 

essenti a l-sha l l  be excl uded from a method ical  c lassification . For th is  

pu rpose any percuss ive procedure, on a wooden box or on the earth 

itself, i s  of equal i mportance with the melod ic  or polyphon ic  means 

ava i lable to a viol in  or a gu i tar. ( 1 929: 248) 

Schaeffner, an early authority on Stravinsky, wou ld come, by way of jazz, 
to study the mus ic  of the Dagon and later to fou nd the ethnomusicology 
sect ion of the Musee de I' Homme. 

The "ethnographic"  att itude provided a sty le  of scientifica l ly va l i 
dated c u ltu ra l  leve l i ng, the red i str i bution of va l ue-charged categories 
such as "mus ic ," "art," "beauty," "sophistication," "clean l i ness," and so 
forth .  The extreme re l ativ ism, even n i h i l i sm, l atent in the ethnographic 
approach d id not go u nexploited by the more extreme col laborators of 
Documents .  The i r  v iew of cu lture d id not featu re conceptions of organ ic  
structure, fu nct ional  i ntegrat ion,  wholeness, or h i storical conti nu i ty. 
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Thei r  conception of cu ltu re can be cal led, without undue anachronism, 
sem iotic .  Cu ltu ra l  rea l i ty was composed of artific ia l' codes, ideological 
identities, and objects susceptib le to i nventive recombi nation and juxta
pos i tion : Lautreamont's u mbre l l a  and sewing machi ne, a v io l i n  and a 
pai r  of hands s l apping the African d i rt. 

The conception, h igh l i ghted i n  Schaeffner's t it le, of an "ethno
graph ic museum" is of more than pass ing importance here .  The fragmen
tation of modern cu l tu re perceived by Benjam in ,  the d issoc iation of 
cu ltu ra l  knowledge i nto juxtaposed "citations," is  presupposed by Doc
uments .  The journa l 's t i t le,  of course, is i nd icative. Cu ltu re becomes 
someth ing to be col lected , and Documents itse lf  is a k ind of ethno
graph ic d i splay of images, texts , objects, labels ,  a playfu l museum that 
s imu ltaneous ly  col lects and rec lass ifies its speci mens.  

The journa l 's basic method is  juxtapos it ion-fortu itous or i ron ic col
lage .  The proper arrangement of cu ltura l  symbol s  and artifacts i s  con
stantly p laced in doubt .  H igh art is combined with h ideously en larged 
photographs of big toes; fo l k  crafts; Fant6mas (a popu lar mystery series) 
covers ; Ho l lywood sets ; African, Melanes ian,  pre-Col umbian,  and 
French carn iva l  masks; accounts of music hal l  performances; descr ip
t ions of the Par is  s laughterhouses. Documents poses, for the cu ltu re of 
the modern c ity, the problem fac ing any organ izer of an ethnograph ic 
museum :  What belongs with what? Should masterpieces of scu l pture be 
isolated as such or d isp layed i n  proxim ity with cooki ng pots and ax 
b lades ? (see Leir is  1 966b. )  The ethnographic attitude must conti nua l l y  
pose these sorts o f  questions, compos ing and decompos ing cu lture's 
"natu ra l "  h ierarc h ies and re lat ionsh i ps .  Once everyth ing in a cu l tu re i s  
deemed worthy i n  pri nc ip le of  col l ection and  d isplay, fundamenta l issues 
of c l ass i fication and va l ue are raised . 

I n  Documents we observe the use of ethnographic juxtaposit ion for 
the purpose of perturbing commonplace symbols .  A regu lar  section of 
the journal  is a so-cal led d ictionary of unexpected defin it ions .  The entry 
for the word homme is character istic .  It rec ites a researcher's breakdown 
of the chemical  composition of the average human body:  enough i ron to 
make a na i l ,  enough sugar for one cup of coffee, magnes ium sufficient 
to take a photograph,  and so on-market va l ue twenty-five francs. The 
body, a pr ivi leged image of order, is a favorite target . Together with a 
variety of other "natu ra l "  entit ies, it is recoded,  and in the process it i s  
th rown i n  doubt. Robert Desnos contributes a d i sconcert ing inventory of 
rhetorical forms concern ing the eye, and h i s  entry for the mobi le symbol  
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"n ightingale" begins ,  " Except i n  spec ia l  cases, th is  does not have to do 
with a b i rd"  ( Desnos 1 929 : 1 1 7) .  

Crachat, "spitt le," i s  redef ined b y  G riau le  us ing b lack African and 
I s lamic  evidence with the resu l t  that spit becomes assoc iated with the 
sou l ,  and with both good and evi l  spi rits. In Europe, natu ra l ly, to spit i n  
someone's face i s  an absol ute d i shonor; i n  West Africa i t  can be a mode 
of bless ing .  "Spitt le acts l i ke the sou l :  ba l m  or garbage" (Griau le  1 929) .  
The ethnographer, l i ke the su rrea l i st, i s  l icensed to shock.  Lei r is  takes up  
Gr iau l e's defi n it ion and  goes fu rther: spitt le i s  t he  permanent sperm l i ke 
su l ly i ng of the noble mouth , an organ associated i n  the West with i ntel 
l i gence and language. Sp i t  thus resymbo l i zed denotes a cond it ion of  in
escapable sacri l ege (Le i r i s  1 929) .  I n  th i s  newly recomposed defi n it ion to 
ta l k  or to th i n k  is a l so to ejac u late . 

An approach to representation by means of j uxtaposit ion or col lage 
was a fam i l iar  su rrea l i st tack (Matthews 1 977) .  Its i ntent was to break 
down the conventiona l  "bod ies"-objects, identit ies-that comb ine to 
produce what Barthes wou l d  later ca l l  "the effect of the rea l "  ( 1 968) . I n  
Documents the j uxtapos it ion of  the  contr ibutions, and  espec ia l l y  of  their 
photographic i l l ustrat ions, was designed to provoke th i s  defam i l i ar iza
tion . The fi rst i ssue of 1 929  begins ,  for example,  with an art ic le  by Lei ris ,  
" Picasso's Recent Canvases," profuse ly  i l l ustrated with photographs.  
(These were years when Picasso seemed to be break ing and bend ing, 
a l most savagely, the norma l  shape of the h u man frame . )  These deformed 
images are fol lowed by "The Outcasts of N ature" by Bata i l le, a charac
terist ic apprec iation of freaks, i l l ustrated by fu l l -page e ighteenth-century 
engravings of S iamese twins .  N ext an i l l u strated review of an exh i b it ion 
of African scu l pture provides fu rther visual d i s locat ion of the "natu ra l "  
body as  rea l i st ica l ly conceived i n  the  West. The  body, l i ke a cu l tu re sem i
otica l l y  i magined ,  i s  not  a conti nuous who le  but  an assemblage of  con
ventiona l  sym bo l s  and codes . 

Documents, part icu lar ly  i n  i ts use of photographs, creates the order 
of an  u nfi n i shed col lage rather than that of a u n ified organism . Its i mages, 
in the i r  equa l iz ing  g loss and d i stanc ing effect, present in the same plane 
a Chate let show advert isement, a Hol lywood movie c l i p, a P icasso, a 
G iacomett i ,  a documentary photo from co lon ia l  New Caledon ia, a 
newspaper c l ip ,  an Eskimo mask, an Old Master, a musical  i n strument
the world's iconography and cu ltura l  forms presented as evidence or 
data. Evidence of what? Evidence, one can only say, of surpri s i ng, de
c l assified cu l tura l  orders and of an expanded range of human art istic 
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i nvention . Th is  odd museum merely documents, juxtaposes , rel ativ
izes-a perverse col lection .  

The  museum of  eth nograph ic su rrea l ism was to  be improved and 
channeled into more stable, cont inuous institutions .  In 1 930 Documents, 
which had become less and less recognizably a review of art, \vas aban
doned by its ch ief fi nancia l  backer. Three years l ater a reconstituted cat
egory, eas i l y  identifiable today as mod�rn art, wou ld  be i ncarnated in the 
legendary l'vfinotaure. A th ing of beauty, Minotaure i n terspersed no pho
tographs of s laughterhouses, Movietone Fol l ies, or big toes among its 
l avish ly  reproduced Picassos, Dal is, or Massons.  After turn ing over its 
second issue to the Dakar-Dj ibouti  team for a handsomel y  i l l ustrated re
port on their  African research (Griau le  1 934b), Minotaure did not sub
seq uently reserve any s ign ificant p lace for ethnograph ic  evidence. The 
artifacts of otherness were rep laced , genera l ly, by B reton's category of 
the su rrea l-located in the myth ic or psychoanalytic u nconscious and 
a l l too eas i l y  co-opted by romantic notions of artistic gen ius  or insp i ra
tion . The concrete cu l tura l  artifact was no longer cal l ed upon to p lay a 
d isruptive, i l l u m i natory role .  Modern a rt and ethnography had emerged 
as fu l ly d i sti nct posit ions, i n  commun ication to be sure, but from a d is
tance . 

I have dwelt on Documents because it exempl ifies with unusua l  
c lari ty the chief areas of  convergence ben.veen ethnography and sur
rea l ism duri ng the t\venties and because a n umber of its contri butors 
went on to become i nf luentia l  fieldworkers and museum organizers . 
Documents reveal s  too in  i ts subversive, nearly anarch ic  documentary 
att itude an epistemologica l horizon for twentieth-centu ry cu l tura l  stud
ies. I f  Documents was, as Le i r i s  reca l l s, " imposs ib le," it wou ld be hasty 
to d ismiss it as an aberrat ion, a persona l  c reation of the " imposs ib le" 
Georges Batai l le (Lei r is 1 963) .  It attracted the partic ipation of too many 
serious scholars and artists to be written off as mere ly  self- indu lgent or 
n i h i l i stic .  I t  exempl i fied ,  rather, an extreme sens itivity (more character
istic of the French eth nographic trad ition than is often recogn ized) to the 
overdeterm i ned character of what Mauss had cal led "total soc ia l  facts" 
( 1 924 : 76-77) .  Rea l i ty, after the surrea l i st t\venties,  cou ld never aga in  be 
seen as s imple or conti nuous,  descr ibable empi r ica l l y  or th rough induc
tion . I t  was Mauss who best exemp l i fied the u nder lying attitude when he 
remarked , as he l i ked to : "Ethnology is l i ke the ocean . A l l you need is a 
net, any k ind of net; and then if you step in to the sea and swing your  net 
about, you' re sure to catch some k ind of fish" ( Fortes 1 973 :284) .  
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I n  the Museum o f  Man 

The h i story of French ethnography between the wor ld wars can be 
to ld as a ta le  of two m useums .  The old Trocadero m useu m  and the new 
Musee de I ' Homme exerted s ign i ficant i nfl uences, both practical and 
ideolog ica l ,  on the course of research and the comprehension of i ts re
su l ts .  If the "Troca" of the tvventies, with i ts m i s labeled, m i sc lassi fied 
objets d 'art, corresponded with the aesthetics of ethnograph ic  su rrea l
i sm,  the complete ly  modern Pa la i s  de Cha i l lot incarnated the emerg ing 
scholarly  parad igm of eth nograph ic  human ism.  The scientif ic gains  rep
resented by the Musee de I 'Homme were cons iderable .  It provided both 
needed techn ical  fac i l i t ies and the equa l ly necessary del i neation of a 
f ie ld for study-the " h uman," i n  a l l  i ts physica l ,  archaeologica l ,  and eth
nograph ic  man i festations .  The coa lescence of a research parad igm cre
ates the poss i b i l i ty of an accumu lat ion of knowledge and thus the phe
nomenon of scholarly progress.  What is  less often recogn ized, for the 
h uman sciences at l east, i s  that any consol idat ion of a parad igm depends 
on the exc l us ion or re legat ion to the status of "art" of those elements of 
the changing d i sc ip l i ne that cal l the credent ia l s  of the d isc ip l i ne itself 
i nto question,  those research pract ices that, l i ke Documents, work at the 
edges of d i sorder. 

Before 1 930 the Trocadero was a j u mble  of exot ica .  Its arrangements 
emphasized " loca l  color" or the evocation of fore ign sett i ngs : costumed 
manneq u i ns, panopl ies, d ioramas, massed specimens .  A journa l i st cou ld 
write that a v is i t  was l i ke "un  voyage en p le ine barbarie" (D iaz 
1 985 : 3 78) .  S i nce the co l l ection lacked an u p-to-date scient ific ,  pedagog
ical  v i s ion ,  i ts d i sorder made the m useu m  a place where one cou ld go to 
encounter cu riosit ies, fet i sh ized objects . It was there that P icasso, 
around 1 908,  began to make a serious study of / 'art negre. 

When I went for the first t ime, at Dera in 's u rg ing, to the Trocadero 

Museum ,  the smel l of dampness and rot there stuck i n  my throat. I t  

depressed me so m uch I wanted to get out fast, but I stayed and stud

ied. (G i lot 1 964 :266) 

" Le Troca" was a curious Byzanto-Moorish structure, u n heated , u n l i t .  I ts 
lac k  of coherent sc ientif ic contextua l i zation encouraged the apprec i at ion 
of i ts objects as detached works of a rt rather than as cu ltural  artifacts . 
After the F i rst World War, as the enthus iasm for th ings pri m i tive b los
somed , the scandalous museum became tem porari l y  a museum of "art." 
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As Riv iere's i mprovements of the early th i rt ies progressed, the mu
seum began to feature a number of  exh ibit ions of  Afr ican, Ocean ian ,  and 
Eskimo art.  The d i splay of objects col l ected by the Dakar-Dj ibouti ex
ped it ion wou ld,  to a large degree, fa l l  i nto th i s  category. A devoted group 
of vo l unteers-prospective ethnographers l i ke Den ise Pau l me and fash
ionable s ixteenth-arrond issement lad ies , amateurs of the exotic-helped 
with the renovations.  The museum was becom ing ch ic .  At the open ing 
of  a new Ocean ian exh ibit ion ha l l  models  from the great Par is ian fashion 
houses went on parade exotica l ly and a l l ur i ngly att i red . The Mi ss ion 
Dakar-Dj ibouti drew i ts funds, beyond government and Rockefe l ler 
Fou ndat ion subventions, from private patrons of the arts (among them 
the wea lthy protosurrea l i st author of Impressions d'Afrique, Raymond 
Rousse l ) .  Before the departure of Gr iau le's team for its twenty-month re
conna issance, a ga la  fund-ra iser was organ ized by Riviere at the C i rque 
d 'H iver, a box ing  event featur ing the "Afr ican" featherweight champ AI 
Brown and attended by le tout Paris in even ing att i re .  Accord ing to leg
end the champion shadowboxed with Marce l Mauss, a legend not en
t i re ly  i mprobable (the great scholar  was a good ath lete and a practit ioner 
of savate) . 6  

These anecdotes give a sense of the  Trocadero's extrasc ientific am
biance around 1 930 .  The museum was rid ing the crest of the wave of 
enthusiasm for /'art m?gre . ? Dur ing the twenties the term negre cou ld 
embrace modern American jazz, African tr ibal masks, voodoo ritua l ,  
Oceanian scu l pture, a n d  even pre-Co lumbian art ifacts . I t  had atta i ned 
the proport ions of what Edward Sa id has cal led an "oriental ism"-a 
kn i tted-together col l ective representat ion figu r ing a geograph ica l ly and 
h i storica l l y  vague but symbol ica l ly  sharp exotic world ( 1 978a) . 8 If the 
notion of the Afr ican "fet ish" had any mean ing in the twenties, i t  de
scribed not a mode of African bel i ef but rather the way in which exotic 
artifacts were consumed by European afic ionados . A mask or statue or 
any shred of b lack cu lture cou ld effective ly summon a complete world 

6. My account is  based largely  on personal commun ications from Georges
Henri Riviere and on h i s  two memoi rs ( 1 968, 1 979). See a lso Pau lme 1 977 and 
jam i n  1 982a. 

7 .  On th is negrophifie see Laude 1 968 :528-539;  a lso Lei ri s  1 968 and 
B lachere 1 98 1 . For a part icu larly reveal i ng example see Le negre by Ph i l i ppe 
Soupau l t  ( 1 927) .  Sou pau l t's negre is a kind of destructive-regenerative force, 
more Nietzschean than Afro-American .  

8 .  Said's account underplays the posit ive va l uations of the exotic frequently 
associated with such projections. See Chapter 1 1 .  
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of dreams and poss ib i l i t ies-passionate, rhythm ic,  concrete, mystica l ,  
u ncha ined :  an "Afr ica." 

By the t ime of the Miss ion Dakar-Dj ibouti th i s  i nterest i n  Africa had 
become a fu l ly developed exotisme. The publ ic  and the museums were 
eager for more of an  aesthet ic ized commodi ty, and it was i n  this c l i mate 
that the F rench legis lature was preva i l ed u pon to enact a spec ia l  l aw 
underwri t ing an  exped it ion whose ch ief offic ia l  task was to enr ich the 
nat ion's col l ections .  The M ission Dakar-Dj i bouti satisfied the demand; it 
brought back data that cou ld be counted and d isplayed (J am i n  1 982a) . 9 

The ethnographers departed i n  1 93 1  with a structu red aesthetic i n  
m i nd,  a vis ion o f  Afr ica, a n d  a certa in  (essentia l ly fet ish i st) conception 
of how " i t" shou ld be col lected and represented . They d id not,  in the 
manner of Eng l i sh  and American fie ldworkers of the t ime, set out to ex
perience and i nterpret d i screte cu ltura l  wholes. F ie ldwork rapport i n  
Lei r i s' account ( 1 934) emerges a s  l i tt le more than a romantic fantasy; and 
in Gr iau le's report ( 1 933 )  ethnography is  portrayed as a process fraught 
with ro le playi ng and man i pu lat ion, in which power is  centra l l y  at stake 
(see Chapters 2 and 6) . Even i n  the later work of Gr iau le and h is col lab
orators, wh ich looks far beyond the m useu m  col lect ing that domi nated 
the ear ly m iss ion,  there is l i tt le attempt to present a u n ified vers ion of an 
Afr ican rea l i ty (Griau le  strongly emphasized mu lt iperspect iva l  group re
search)  free of the gaps and d i sconti n u it ies of a documentary, exegetical  
presentat ion . 

The research process that began with the Miss ion Dakar-Dj i bouti 
has produced one of the most complete descr ipt ions of a tri bal group (the 
Dogan and the i r  ne ighbors) on record anywhere .  Yet, as Mary Douglas 
( 1 967) has compla i ned, the p ictu re is  cur iously skewed . We can never 
grasp, for instance, j ust how da i ly  l ife is  conducted, how c i rcumstant ia l  
po l it ica l  dec is ions  are actua l ly made . 1 0  There is an overemphasis on 

9 .  Accord ing to Rivet and Riviere's proud calcu lat ions i n  Minotaure no. 2 
( 1 933) ,  3 , 500 "ethnographic objects" were co l lected, along wi th s ix  thousand 
photographs, a large col lection of Abyss in ian pai nt i ngs, th ree hundred manu
scri pts and amu lets, notations of th i rty languages and d ia lects, and hundreds of 
record i ngs, "ethnographic observations," botan ical spec i mens, and so on.  Th is,  
the m i ss ion's "booty," i n  Rivet and Riviere's words, was the publ ic measure of a 
successfu l m i ss ion.  Barthes ( 1 95 7 :  1 40) d issects the word mission : an imperial  
"mana term," he cal ls  i t ,  which can be appl ied to any and al l  colon ia l  undertak
ings, g iv ing them as requ i red a heroic,  redemptive au ra .  

1 0 . Th is  account shou ld serve as a corrective to  Douglas' tendency to por
tray Gr iau le  and the French trad ition genera l l y  as formal istic and enamored of 
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elaborate ly cross-referenced native theories of the way th i ngs are or 
shou ld be-a myth ic  conception of cosm ic order that aspires to embrace 
every gestu re and deta i l  of the profane world . The extraordi nary beauty 
and conceptua l  power of Dogon wisdom, known in i ts fu l l ness to only a 
sma l l  group of elders, never sati sfies the nagging question : What are the 
Dogon rea l l y  l i ke ?  The G riau le  trad ition gives us a scrupu lously exp l i 
cated ensemble of  documents, the  most i mportant of  wh ich ,  the  cosmo
gon ic  myth, i s  man ifestly composed by Dogon . L i tt le effort i s  expended 
on a natu ra l i st ic account in the manner of, say, Mal inowski 's Argonauts; 
i ndeed, in the wake of su rrea l ist fragmentation what wou ld be the point?  

If  the Miss ion Dakar-Dj ibout i  brought back considerable quantities 
of "art" for d i sp lay at the Trocadero, its objects fou nd thei r  permanent 
home in a rather d ifferent museum .  No sooner had Riviere completed h i s  
restorations i n  1 934 than Rivet announced the approval of  a grandiose 
new p lan .  The old Byzant ine structure was to be razed to make way for 
a d ream bu i ld ing that wou ld sub l imate the anarch ic  cosmopol itan ism 
of the twenties i nto a monumenta l  u n ity: "humanity." The Musee de 
I ' Homme, a name that has only recently become mu lt i ply i ronic,  was i n  
the m id-th i rt ies an adm i rable idea l ,  a t  once scientific and po l it ical in  
s ign if icance. The new institution combined under a s ing le  roof the  tech
n ical laboratories from the Musee d 'H i stoi re Nature l l e  and the l nstitut 
d' Ethnologie, formerly housed at the Sorbonne. The museum brought 
together a l i bera l ,  synthet ic image of "man," a v ision conce ived by Rivet, 
wh ich wove together in a powerfu l symbo l i c  ensemble a number of the 
ideological th reads I have been trac i ng. Rivet had gathered together a 
ta lented group of ethnologists i nc lud i ng Metraux, Leroi-Gourhan, Leen
hardt, G riau le, Leir is ,  Schaeffner, Dieter len, Pau l me, Lou is  Dumont, and 
jacques Souste l l e .  He provided the i nstitut ional support that, along with 
Mauss's teach ing, formed a center for an emergi ng fie ldwork trad it ion . 
For most of these scholars the connection between art and ethnography 
was cruc ia l .  

Mauss and Rivet's brand of humanism envisaged a n  expansion and 
an open ing-out of local conceptions of human nature . No one t ime or 

abstract systems. It shou ld a lso re inforce her suggestive rapprochement between 
Dogon culture and surrea l ism.  On th is  correspondence see a l so Guy Davenport's 
( 1 979) imaginative placement of the Dogon, along with Charles Fourier, in 1 920s 
Paris .  
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cu lture cou ld c l a i m  t o  incarnate the mankind o n  d isp lay a t  the Musee de 
! ' Homme. The species in its tota l ity wou ld  be represented there, begin
n i ng with b io logica l evol ution,  mov ing through the archaeological re
ma ins  of early c iv i l izations, and end ing with a fu l l  array of actua l  cu ltura l  
a l ternatives . The d ifferent races and cu l tures of the p lanet were to be 
success ively d i sp layed, arranged in ga l ler ies organ ized synthet ica l ly on 
one s ide, ana lytica l l y  on the other. Mauss's homme tota l wou ld  be 
brought together for the fi rst t ime for the ed ification of the publ ic .  Also 
for the i nstruction of the scientist the Musee de I ' Homme contai ned ex
tensive research laboratories and scholar ly col l ections.  Less than 1 0 per
cent of its tota l col l ection was on d isp lay at any given moment (see R i
viere 1 968,  1 979;  Rivet 1 948 : 1 1 0-1 1 8) .  

The  wedd i ng of  sc ience and pub l i c  education with in  a progress ivist 
humanism su ited Rivet's world view perfectly. He was a soc ia l ist with a 
vis ion-and with the pol it ical and soc ia l  connections necessary to rea l 
i ze  i t .  The  Musee de ! ' Homme was conceived as  part of  the  International  
Exh ibit ion of 1 937 ,  a symbol of Popu lar  Front idea ls .  Rivet, whose spe
c ia lty was American archaeo logy and preh istory, tended to see mankind 
in  an  evo l ut ionary, d iffusion i st frame, stress ing long-term biocu l tu ra l  de
velopment and the reconstruction of h i storical sequences through the 
extens ive co l l ection and comparison of tra its .  In an early artic le  on 
method, which appeared in Documents, he announced the underly ing 
themes of  h is dream m useum (R ivet 1 929) .  I n  the study of  man, he 
writes, the boundar ies between ethnography, archaeology, and pre
h istory are "abso l ute ly  artif ic ia l ." ( I n  a l ater vers ion he wou ld add physi
cal  anth ropology to the mixtu re . )  Equal ly art i fic ia l  are c lass ifications of 
h u man rea l it ies accord ing to the d ivis ions of pol it ica l geography. " H u
man ity i s  an ind iv is ib le whole, i n  space and ti me." "The science of man" 
no longer  need be subd ivided arbitrari ly. " I t  [ i s] h igh time to break down 
the barriers .  And that i s  what the Musee de ! 'Homme has tr ied to do" 
(R ivet 1 948 : 1 1 3) .  The pol it ica l  message for 1 93 7  was c lear. 

The Musee de I 'Homme provided a l i bera l ,  productive environment 
for the growth of French ethnographic science. I ts gu id ing va l ues were 
cosmopol itan ,  progress ive,  and democratic ;  one of the fi rst ce l l s of the 
Res i stance formed with i n  its wa l l s in 1 940 ( B i u menson 1 977) .  The mu
seum encouraged international  understanding and globa l val ues, an ori
entation that wou ld continue after the Second World War with the 
involvement of Riviere, Rivet, Gr iau le ,  Le i ris ,  Metraux, and other ethnol-
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ogists i n  UN ESC0. 1 1  The i rs was a cosmopol itan trad ition that had re
mai ned congruent, i n  important ways, with the ethnograph ic su rrea l ism 
of the twenties. I t  shou ld be remembered that su rrea l ism has been a gen
u i ne ly i nternational phenomenon with branches on every conti nent. It 
has sought the art icu lat ion less of cu l tu ra l  d ifferences than of human dif
ferences . The same can be said overa l l  of French ethnographyY But 
though it shared the scope of su rrea l ism, the ethnograph ic humanism of 
the Musee de I ' Homme d id not adopt an earl ier su rrea l ism's corrosive, 
defam i l iariz ing attitude toward cu l tu ral  rea l i ty. The aim of sc ience was 
rather to col lect ethnographic artifacts and data and to d isp lay them i n  
reconstituted , eas i l y  i nterpretable contexts . This  enta i led losses a s  we l l  
as ga i ns .  I ndeed i t  i s  poss ib le to imagine a n  ethnograph ic surrea l i st cri
tiq ue of the Museum of Man poi nt ing tentat ive ly at the shape-or rather 
at the act iv ity-of a more supple and less authoritat ive humanism . 

The Musee de I '  Homme's African scu l ptu res were disp layed region
a l l y  a long with re lated objects, their s ign i ficance functiona l ly  i nter
preted . They d id  not f ind a place beside the Picassos of the Musee d'Art 
Moderne, located a few streets away. As we have seen ,  the emergi ng 
domains  of modern art and eth nology were more d ist i nct in 1 93 7  than a 
decade before. 1 3  It i s  not merely whimsical  to quest ion these apparently 
natura l  c lass ifications .  At issue is  the loss of a d i sruptive and creat ive p lay 
of human categories and d ifferences, an activity that does not s imply 
d isp lay and comprehend the d iversity of  cu ltura l  orders but  open ly ex
pects, a l lows, i ndeed desi res its own d i sorientation . 

Such an activity i s  lost i n  the consol idation and d i sp lay of a stable 
eth nograph ic knowledge. In the twenties the knowledge brand ished by 
a you nger ethnography a l l ied with surrea l ism was more eccentric, u n-

1 1 .  Two characterist ic U N ESCO publ ications are Interrelations of Cultures 
( 1 953) ,  with contributions by Gr iau le and Leir i s ,  and Race and History by Claude 
Levi -Straus ( 1 952) .  

1 2 . An imp l ic i t ly  su rrea l ist ("anthropological") concept ion of m ind as a cre
ative source capable of generat ing the entire range of human express ions-both 
exist ing and potenti a l ,  both myth ic  and rational-finds perhaps its most pro
grammatic expression in Lev i-Strauss's structu ra l i st esprit humain . See Chapter 
1 0, sect ion 3 .  

1 3 . The d ist i nction was not ach ieved without conscious effort. Accord ing 
to Michel Lei r i s  (personal communication) i n  the Musee de I ' Homme Rivet issued 
a formal  i njunction aga inst treati ng art ifacts aesthetical ly. The new i nstitution had 
to purge the legacy of the Trocadero and the twenties, a period when the contexts 
of science and art b led into each other. Rivet's taboo remained in effect unti l the 
1 960s. 
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formed, a n d  wi l l i ng to d is locate t h e  orders o f  its own cu lture-the cu l
tu re that bu i l t  great m useums of ethnographic sc ience and modern art .  

The Musee de I '  Homme opened i ts  doors to the publ ic  i n  J u ne 1 938 .  
Dur ing the previous summer a cu rious a l ternative had been created by 
Bata i l le ,  Leir is, Roger Cai l lo is ,  and a loose col lection of avant-garde in
te l l ectua l s  (some of them students of  Mauss) who cal led themselves the 
Col lege de Soc io logie .  Wh i le the name suggests the trad ition of Durk
heim ,  the group's renewed i nterest i n  the Annee sociologique i nvo lved a 
considerab le  degree of re i nvention . The i r  tu rn toward soc io logy ( less 
sharply d i st i ngu i shed from ethnology than i n  England or the Un i ted 
States) s ignaled a reject ion of what they saw as su rrea l i sm's overidentifi
cation with l i terature and art, i ts excess ive subjectiv ism and concern with 
automatic writ i ng, i nd iv idua l  dream experience, and depth psychology. 
The Col lege de Soc iologie-which met for two years i n  the d i n i ng room 
of a Lati n Quarter cafe then folded because of i nternal d i ssension and 
the outbreak of war-was an attempt to rei ntegrate scientific rigor with 
persona l  experience i n  the study of cu ltural processes .  L i ke the author of 
Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, the founders of the Col lege were 
preoccup ied with those ritua l  moments when experiences outside the 
norma l flow of ex istence can fi nd col lective express ion, moments when 
cu ltural  order i s  both transgressed and rejuvenated . They adopted the 
D u rkhe i m ian concept of the sacred to c i rcumscr ibe th i s  recreative do
mai n .  

I f  D urkhei m  d i scovered the roots of soc ia l  sol idarity i n  d i sp laced 
ethnograph ic  exam ples such as the "co l l ective effervescence" of aborig
i na l  r ites, Bata i l le envi saged col lective express ions of transgress ion and 
excess i n  contemporary Par i s .  He was obsessed with the power of sacri
f ice and with the p lace de Ia  Concorde, which he hoped to rec la im as a 
s ite for r i tua l  acts organ ized by the Co l lege. Ca i l lo is ,  more temperate, 
was engaged in the research that wou ld resu l t  in L 'homme et /e sacre 
( 1 939) .  He wou ld  lecture to the Col lege on " I a  fete," a tou r  of the world's 
cu ltures, d rawing on  h i s  teachers Mauss, Georges Dumez i l ,  and Marcel 
G ranet, as wel l  as on the ethnographers A.  P. E l k i n ,  Dary l l  Forde, and 
Maurice Leenhardt. Ca i l lo is '  d iverse sacn§ inc l uded ritua l  express ions of 
primord ia l  chaos, excess, cosmogony, fert i l i ty, debauchery, incest, sac
ri lege, and parod ies of a l l  sorts . Wh i le they shared Durkheim's in terest 
in the constitut ion of col lective order, the members of the Col lege de 
Soc io logie tended to focus on the regenerative processes of d i sorder and 
the necessary i rruptions of the sacred in  everyday l ife . F rom th is stand-
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point  the subvers ive crit ical activit ies of the avant-garde cou ld  be seen 
as essentia l  for the l ife of soc iety; the c i rcumscribed position of "art" i n  
modern cu l ture cou ld  b e  transcended, a t  least programmatical ly. 

It is hard to genera l ize about the Col lege, a body so short- l ived and 
id iosyncratic in i ts membersh ip .  Le i ris ,  for example, was preoccupied 
not with col lective rites but rather with those autobiograph ical moments 
i n  which the art icu lat ion of self and society can be brought to conscious
ness . To th is  end he cu lt ivated a k ind of method ical  c l ums i ness, a per
manent i nabi l i ty to fit. H i s  own ch ief contribution to the Co l lege (before 
resign i ng because of qua lms about loose standards of evidence and the 
danger of found ing a coterie) was an essay entit led "The Sacred in Every
day Life"  ( 1 938b) . In th i s  text, a bridge between ethnography and se lf
portra iture, Leir is  sketched many of the topics he later developed i n  La 
regie du jeu ( 1 948 -1 976) . Objects of unusual  attraction (h i s  father's re
vo lver), dangerous zones (the racetrack), taboo s ites (the parental bed
room), secret spots (the W.C. ) ,  words and ph rases with a spec ia l  magical 
resonance-these sorts of data wou ld evoke "that ambiguous attitude 
t ied to the approach of someth i ng both attractive and dangerous, prest i
gious and rejected, that m ixtu re of respect, des i re, and terror that can be 
taken as the psychological mark of the sacred" (lei r is 1 938b :60) . 

I n  L'Afrique fantome ( 1 934) Le ir is  sharp ly quest ioned certa in  scien
tific d i sti nct ions between "subjective" and "objective" practices. Why, 
he wondered, are my own reactions (my dreams, bod i l y  responses, and 
so on) not important parts of the "data" produced by fie ldwork? I n  the 
Co l lege de Soc iologie he gl impsed the poss ib i l i ty of a ki nd of eth nogra
phy, ana lyt ica l ly  r igorous and poetic, focused not on the other but on the 
se lf, its pecu l iar system of symbols, r itua ls ,  and soc ia l  topograph ies. The 
exception wou ld be made to i l l um inate the ru le without confirm ing it. 
Bu i l d i ng on the work of Robert Hertz, Lei r is and his col l eagues cu lt ivated 
a gauche, or left-handed, sense of the sacred . I n  Leir is' case th is  attitude 
generated a l ifework of self-portraiture, an awkward and forever
imperfect process of socia l ization whose tit le, La regie du jeu, would 
express the ambiguous two-sidedness of  order the Col lege was con
cerned to investigate . From the late th i rties on, however, Leiris held h is 
l i terary and ethnograph i c  work r igorous ly apart. H is provocative fie ld 
journa l ,  L 'Afrique fantome, rema ins  an iso lated example of surrea l i st eth
nography. (see Chapter 6) . 1 4  

1 4 . A n  essay that h igh l ights the "ethnographic" d imensions of Lei ris' career 
is Cl ifford 1 986c, from which parts of this d iscussion are adapted . Chaney and 



O N  E T H N O G R A P H I C  S U R R E A L I S M  143 

The Co l lege de Soc io logie was frequented by a d iverse pub l ic  that 
inc l uded Jean Wah l ,  P ierre K lossowsk i ,  A lexandre Kojeve, Jean Pau l han,  
J u les Monnerot, and Wa lter Benjam i n .  Long a subject of  legend and mis
i nformat ion,  the Co l lege can now be d i scussed with some degree of con
fidence thanks to the labors of Den i s  Hol l ier ( 1 979) ,  who has brought 
together v irtua l ly every surviv ing  documentary trace of i ts exi stence . 1 5  
The pictu re i s  complex and i n  many ways sti l l  mysterious; i t  i s  enough 
here to enumerate those concerns of the Col lege that resonate with what 
I have been ca l l i ng  ethnographic su rrea l ism-concerns that sti l l  occupy 
the marg ins  of the h u man sciences. 

The members of the Co l lege struggled in an exemplary way aga inst 
the opposit ion of i nd iv idua l  and soc ia l  knowledge (Duvignaud 1 979 : 9 1  ) .  
A l though they never successfu l l y  reso lved a tension between sc ient ific  
rigor and the c la ims of activ ism, they nevertheless res i sted any easy com
promise with one side or the other. The Col lege envisaged a cr it ical  "eth
nology of the q uotid ian ," as Jean Jamin  puts it, which cou ld react s imu l
taneously on soc iety and on a group of act iv ist researchers constituted as 
a k ind of vanguard or i n it i atory body. In Jam in 's summary: 

The notions of d i stant iat ion, exotic ism, representation of the other, and 

d ifference are i nflected, reworked , readjusted as a function of criteria 

no longer geograph i ca l  or cu l tu ra l  but methodological and even epis

temological  i n  nature :  to make foreign what appears fam i l i ar; to study 

the ritua l s  and sacred s i tes of contemporary i nst i tutions with the m i -

Pickering ( 1 986a ,b) offer a r ich account o f  another poss ible example of  "sur
rea l i st ethnography" : Mass Observat ion, the B rit ish soc ia l  documentary project 
of 1 93 7-1 943 .  I nstigated by Charles Madge, a journa l i st and su rreal i st writer, 
Tom Harrisson, an ethnographer and orn ithologist, and H umphrey Jenn ings, a 
documentary fi l m  maker and su rrea l i st painter, Mass Observation envisaged a 
comprehens ive ethnography of B ri t ish popu lar cu l ture conceived as a defami l 
iar ized, exotic world .  I ts goa l was to  mobi l ize eth nographers from a l l  c lasses in  
a democratic  expansion of  soc ia l  consc iousness and a constant interchange of 
observations.  As Madge and jenn i ngs put i t, these observations, "though subjec
tive, became object ive because the subjectivity of the observer is one of the facts 
u nder observation" (quoted in Chaney and Pickering 1 986a :47) .  The project an
t ic ipated later conceptions of reflexive ethnography and anthropology as cu l tura l  
cr itic i sm.  (See Chapter 1 ;  a l so Marcus and F i scher 1 986; jackson 1 987 . )  The 
speci fic m ixtu res of soc ia l ,  aesthet ic ,  and scientif ic aims in the in terwar "docu
mentary" movements of France, England, and the Un i ted States deserve system
atic comparison . (See a l so Stott 1 973 . )  

1 5 . The  col lection inc l udes texts by  Bata i l le, Ca i l lois, Guasta l la,  Klos
sowski ,  Kojeve, Lei r is ,  Lewitsky, Mayer, Pau l  han,  and Wah l ,  with extens ive com
mentaries by the ed i tor. On the Col lege see a l so Lourau 1 974 and an exce l lent 
account i n  Jamin  1 980. 
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nute attention of a n  "exotic" ethnographer, and us ing h is  methods; to 

become observers observing those others who are m• rselves-and 

at the l i m it, this other who is oneself . . .  The i rruption of the sociol

ogist in  the fie ld of h i s  research, the i nterest devoted to h i s  experi

ence, probably constitutes the most original aspect of the Col

lege . ( 1 980 : 1 6) 

The Col lege de Sociologie, i n  its conception of an avant-garde, ac
t iv ist science, in i ts ded ication to break ing through the veneer of the 
profane, in i ts gaucherie, and in i ts sometimes grand iose ambitions, was 
a l ate emanation of the su rrea l ist twenties. I t  offers a part icu lar ly stri k ing 
example of that d imension of surrea l i sm that struggled against the gra in  
of  both modern art and  science to deploy a fu l ly ethnograph ic cu ltu ra l  
cr itic i sm .  

I f  the Co l lege was unstable, ad hoc, and amateur ish,  the Musee de 
I 'Homme bore a l l  the marks of an offic ia l ly  sanctioned, scientific, mon
u menta l learn i ng.  In an ambivalent report on the open i ng of the i nstitu
t ion where he wou ld  be employed for the next three decades, Le i r i s  
dwelt  on the paradox of  a museum devoted to the arts of  l ife. The danger, 
he wrote, was that " i n  the service of those two abstractions ca l led Art 
and Science, everyth ing that is l iv ing fermentation" would be "system
atica l l y  exc l uded ." Wh i le pra i s ing the human ist, progress ive a ims of the 
new ethnographic m useology, Lei r i s  a l lowed h imself a regretfu l g lance 
backward to the old Trocadero museum,  with its d i st inctive ambiance 
and a "certa in  fam i l iar  air ( lack ing d idact ic r igid ity)" ( 1 938a: 344) . 

On the h igh parapet of the Musee de I ' Homme, in go ld letters, are 
engraved words by Pau l  Va lery (wh i l e  below stands the statue of a mus
cular man subdu ing a buffalo) :  

Every man creates without knowing it, a s  he breathes. But  the artist is 

aware of h imself creat ing.  His act engages his entire being. He is  for

t ified by h i s  wel l - loved pa i n .  

Art,  now a un iversa l essence, i s  d isplayed and approved by  an ideal
i st ic,  confident good sense. A part icu lar  vers ion of human authent ic ity, 
featur ing personal  i nter ior ity and romantic agony, i s  projected onto the 
rest of the planet .  A l l  people create, love, work, worsh ip .  A stable, com
plete "human ity" is confirmed . 1 6  Such a whole presupposes an omiss ion,  

1 6 . For a stinging critique of these assumptions see "La grande fam i l le des 
hommes," in Barthes 1 95 7 .  



O N  E T H N O G R A P H I C  S U R R E A L I S M  145 

the excl uded source of the projection . What was not d isplayed i n  the 
Musee de I ' Homme was the modern West, its art, i n stitutions, and tech
n iques .  Thus the orders of the West were everywhere present i n  the Mu
see de I ' Homme, except on d isp lay. An important i mpact was lost in  the 
wel l -c lassified hc. ' l s ,  for the museum encouraged the contemplat ion of 
mank ind as a whole,  seen ,  as it were, from a d i stance, coo l ly, to lerantly. 
The identity of the West and its " h u manism" was never exh i b ited or ana
lyzed , never open ly at issue. 

To speak of "man" and the "human" is  to run the r isk of reduc ing 
conti ngent d ifferences to  a system of  un iversal essences . Moreover, the 
authority arrogated by the human i st too often goes unquestioned . As 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty wou ld po i nt out:  "In its own eyes, Western hu
man ism is  the love of human i ty, but to others i t  i s  mere ly the custom and 
i nst itut ion of a group of men,  the i r  password , and somet imes the i r  batt le 
cry" ( 1 947 : 1 82) .  The problems assoc iated with a human i st (or anthro
polog ica l )  v is ion have late ly become a l l  too apparent. Th i rd-world voices 
now ca l l  i nto q uest ion the right of any local i nte l l ectua l  trad it ion to con
struct a museum of mank i nd (see, for example,  Adotevi 1 972-73) ;  and 
in France rad ical  cu l tu ra l  crit ics have announced with equan i m ity the 
death of man .  I cannot dwe l l  here on the ambigu it ies of such analyses of 
the h uman ist West and i ts g loba l d i scourses (see Chapter 1 1  ) .  One shou ld 
be wary, in  any event, of  abandon ing  too q u ick ly the v i s ion of  a Mauss 
or a R ivet-a human ism that sti l l  offers grounds for res istance to oppres
s ion and a necessary counsel of to lerance, comprehens ion,  and mercy. 

C ulture/Collage 

To stress, as I have, the paradoxical  natu re of ethnographic knowl
edge is  not necessar i ly  to abandon the assumption of human connect
edness, although it does mean q uestion i ng any stable or essent ia l  
grounds of h u man s i m i la ri ty. Anth ropological h u man i sm and ethno
graphic su rrea l ism need not be seen as mutua l l y  excl us ive;  they are per
haps best u nderstood as anti nom ies set with i n  a trans ient h i storica l and 
cu ltural pred icament. To state the contrast schematical ly, anthropologi
cal  h uman ism begins  with the d ifferent and renders it-through nam ing, 
c lassifyi ng, descr ib i ng, i n terpreti ng-comprehens ib le .  It fam i l iarizes .  An 
eth nograph ic su rrea l i st practice, by contrast, attacks the fami l iar, provok
i ng the i rruption of otherness-the u nexpected . The two attitudes pre
suppose each other; both are e lements with i n  a complex process that 
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generates cu l tu ra l  mean i ngs, defi n i t ions of se lf and other. Th i s  process
a permanent i ron ic p lay of s i m i larity and d ifference, the fam i l iar and the 
strange, the here and the e l sewhere-is,  as I have argued , character ist ic 
of globa l  modern i ty. 

I n  explori ng th is  pred icament I have dwelt  on the practice of eth
nographic su rrea l i sm, paying less attention to its converse, surrea l i st eth
nography. Let me offer a few hypotheses concern ing  the l atter. There are 
no pure examples, except perhaps Le i r i s' L'Afrique fantome; but I wou ld 
l i ke to suggest that su rrea l ist procedures are a lways present in ethno
graphic works, though seldom expl ic i tly  acknowledged . (For example 
see the addendu m  to th is  chapter. ) I have noted some of them in  Gr iau le's 
documentary approach .  More genera l l y  the mechan i sm of col lage can 
serve as a he l pfu l parad igm . I n  every i ntroductory anthropology course, 
and i n  most ethnograph ies, moments are produced in which d isti nct cu l 
tural real it ies are cut from the i r  contexts and forced i nto jarr ing prox imi ty. 
For example i n  Mal i nowski 's Trobriand Is lands behavior we label eco
nomics or trade is identified with canoe magic and myth . Ritual ex
change va l uab les, vaygu 'a (she l l  necklaces),  are j uxtaposed with the En
gl i sh  crown jewe l s .  Even to bri ng an a l ien k insh ip  system i nto the 
conceptua l  domain  of Western marriage is  to provoke a defami l iar iz ing 
effect;  but i t  i s  essentia l  to d i st inguish th i s  moment of metonymic  juxta
posit ion from its norma l  sequel , a movement of metaphorical compari
son in wh ich cons istent grounds for s i m i larity and d ifference are e labo
rated . 

The su rrea l i st moment i n  ethnography is that moment in which the 
poss ib i l i ty of compar ison exists in unmed iated tension with sheer i ncon
gru i ty. This moment i s  repeated ly produced and smoothed over in the 
process of ethnograph ic comprehension . But to see th i s  act iv ity in terms 
of co l l age is  to hold the su rrea l i st moment in v iew-the start l ing co
presence on Lautreamont's d i ssecting table .  Col l age bri ngs to the work 
(here the ethnographic text) e lements that conti nua l ly  proc la im the i r  for
eign ness to the context of presentation . These e lements- l i ke a news
paper c l i pp i ng or a feather-are marked as rea l ,  as col lected rather than 
invented by the art ist-writer. The procedures of (a) cutting out and (b) 
assemblage are of course basic  to any semiotic message;  here they are 
the message . The cuts and sutu res of the research process are left v is ib le ;  
there i s  no smooth i ng over or blend ing of the work's raw data into a 
homogeneous representation . To write ethnograph ies on the model of 
col l age wou ld  be to avo id the portraya l of cu l tures as organic wholes or 
as un ified , rea l i st ic worlds subject to a conti nuous explanatory d iscourse . 
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(Gregory Bateson's Naven i s  an  early and, i n  the genre, unc lassif iable 
example of what I am suggest ing here . On Naven as an experiment in 
ethnograph ic  writ i ng see Marcus 1 980 :509 and 1 985 . )  The ethnography 
as col lage wou ld leave manifest the construct iv ist procedu res of ethno
graph ic  knowledge; it wou ld be an assemblage conta in i ng voices other 
than the ethnographer's, as wel l  as examples of "found" evidence, data 
not fu l ly i ntegrated with i n  the work's govern i ng interpretat ion . F i na l l y  it  
wou ld  not exp la in  away those elements i n  the foreign cu lture that render 
the invest igator's own cu ltu re newly i ncomprehens ib le .  

The su rrea l i st e lements of modern ethnography tend to go un
acknowledged by a science that sees itse lf engaged i n  the reduction of 
i ncongru it ies rather than, s i m u ltaneous ly, i n  the i r  production . B ut is not 
every ethnographer someth i ng of a su rrea l i st, a re i nventor and reshuffler 
of rea l i t ies? Ethnography, the science of cu ltura l  jeopardy, presupposes a 
constant wi l l i ngness to be surpr ised, to u nmake i nterpretive syntheses, 
and to va l ue-when i t  comes-the unc lass ified, unsought other. 

Ethnograph ic  su rrea l ism and su rrea l ist ethnography are utopian con
structs; they mock and rem ix i nst itutional defin it ions of a rt and science. 
To th i nk  of su rrea l i sm as eth nography is  to q uestion the centra l ro le  of 
the creative "artist," the shaman-gen ius  d iscovering deeper rea l i t ies in  
the  psych ic  rea l m  of  d reams, myths, ha l l uc i nations, automatic writi ng. 
This  ro le is  rather d ifferent from that of the cu ltural ana lyst, i nterested in  
the  mak ing and u n making of  common codes and conventions.  Su rrea l 
i sm coup led with ethnography recovers i t s  early vocation as  cr it ical  cu l 
tura l  pol it ics, a vocation lost i n  later deve lopments (Max Ernst devot ing 
h i s  energies to design i ng an  oneir ic double bed for Nelson and Happy 
Rockefe l ler, the genera l production of "art" for the "art wor ld") .  

Ethnography combi ned with surrea l i sm can no longer be seen as the 
empir ica l ,  descri pt ive d imension of anthropology, a genera l  science of 
the human .  Nor is it the interpretat ion of cu l tures, for the planet cannot 
be seen as d ivided i nto d i sti nct, textua l ized ways of l ife . Ethnography cut 
with surrea l i sm emerges as the theory and pract ice of juxtaposit ion .  I t  
stud ies, and i s  part of, the i nvention and i nterruption of mean ingfu l 
wholes i n  works of cu l tura l  i mport-export.  

Two fi na l  examples (parables) of juxtapos ition and invention in the 
modern world system : both ca l l  for an  ethnographic su rrea l i st attitude. 
The fi rst i s  perhaps too fam i l iar. Around 1 905 Picasso acq u i res a West 
Afr ican mask. It is beautifu l ,  a l l  p lanes and cyl i nders .  He d iscovers cub
ism . (Other vers ions of the story locate the epiphany i n  the old "Troca .")  
Much i n k  has been spi l led i n  tryi ng to account for the ro le  of Afr ican 
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scu l ptu re i n  the emergence of cubism . Did P icasso recognize primari ly  
a forma l  affi n ity ?  Was / 'art negre essentia l ly "ra i sonnable," as he once put 
it? Or was he moved-as he i nt imated much l ater-by a quasi-re l igious 
"magic" fe lt  i n  African a rt?  The debate cont inues (see Rub in  1 984b :268-
336 ;  Foster 1 985 : 1 8 1-208) . Whatever insp irat ions and affin ities may be 
retrospectively constructed by and for P icasso it seems c lear  that the ex
otic  objects he co l lected were too l s  su ited for doing speci fic jobs : the 
project i ng cy l i ndr ical  eyes of a Grebo mask, for example, suggest ing the 
sound hole of a meta l guitar construct ion . A cubist so l ution to various 
problems of composit ion wou ld  doubtless have emerged without the 
masks; but the fact that Picasso, Dera in ,  and others noticed and appre
c iated Afr ican artifacts at th is  h i stor ical  moment is s ign ificant. Someth ing 
new was occurr i ng i n  the presence of someth ing exot ic .  It is a common 
process ; for example Monet's house at G iverny overflowed with Japanese 
pri nts . Around · 1 920 when / 'art negre was i n  vogue, an i nquest wou ld  be 
sponsored on the subject . Picasso repl ied i n  a famous sal ly :  "L'art negre ? 
Conna is  pas ! "  I ndeed he had l itt le i nterest i n  Africa per se . There had 
been noth ing  essent ia l ly  negre about the masks he found powerfu l and 
instructive fifteen years ear l ier. They had come in handy for making a 
d ifference. 

My second example comes from the Trobriand I s l ands. It occurs in 
the c lass ic eth nograph ic  fi l m  made by Jerry Leach and Gary Ki ldea in 
col l aborat ion with a local Trobriand pol it ical  movement: Trobriand 
Cricket:  An Ingenious Response to Colonia lism . The gentleman's game, 
brought by Br i t ish m iss ionaries about the t ime Mal i nowski was on the 
scene, has been taken over and made new. Now it i s  l ud ic  warfare, ex
travagant sexual  d i splay, po l it ical  competit ion and a l l iance, parody. 
Someth ing amaz i ng has been concocted from elements of trad it ion, 
bu i ld ing on the m i ss ionaries' game which has been "rubbished," worki ng 
in symbols  drawn from the m i l itary occupation of the i s lands dur ing the 
Second World War. The fi l m  takes us i nto a staged swi r l of bright ly 
pai nted , feathered bod ies, ba l l s, and bats . In  the m idst of a l l  th i s  on a 
cha i r  s i ts the ump i re, ca lm ly  i nf luenc i ng the game with magical spe l l s .  
He i s  chewing bete l nut, wh ich  he shares out from a stash he ld  on h i s  
l ap .  I t  i s  a bright b lue  plastic Ad idas bag. It is  beautifu l .  

Perhaps a n  acquai ntance with ethnograph ic su rrea l ism can he lp us 
see the b lue p lastic Adidas bag as part of the same kind of i nventive 
cu l tura l  process as the African- looking masks that i n  1 907 sudden ly ap
peared attached to the p ink bod ies of the Demoiselles d'Avignon . 
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Dada Data-An Addendum 

One was free to go and stand on another man 's shadow. 

Excerpt from J. H .  M .  C. Boe laars, Headhunters about Themselves : An 
Ethnographic Report from Irian Jaya . Indonesia. The Hague: Marti nus  N i 
joff, 1 98 1 , pp. 67-69.  

Here fo l lows a l i st of  notes about the various parts of  the human body. 

1 .  The ha i r, muku-rumb, was paid attention to when somebody was 
i l l  and d u ring the age ceremony for the ch i ldren . In both cases the ha i r  
was shaved off but  i n  the latter case replaced by ornaments. The ha i r  of 
a captured head was used to decorate spears and to make wa ist-bands, 
qowa, for the great headhunters . 

2 .  The face m ight be pa i nted for celebrations. They made use of a 
butterfly pattern,  rur-dokak. By pai nt ing the parts around the eyes i n  
bright colours the eyes looked l i ke the black dots o n  the wings of a but
terfly. 

3 .  The eyes, kind, may represent a person as is stressed i n  the ad
vice : "The wedd i ng sago shou ld  be given u nder the eyes of the sun ,  
tapaq-kind-kan . "  

4 .  T h e  ear is  assoc iated with us ing one's bra ins .  A stupid person is  a 
person without ears , mono-a in-mbek. The express ion mono-koame, 
there i s  an ear, means,  "we too are able to th i n k." 

5 .  The nose, tamangk, was spec ia l l y  adorned by p ieces of a she l l  
a n d  c laws o f  b i rds .  Tamangk qana, hard nose, i s  a sombre a n d  deter
m i ned face. 

6 .  The mouth , mem, i s  a lways associated with eat ing.  Mem reng
gembak, big  mouth , does not refer to an impudent person but to a gl ut
ton . The mouth has a spec ia l  function in the custom of taking a mouthfu l 
of water and spr i n k l i ng th is  over the face of a person who has lost con
sc iousness. The gestures of putti ng out one's tongue or of spitt ing on the 
ground in front of somebody's feet are i nsu lts, which lead to fights . The 
tongue is a l so said to be a del icacy (j ust as i s  the ba l l  of the thumb) for 
can n i ba l s .  

7 .  Shruggi ng one's shou lders was not an express ion of  ignorance but 
of fear. In the presence of men, women may stand together with hunched 
shou lders as a token of decency, but the men know better. They say, " I f  
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they were a lone with a man, they wou ld a l l  too much l i ke to have sexual  
i ntercou rse." 

8 .  Ch in  rubbing or nose rubbing, as among the Asmat, is not a Jaqaj 
custom of greeti ng.  They used to lay thei r right hand in  the left hand of 
the other, who then c lasped the fi rst man's fingers . Men kiss each other 
on the cheeks but do not k iss any women, not even the i r  own wives. 
Women usual l y  do not k i ss one another. 

9 .  B reath i s  not associated with the notion of spi rit. B reath ing proves 
that somebody is sti l l  a l ive . 

1 0 . Women adorn the i r  upper arms and the place between the 
breasts with scar ifications .  The g i r l s  g lad ly suffered any pa in  in order to 
have these marks. The men are great ly  interested in the breasts, abur, 
and i n  the s ize of the female gen i ta ls ,  jo. The women i n  tu rn gossiped 
about the be l l ies, kandom, and the anuses, mo, of the men . These parts 
of the body a lways tu rned up i n  my l i st of words of abuse. 

1 1 .  Ch i l d ren were not a l lowed to touch the ins ide of their mother's 
th ighs .  The " i nside of the th ighs of h i s  wife" was the pl ace where the 
ancestor Kapaqait took the seeds for p lanti ng vegetables. The pubic ha i r  
of  women and the fibres of the i r  peri nea l bands were smoked in  the 
peace pipe. They sa id that the hymen should rema i n  untouched unti l 
after the fi rst menstruation . Sperm and ur ine cou ld be used as medic ine.  
The myth of Ujoqot re lates how he created a human be ing by smearing 
his sperm on a coconut.  

1 2 . The anus,  mo, had a spec ia l  cover, a tai l ,  ek, of fibres . Whenever 
a man was i l l ,  he wou ld  a lways ask whether he was ly ing decently. To 
touch a man's anus was e ither an appea l to h i s  strength or a very serious 
i nsu lt .  B reak ing wind proved that one had eaten too much . If it happened 
in the presence of men on ly  it did not matter, but in the presence of 
women, espec ia l l y  i n  the presence of one's own wife, it cou ld  be per i l 
ous for them or her. Women i ncurred the r i sk of  be i ng ki l led if they 
looked at the excrements of the i r  husbands. Husbands feared the i r  end
less reproaches about eati ng too much . 

1 3 . The pen is ,  paqadi, or the pubic ha i r  of a man drew less atten
t ion . They d id not wear any shame cover. The term paqadi, penis ,  was 
often heard as an expletive. The most stupid th ing a person cou ld do, 
they sa id,  was to hurt his own anus or pen is .  

1 4 . The fl u id  ooz ing out of a decaying corpse was not used for any 
spec ia l  pu rpose . The on ly  thi ng that happened after a corpse had de
cayed was that ch i ldren were to ld to trample the ground where the bur ia l  
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platform had bee n .  Th is  was done so that they might become the worthy 
successors of the deceased . 

1 5 . Body odour, espec ia l ly  that of the armpits, was bel ieved to have 
a spec ia l  defens ive power aga inst spi rits .  A person 's shadow did not get 
any attention . One was free to go and stand on another man's shadow. 

N OTE S 

1 .  I am gratefu l to Renata Rosaldo for br ing ing Boelaars' l i st to my attention . 
"Borges," he said,  "could not have improved on th is one." 

2 .  Mal i nowski was in terested by what he cal led the "coefficient of wei rd
ness" in cross-cu ltu ra l  descript ions. I t  had always to be ba lanced, however, by 
the "coefficient of rea l i ty." Other ways of l i fe shou ld be made rea l and compre
hensible wh i le at the same t ime preserving a sense of the i r  strangeness and d if
ference. One way of preserv ing th is  strangeness was to inc lude data not fu l ly 
contextua l i zed-random, odd facts, " imponderab i l ia ." Rea l i st ethnograph ies, 
Mal i nowski thought, shou ld mai nta in  a productive ba lance between the coeffi
c ients of wei rdness and rea l ity, leaving readers to c i rcle hermeneutical ly (hap
p i ly) between plaus ib i l ity and surprise,  coherence and smal l bits of data .  But the 
interpretive balance someti mes s l i ps;  and when i t  does, the image of the other 
d is in tegrates in to part ia l  col lections of facts and j uxtaposed statements from het
erogeneous sources. The l i st i ng, select i ng, sort ing processes by which certa i n  
k inds o f  information emerge a s  s ign i ficant become sudden ly vis i ble .  

3 .  Ethnographic l i sts tend to induce reverie, the way Joseph Cornel l 's part i
tioned "hote ls," "habitats," and "museums" do:  b i rds and c locks, star charts, ba l l  
beari ngs, p ipes , body parts . . .  An unexpected beauty can b e  found in  class i fi
cat ions or i n  sentences l i ke "The fl u id  ooz ing out of a decaying  corpse was not 
used for any spec ia l  purpose." "To touch a man's anus was either an appea l to 
h i s  strength or a very serious insu lt ." 

4 .  Boe laars was a m issionary-ethnographer and l i ngu ist (Father of the Sa
cred Heart) for nearly ten years in I ndones ian New Gu inea. 

5. Ethnograph ies generate mu lt ip le read ings. For example Trobri anders are 
free to read Ma l i nowsk i 's accou nts of the i r  cu lture as parodies. By selecting out 
ind iv idua l  sentences from any cu l tu ra l  descript ion, one can eas i l y  produce series 
l i ke Boelaars' . 

6. When the "coeffic ient of wei rdness" floats free from the "coefficient of 
rea l i ty," the resu l t  is a new sort of exot ic ism.  The strangeness that's produced 
does not i nhere i n  the cu lture or world of the peoples represented . Th is  exot ic ism 
is  d ifferent from earl ier varieties-romantic, Orienta l i st, and poetic-for what 
has become i rreduc ib ly  curious is no longer the other but cul tura l  descr ipt ion 
itse l f. 

7 .  "At 1 0  I went to Tegava, where I took pictures of a house, a grou p of 
gir ls ,  and the wasi, and stud ied construction of a new house" (Ma l i nowski 's Tro
briand d iary) . 

8. What's ca l led for, then, is an ethno (GRAPH IC) poetics . . .  



. . . dire, non pas tout crument sa vision, mais par un 
transfert instantane, constant, / 'echo de sa presence. 

-VICTOR SEGALEN, ESSAI SUR L'EXOTISME 

5 .  A Poetics of Displacement: 
Victor Segalen 

THE F 1 R S T  D E T A  1 L E D  account of Pau l  Gaugu in's last weeks was sent to 
Par is  from the Marq uesas by a young naval doctor who had arrived j ust 
too late to meet the great rec luse.  It was a s ign ificant missed rendezvous, 
for Victor Sega len was to become an i m portant contr ibutor to what may 
be cal l ed a postsymbol ist poetics of d isplacement. Th is  poetics, drama
tized by Gaugu in 's fl ight from Europe, had a l ready sent Arthur  R imbaud 
to Abyss in ia .  It wou ld prope l B la i se Cendrars around the globe, Lei r is  to 
Africa, Artaud to the Tarahumaras . The new poetics rejected establ ished 
exot ic isms-those for example of a Pierre Loti-and it d iffered from Pau l  
Claudel 's quest for a profound, " ins ide" Connaissance de / 'est. The new 
poetics reckoned with more troub l i ng, less stable encounters with the 
exotic .  

Born i n  Br i ttany i n  1 878, Segalen voyaged widely i n  Po lynesia from 
1 902 to 1 905 and i n  Ch ina, where he spent nearly five years before h i s  
death i n  1 9 1 9 . A poet, nove l i st, archaeologist, and  trave l writer, Sega len 
part ic ipated in the Par is  l i terary m i l ieu of late symbol ism-but from a 
d i stance. H i s  work i s  hard to define.  An expanded genre of travel l i tera-
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tu re comes c losest but cannot fina l ly  accommodate the fu l l  range .  Sega
len wou ld have been most content to be cal led a writer of exotic i sm;  but 
the word wou ld fi rst need to be c leansed of its myriad connections with 
swayi ng pa lms,  beaches, teem i ng markets, Tibetan monasteries, danger
ous (Afr ican ,  Malays ian ,  Amazon ian)  j u ngles, "the wisdom of the East," 
the pleasures and i ron ies of travel by ra i l  or on sh ipboard , and so forth .  
Sega len redefi nes exotic ism as  an "aesthet ic of  the  d iverse." Th i s  i s  the 
subtit le of h i s  long essay on the subject, begun many times but never 
fi n i shed . I n  it he attacks the pred ictab le  narratives and decor of most 
trave l writ i ng ( Loti is h i s  c h ief target) . H i s  own writi ng subst itutes trou
b l i ng encou nters with the unexpected, the strangely fam i l ia r, the un
formed . Exot ic ism emerges as an extension of his friend J u les de Gau l 
t ier's " Law of Bovaryism " :  i n  Sega len's paraphrase, " Every bei ng in  
conceivi ng of  itse l f  conceives itse l f  as necessari ly other than it i s"  
( 1 978 :23-24) . Making the most of modern anomie, Segalen's exotic ist 
extends and red iscovers an identity by means of a perpetual series of 
detours, of encou nters wi th " le  D ivers." 

H i s  own l ife of travel was an i ncomplete quest for a se l f  among the 
others- i n  Po lynes ia  and, most troub l i ngly, in Ch ina .  By the time he d ied 
at the age of forty-one, wasted by an und iagnosed i l l ness, he had pro
d uced the e lements of a major "exot ic i st" oeuvre, most of i t  unpub l ished .  
Over the years Sega len h a s  enjoyed a secret reputation, nour is :1ed b y  the 
publ ication of new inedits . Recently, with a growing sensit iv ity to the 
epistemologica l  problems of writi ng across cu l tura l  boundaries, Sega
len's med itat ions on h i s  exotic  encounters have acq u i red fresh resonance 
for a wide range of modern cu ltu ra l  studies .  (For d i scussions extend i ng 
h i s  s ign i ficance, see Jamin  1 979 and G i lsenan 1 986 . )  More than twenty 
t i t les are now in print, making it poss ib le  fi na l ly  to perceive the variety 
and development of h i s  writi ng, i ts growi ng reflex ivity, and the troubled 
q uest ion ing of the exot ic ist project. 

A trave ler's phenomenological  "body" can sometimes be rather prec ise ly  
located . Certa i n  writers are happiest with  the v iew and conversation or
gan ized by a compartment on a moving tra i n .  Sau l  Ste inberg l i ked Amer
ica as seen from a Greyhound bus (the old mode l ,  without ti nted gl ass) ; 
it gave h i m ,  he sa id,  a "cava l ier's" perspective. Th is  was c lose to Sega
len's v iewpoi nt, particu lar ly  in Ch ina-a d i stance both aesthetic and po-
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l i t ica l from which to engage the other. Sega len d id not warm to the Chi
nese.  He fe lt none of the insti nctive sympathy and erotic attraction he 
had for Tah it ians.  For aristocratic Ch i nese perhaps; but here he lacked 
soc ia l  access.  Sega len preferred Chi na's monuments and what he cou ld  
i maginative ly  rescue from an imperia l  trad it ion that seemed menaced 
after 1 9 1 0  by mass v io lence, rebel l ion,  and head long modern ization (Se
ga len and Manceron ( 1 985 :92 , 1 20, 1 3 7) .  

Trave l i ng through China (as  portrayed in  h is texts), he seldom looks 
i nto people's i nt imate l ives, l i ke a candid photographer, or rubs e lbows 
with the crowd; he is se ldom face to face with i nd ividua ls .  Sega len often 
seems to be on horseback-wal king, in physical contact with the uneven 
ground, but at a certa i n  height. The mounted trave ler sees out over th ings 
wh i le avoid ing the map maker's command ing overview. In a world of 
gates, porta l s, and courts, the horseman rides through Chi nese p laces 
but without presuming  to be " ins ide Ch i na." He rejects Claudel ian par
t ic ipation, knowledge of the East as co-bi rth ("co-naissance" ) .  Segalen 
does not experience and revea l the deep, h idden truths of Ch ina .  
Mounted and mobi le,  he moves over and around i t s  su rfaces. The sur
faces are complex, loop ing.  

I n  h i s  fi rst book, Les immemoriaux ( 1 907a), Sega len tried rea l i stica l ly to 
evoke i nd igenous experience, what ethnographers of the t ime were be
gi n n i ng to cal l the native point of v iew. Th is  is probably h i s  best-known 
and least characterist ic work. I t  speaks e loquently on behalf  of trad itiona l 
Po lynes ia-and it fa l l s rather too easi ly i nto an elegiac lament for the 
van i sh ing pr im itive. The novel 's standpoint is that of Teri i ,  a recitant, or 
ora l  performer of genea logies and myths.  It begi ns with a cri s i s :  Teri i 
forgets, fa lters i n  the m idst of an important recitation .  Th is  ruptu re of ora l  
trad ition i s  t ied to the  arriva l of European sh ips i n  Tahi t i ,  the presence of 
a new, confus ing power. The novel fo l lows Teri i 's d i sgrace and fl ight, h i s  
travels ,  h i s  encounters with m issionaries; and it ends with a tragic  prog
nos i s :  the death of "Maori Civi l ization ." Les immemoriaux is a rather suc
cessfu l ethnographic novel . Sega len was a sensit ive observer of the cu l 
tura l  situation i n  French Po lynesia around the turn of  the century, and h i s  
d iscri ptions of  trad itiona l  ritua l  are based on the  best scholarsh ip  ava i l 
ab le  a t  the  t ime .  I n  add it ion there is  a happy correspondence between 
Sega len's own symbol ist fasc i nation for the orph ic power of ora l  expres-
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s ian,  the mus ica l  Word, and a Polynes ian emphasis o n  cosmogonic 
speec h .  

And i t's the busi ness o f  the n ight-wa lkers, the haere-po with long mem

ories, to pass on from a ltar to a l tar, from priest to d i sciple the primal  

stories and exploits that must never d ie .  And so as soon as n ight fa l l s  

the  haere-po h urry about thei r task; from every one  of  the d iv ine ter

races, from every marae bu i l t  on the c i rc le of beaches, a monotonous 

murmur r ises in the darkness, mix ing with the howl ing voice of the su rf 

and su rround ing the i s l and with a g i rd le  of prayers. ( 1 907a : l l )  

But  if Les immemoriaux touched a romantic chord among its (Euro
pean)  readers, certa i n  of i ts deepest associat ions may have been prob
lematic for its author. The doomed trad it ion of Polynes ia  is  rendered as a 
sonorous wor ld,  an  environment of spoken and heard int imacies.  Such 
presences were strongly but dangerous ly  attractive to Segalen . One of 
h i s  short fictions, " Dans u n  monde sonore" ( 1 907b) , imagines a man 
who chooses to l ive i n  a darkened room fi l l ed with subt le  sounds, who 
touches and apprehends space acoustica l l y. S ight  i n  th is  world seems 
crude and i ntrus ive. The ta le's protagonist i s  beautifu l ly i nsane . More
over the sonorous world of Les immemoriaux is assoc iated with an i nevi 
tab le  cu l tu ra l  death . I n  Ch ina Segalen moved away from th is  style of  
cu ltural  evocat ion,  but  he  fe l t  a constant nosta lg ia  for the sensuous ab
sorption assoc iated with sound.  H i s  l ast, fragmentary poems were a se
ries of long- l i ned odes-Thibet (he c l ung to the aspi rated spe l l i ng)
songs of the most exotic p lace, a pure, transcendent echochamber 
( 1 979) .  Sega len  never reached Ti bet, the u lt imate, deferred goal  of a l l  h i s  
exped it ions.  

The move from Tah iti to Ch i na was a shift from the sonorous and ora l  to 
the v isua l  and written .  Sega len,  who p layed the piano, composed a bit ,  
and even col laborated with Debussy, fou nd Ch ina  an acoustic desert .  I ts 
mus ic  and song repel led h i m  ( 1 985 : 1 43-1 44) . Ch i nese speech i s  bare ly  
evoked i n  h i s  writ ings, but i n scr iptions-characters, gestu res, arch i tec
ture, pa i nt ings-abound . It  i s  no longer a question of evocation,  of Se
ga len merg ing h i s  voice with that of the other. As he put it in a l etter to 
Debussy, " I n  the end,  I came here looking for neither Europe nor Ch ina 
but  for a v i s ion of Ch ina" (Bou i l ler  1 96 1  : 1 00) . Sega len's other is a con-
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struct of des i re and a manifest fict ion- l i ke its recent ana logue, the "Ja
pan" of Roland Barthes in Empire of Signs ( 1 970) .  

Though he was a scholar and connoisseu r of th i ngs Chinese, Sega
len often portrayed an u ncerta in  rea l ity-mult iform, sh ift i ng, giving way. 
H i s  co l lection of travel observations written i n  1 9 1 0, Briques et tuiles 
( 1 975) ,  i s  a series of d i screte encounters, notes, and prose poems that 
enact the movement of a traveler th rough a country that is, to adapt Bre
ton's phrase, an "eros ion fixe ." H is fasc i nation with ru i ns is a pos it ive 
aesthet ic  of movement and process . Ch ina appears as l i ght su rfaces and 
crumbl i ng forms, wal l s and doors with noth ing beh ind .  Sega len wa l ks
rides-through th i s  cou ntry, entranced by its wooden structures, the de
cay accepted and bu i l t  i n .  (Cou ld  not a French traveler see the same 
today among Cal iforn ia's ru i n s ?) He mocks Eu rope, where stone cathe
dra l s  are bu i l t as i f  for the ages:  "Duration does not come from so l id i ty;  
i mmutabi l ity l ives not i n  your  dwe l l i ngs but i n  you ,  s low men, ongoing 
men ! "  ( 1 975 :47) .  

He  wrote to h i s  friend Henry Manceron : " I  th i nk  I 've h it upon a 
rather sati sfactory formu l a  for the art of Ch inese monuments by s imply 
replac i ng the stas i s  the Egyptians and Greeks have taught us to put  there 
with a k ind of dynamism that must not be str ipped of its perpetua l ly  no
mad ic character. Houses and temples are sti l l  tents and p latforms, j ust 
wait ing for the process ion to depart" ( 1 985 : 9 1  ) .  

Th i s  fee l i ng for the dynamism of  Ch i nese monuments provoked a 
correspond ing movement on the part of the trave ler, abandon i ng any 
fixed p lace of "observation ." From Briques et tuiles (Segalen's e l l i pses 
reg ister the bumpy motion) : 

Palaces, immobi le by accident and agai nst your  nature; l ight construc

tions . . .  can't return you to the swaying of the platform bearers . . .  

I t's I that w i l l  move toward you; and the undulation of my wa lk ing, 

with each of your  courtyards a station, wi l l  retu rn to you the shoulders' 

rhythms and the osc i l lat ions by which you once were animated . I w i l l  

wa l k  to you .  ( p .  32 )  

Sega len's Ch inese landscape is  bare ly stopped motion . Mounta ins are 
"frozen waves ." He rides with fasc i nation over the "ye l low country" of 
the north ( " Image de Ia Ch i ne?" he wonders), a furrowed, cut land, yel 
low dust i n  the  wind and water constant ly mov ing; everyth ing  erodes. 
H is road maneuvers across the l and,  tacki ng to sk i rt each new cave- i n  or 
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alterat ion of a stream's course. Segalen writes the modern experience of 
d isp lacement:  self and other  a sequence of encounters, detours, with the 
stab le  ident ity of each at issue.  

Sega len's C h i na i s  a m u ltiform a l legory, a sou rce of increas ing ly personal  
( i f  carefu l ly equ ivocal )  mean ings .  Steles ( 1 9 1 2) ,  poems written i n  the 
manner of funerary i nscr ipt ions, do not so much trans late a Ch inese cu l 
tura l  content as provide the i r  author with an  i m persona l ,  offic ia l  vo ice, a 
d isgu ise a l lowing h i m  a degree of express ive freedom. Segalen is not 
given to persona l  statements of emotion;  but his Peintures ( 1 9 1 6),  poems 
describ ing a series of Ch i nese pa i nti ngs, are facets of an i nt imate i magi
nation . The "pai nt i ngs" are i nscr ibed on s i l k, porce la in ,  wool ,  water, 
even i n  the a i r  by a moving fan .  Some u n ro l l  as long scro l l s .  I n  the 
opaque gaze of a woman,  the fee l  of a tapestry, the cold su rface of a 
vase, Sega len explores a ga l lery of persona l  fasc i nations and fears . 

The pa int ing that comes next isn't one that hangs h igh up  but i s  

to  be opened with a touch of  thumb and index, l i ke the  ha lf-moon fan 

carried in Autumn and Spring . . .  and actua l ly  i t's ca l led :  

FLYING FAN 

Don't give it  any rest : don't try to inspect it la id out flat, or count 

the ivory i n lays ; but give i t  movement, a lways; stroke the air and se

cret ly, out of the corner of an eye, look into each gentle breath it  sends, 

b i t  by bit  guess at the furt ive scenes : the background, black and sh in

ing .  Sudden ly a batt lement opens:  wings beat : eyes rol l :  a sku l l  caves 

i n :  out comes a pagoda, with a s i ngle spurt spread ing to the open 

sky . . .  

D id  you see i t ?  Fan ,  keep fann ing .  

A figure composes itse lf: a naked monk,  ecstatic .  j ust two eyes 

are left of h i s  enti re body, but they' re very m uch a l ive .  (The rest i s  dry 

or rotted. )  He lets u s  know that what's seen, a lone, is good . Fan, keep 

fann ing  . . .  

Now a wide-open face stares out at you ;  so magical l y  and deeply 

that i t  wi l l  f ix i tse l f  to your  features and may become your face if you 

don't, sti l l  fann i ng, change i t  to something else less question ing :  the 

curved stroke of a Pa inter's horizon; the vast u ndu lation of the sea; 

s low wing-beat of the great rose goose i n  the sky; the gathered, 

str ipped, spare caress of every des i re . . .  Fan ,  keep fann i ng . . .  
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But the painted face evokes itself again ,  with insolence, c learer 

at every turn . I t  gazes from too c lose. What can i t  mean?  Are you 

provoking it? Met anywhere else: what an i ntolerable experience ! L ike 

the appearance of an overly i ns istent friend, l i ke a too-faithfu l regret, 

l i ke a mute wanting to ask a question.  

But we don't i nhabit the true world .  We can reject what offends 

or troubles us, effaced more eas i ly  than a regret, with a quick fl ick of 

the hand . 

36) 

So c lose up your  fi ngers : at once, the face is gone . . . (pp. 34-

The sequence of Ch i nese pa i nti ngs is contro l led by a consciousness 
that moves through an exotic but i nt imate imaginaire. As Sega len wrote 
i n  a letter, "The transfer from the Empire of China to the Empire of the 
se lf  i s  constant" (Bou i l ler 1 96 1  : 1 0) .  Read i ng h i s  later works, one begins 
to suspect why he never fin ished the long-planned essay on exotic ism, 
"an aesthetic of the d iverse." China had confounded the exotic ist's quest 
for d ivers i ty. Sega len's Ch ina  was more d i stant and mysterious than the 
sensuous, acoustica l ly present world of Tah it i . But d i stance and mystery 
wou ld not be paths to " l e  Divers ." They wou ld provoke the end less con
struction of doubles and a l legories of the self. 

Sega len never wrote a coherent theory of his exotic encounters . I nstead 
he engaged i n  a series of writi ng experiments, se lf-conscious fict ional 
excursions that probed and questioned the search for d iversity. Theory, 
as the word's etymology might imply, was i n separable from displace
ment, transfer, and trave l . 

Sega len's nove l Rene Leys ( 1 922) is perhaps h i s  most sustai ned se lf
reflexive work. Th i s  br i l l iant mystery story about the imperia l  Forbidden 
City u nderm i nes the c lassic exotic ist topography of barriers and thresh
olds surroundi ng a "secret ." Rene Leys is  a subtle med itation on depth
truth, its disc losure, and the end less wi l l  to know. The narrator, named 
Sega len (the novel is loose ly based on rea l events he witnessed in  Peking 
dur ing 1 9 1 2 , the last days of the Ch' i ng dynasty), is  obsessed with the 
Forbidden City and with the h idden center of Ch ina,  the emperor. He 
must know everyth ing  possi b le about "The With i n ." (Sega len in fact 
dreamed of writ i ng a large book on Ch ina  as seen by the emperor, Le fils 
du cie/. )  A young Belgian named Rene Leys who has grown up in Peking 
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and is a master of languages (and of ro le p lay ing) serves as i ntermed iary. 
The youth passes i n  and out of the wal led compound, revea l i ng to the 
avid narrator more and more amazing stories of seduction and i ntr igue. 
In an echo of Lot i 's famous seduction of Az iyade, v io lat ing the Turkish 
harem, Rene Leys becomes the secret lover of the empress.  I n  a forbid
den p lace the u l t imate (female) other is  possessed . 

Soon,  however, . th i s  fam i l iar  Orienta l ist d rama goes awry. Segalen's 
knowledge is v icar ious.  He and Rene Leys are doubles, secret sharers. A 
too-i ntimate u nderstanding un ites them, makes them comp l i c it-we are 
led to suspect- i n  the very i nvention and revelation of the exotic 
"With i n ." The narrative begins to u n rave l .  Doubts emerge; stories be
come contrad ictory. We begi n  to question the exi stence of any secret or 
centra l truth i ns ide the palace, a world that emerges as m u lt ifar ious and 
labyri nth i ne,  where no one, espec ia l l y  not the emperor, can know a l l  
that goes on .  A t  the same t i m e  w e  are unable to d ism i ss what w e  hear as 
l ies and fantasy. The story has too much h i stor ical  spec ific ity, fo l l owing 
very c losely  as it does the overthrow of  the empire .  Rene Leys is  f inal ly 
k i l l ed for h is " i ns ide" activit ies : there must have been someth ing;  it can
not a l l  have been made up .  

Rene Leys mainta ins  a subt le u ncertai nty a s  to  what if anyth i ng goes 
on with i n  the pa lace. We are fi na l l y  brought to see the seductive, even 
letha l  force of the narrator's des i re for knowledge, penetration, and d is
closu re .  I ndeed the parable resonates widely :  count less stories of con
cea l ment, reve lat ion,  and i n it iation are structu red by a s im i l a r  des i re that 
pos its secrets i n  order to revea l them, imagi nes an other with a true 
"with i n ." By the end of Rene Leys there are no more u ltimate depths :  the 
searc h  for revelat ions i s  shown to be end less. What remains  are su rfaces, 
m i rrors, doubles-an ethnography of s igns without essent ia l  content. 

Segalen's i maginary detou rs through China wou ld become more and 
more obvious ly persona l .  By  the end of h i s  l i fe the search for d ivers ity 
retu rned h i m  re lent less l y  to h i mself, to h i s  fam i l iar obsess ions . Severa l 
late texts d ramatize th i s  short c i rcu it of " le  D ivers." The death of Sega len 's 
young  confidant i n  Rene Leys s ign ifies, among other th ings,  the end of 
that part of h i s  bei ng that cou ld  " pass" with i n  an exotic Forbidden C ity, 
that cou ld bel ieve i n  the poss ib i l ity of shar ing other l i ves, of erotica l ly 
possessi ng the other, of shedd i ng a given identity. L itt l e  rema ins of the 
exot ic ist project. The nove l 's end ing is i nfused with l uc id sadness, a po i-
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gnant sense of loss . (Perhaps appropr iate ly Segalen's own l i fe wou ld end 
in u ncerta i nty. H is strange fina l  i l l ness, l in ked to a sp i ritual cr is is ,  remains 
obscure.  C laudel wou l d  u rge h im toward a reconc i l iation with Catho l i 
c i s m ,  without success . Rumors o f  su ic ide pers ist. )  

Segalen's last fin i shed work was Equipee ( 1 929) ;  the  tit le means 
someth ing bet-.veen "trek" and "escapade ." It records his longest archae
ological expedition, j ust before the F i rst World War, a journey that ap
proached but d id not cross i nto Tibet. Subtit led "Voyage au pays du ree l ," 
Equipee i s  Sega len's most d i rectly  personal  work of travel writi ng .  The 
fi rst-person s i ngu lar  preva i l s .  But th i s  je is  far from s imple :  i t  moves 
th rough the Ch inese l andscape in two d i st inct registers .  Equipee records 
a permanent a l ternation bet\.veen " imaginary" and " real"-"betv·:een the 
summit  conquered by a metaphor and heights arduously gained by the 
legs" (p. 1 2 ) ,  bet\.veen what one seeks and what i s  grasped . Th i s  i s  not 
s imply a matter of i l l us ion versus  rea l ity or of "menta l "  aga inst "phys ica l "  
events . Rather i t  i s  a process of  des i re, a forever-unsatisfied quest for 
d ivers ity constitut ing the body and subjectivity of the traveler. 

I n  the mounta inous l andscapes of the south , so d istant from the 
world around Pek ing, Segalen u n learns much of what he knew of Ch ina .  
But he seldom descr ibes the p laces a11d people he meets, as  if they cou ld 
be held at a d i stance, p ictu red i n  deta i l .  Equipee provides i nstead a sub
jective rhythm-the perceptions and fee l ings of a body mov ing through 
a space that i s  both rea l and vis ionary. I f  at times it i s  unc lear whether 
what i s  evoked is an externa l  perception or a dream, the narrat ive sti l l  
preserves a n  i rreduc ib le  concreteness. Th i s  qua l i ty i nheres i n  i ts beauti
fu l ly articu lated steps-the variable stages of the journey, each a negoti
ation with the rea l . 

For Sega len true d ivers ity is not what has been preceded as exotic 
or "Ch i nese" but rather the sensations and desi res that surprise h i m  and 
seek h i m  out. In the mou nta ins  near Tibet the exhausted narrator of Equi

pee fina l ly encounters the Autre, spel led now with a capital A-the end 
of h i s  long " i n it iation au ree l "  (p. 1 2 1 ) . This  Other sends h im back on h is 
tracks. Met on the path a strangely fam i l iar  man, blond, fifteen years 
younger, wander ing,  " ready for anyth i ng, ready for other p laces, ready 
to l ive other poss ib i l i t ies . . . .  " Victor Segalen starting out for Tah it i . 

I 

A 
Is Segalen's quest for d ivers ity fina l l y  trapped by a fie ld of subjective 
desi res ? Yes and no. H is writing departs in  search of the Diverse, only to 
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confront the Same i n  new gu i ses . Each t ime, however, there i s  a sma l l  
difference. Segalen encounters doubles a n d  reflections, but the m i rrors 
are never perfect. A d isplacement occurs .  By the end of h i s  career the 
se lf, not the other, has become exotic .  It is th i s  open ing of a fissu re in the 
subj ect, however s l ight-a passage in t ime, a su rpri s ing  angle of v i 
s ion-that const itutes " le  Divers ." 

Sega len sometimes writes i n  stereotypic terms about the tropics.  I n  
a l etter from C h i n a  he dreams o f  a retu rn to Po lynes ia ,  remem bering its 
sensuous ease : "The who le i s land came to me l i ke a woman. And i ndeed 
woman out there gave me gifts that whole countries can't give anymore 
. . . I knew caresses and rendez-vous, l i berties that req u i red noth
i ng  more than a vo ice, eyes, a mouth , and lovely ch i l d ish words" 
( 1 985 : 1 06) . Th is  v is ion of the other as fem in ized and ch i ld ish  is  an ob
vious projection . The exotic is  domesticated to male yearn i ng .  

Even fam i l ia r  Orienta l i st v is ions refract strange ly  in  Segalen . He 
presses h i s  des i re to  an i m possib le l im i t  and thus  to  its poss ib le  subver
s ion . Sexua l  possession and easy erot ic ism are not h i s  u lt i mate goa ls .  H i s  
"veritable amoureuse" i s  a young gi r l , a v i rgi n :  "My Essai sur l 'exotisme 
wi l l  say it :  the young girl i s  farthest from us, thus  i ncomparably precious 
to al l  devotees of the D iverse" (pp. 1 06-1 07).  The most d istant, i nacces
s ib le ,  tabooed obj ect provokes h i s  strongest des i re, a des i re that does not 
a im  at penetrat ion or possess ion .  I n  1 9 1 2  he wrote from Tientsin that h i s  
wife wou ld soon b e  givi ng bi rth to " a  ch i ld  I hope wi l l  b e  o f  the fem i n i ne 
sex, for pure reasons of exotic ism" (p .  1 1 9) .  Segalen's exot ic "amou
reuse" was not s imply  the ch i ld ish woman of color, of the harem, Rene 
Leys's empress, the y ield ing  female,  a forbidden p lace to be entered . Th i s  
object was more com plex.  

What fol lows i s  another 

REFLECTION I N  TH E EYES 

of a g i r l ,  p la in ly;-th i s  ha i r  sty le,  th i s  carriage !  Even these eyes looking 

stra ight at you and me . . .  or perhaps over our shou lders i nto the 

space beh i n d ?  ( Don't turn around . )  

Th i s  face reveal s  no emotion .  The del icate brow is  smooth ; the 

eyebrows sedately  arched ; the l ids pursed or open . . .  look aga in :  

th i s  chaste curve of  the  shou lders, and  the  hands c lasped around the 

stomach from decency and a good education, as if for a bow she's 

about  to make, or to h ide an encumbering pregnancy. A l l  i n  a l l ,  a great 

puri ty. 



1 62 D I S P L A C E M E N T S  

Sti l l ,  you 'd l i ke to know what vis ion o r  turn of m ind gives her 

whole young body th i s  d iscreet demeanor . . .  

Very wel l !  Look her stra ight i n  the eyes, as she seems to be doing 

to us .  I f  the Pa inter i s  equal  to the masters (to the one who enclosed in  

the  pupi l  of  a cowherd the  perfect image of  a cow, with spots, h ide, 

and halter), if  the Painter has been ski l led and c lever, the REFLECTION 

I N  THE EYES should conta in  everything they see or dream. So gaze in to 

them, from very c lose . . .  

Oh-th i s  m i n ute m i rage, marvelous and magica l l y  enclosed in 

the sh in ing l i tt le sh ie ld ! Accord ing to the commentary, we d iscern 

"two g i rls ,  naked from breast to foot, one on the knees of the other 

who crad les and caresses her." (We can even d ist inguish the finger

t ips ! )  What integrity in the Pain ter's craft !  So this is  the scene the pure 

face reflects, decently contemplates . 

But  the eyes are sti l l  r iveted to our own . So what's the source of the 

reflection ? 

Our own eyes? The space beh i nd us?  ( 1 9 1 6:4 1-43) 

The last l i ne of "Reflection in the Eyes" suggests a cruc ia l  uncer
ta inty. Does Segalen see in  the maskl i ke face someth i ng of h i s  own 
psyche projected , its "deep" wishes, a perverse unconscious revea led ?  
Or does h e  d iscern someth ing h idden b y  the gesture of turning toward 
that part icu lar  face, the act of posit ion i ng a se lf  vi s-a-vis an other? Is the 
se lf  composed of i nner depths or of specific encounters with a l terity that 
produce areas of b l indness and potentia l i nsight? Understood psycholog
ica l l y, the imagined pa i nti ng reflects repressed fee l i ngs about sexual ity. 
The on looker sees on ly  what is a l ready i n  h i s  own eyes, and the other 
becomes a screen for projected des i res . Segalen's vis ion of two naked 
g i r l s  is a c l iche of pornograph ic  voyeur ism.  

We are left, however, with a question rather than a revelat ion. The 
scene's poss ib le  d i sp lacement suggests that the pai nt ing regi sters not a 
psych ic  project ion but someth ing h idden "beh ind" the se lf i n  the spec if ic 
act of imagi n i ng an  en igmatic woman . In  his turn toward a fem i n i ne 
other the heterosexual  male turns away from lesbian erotic i sm.  What i s  
occu l ted i s  not a phantom or h idden des i re but  the rea l  poss ib i l i ty of  a 
female sexual ity i ndependent of the male .  G l impsed as a reflection in  the 
other's eyes, th is  i magined reality confuses the domi nant h i storica l cate
gory : woman as oppos ite sex, mystery, and object of man's des i re .  The 
heterosexual exot ic wavers . 
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Sega len 's program of exotic ism is a fa i l u re .  There is no escape; nei
ther i s  there a stable home. The fa i l u re enacted in  Segalen's poetics of 
d isp lacement is both an epitome and a crit ique of the wh ite man's re
lent less quest for h i mself. 

Postface 

Severa l years ago, wh i l e  doing arch ival research on the h i story of 
ethnographic photographs, I found in a f i le  a face that stuck l i ke "an 
overly ins i stent friend, l i ke a too-fa ithfu l regret, l i ke a m ute wanti ng to 
ask a question ." No amount of fl ipp ing through other fi les-cou ntless 
i mages of I nd ians,  Afr icans, Melanesians, Eskimos-could fan this face 
away. Nor cou ld I penetrate its fixed, eloquent s i lence. 

The arch ive's caption records an " lgorot Man" (brought from the 
Ph i l i pp i ne H igh lands to be exh ib ited at the 1 904 World's Fa i r  in St. 
Lou is) . I f  we look i ntimate ly i nto th is  face, what d i stu rbances appear 
beh ind ?  (Don't turn around . )  



Igorot man, Philippines, exhibited at the 1 904 St. Louis 
World's Fair. 



Guinee, de ton cri, de ta main, de ta patience 
il nous reste toujours des terres arbitraires. 

-AIME CESAIRE 

6. Tell about Your Trip: 
Michel Leiris 

L' A F R I Q U E  F A N T O M E i s  a monster :  533 dense pages of ethnography, 
trave l d ia ry, self-exp loration,  "onei rography." Take the book's prif�re d'in
serer, a pub l ic ity flyer s l i pped between the pages of the fi n i shed work. 
Throughout his career Miche l  Le i r i s  has cu lt ivated this microscopic 
genre:  the cool  essay that describes a book to which it i s  both i ntimate ly  
and bare ly  attached, l ead ing or m i s lead ing its readers, perm itt ing the 
writer to cover his tracks . Of late the priere d'inserer has come to be 
pri nted on the back, or jacket f lap, of pub l ished books-an immobi l i
zat ion Lei r i s  regrets . That of the fi rst ed it ion of L'Afrique fantome ( 1 934) 
was a loose sheet : 

S ick of h i s  l ife i n  Paris, v iewing travel as poetic  adventure, a 

method of concrete knowledge, an ordea l ,  a symbol ic  way to stop 

growi ng o ld ,  to deny t ime by cross i ng space, the author, i nterested i n  

eth nography for the  va lue  he gives that science i n  the  clar ification of 

human relat ions, jo ins  a scientif ic exped it ion crossing Afr ica. 

What does he fi nd ? 
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Few adventu res, research that i n it ia l ly  excites h im but soon re

veal s  i tse l f  too inhuman to be sat isfy ing, an i ncreased erotic obsession, 

an emotional void of growing proportions. Despite h i s  d i staste for c iv

i l ized people and for the l i fe of metropol itan cit ies, by the end of h i s  

jou rney he yearns for the return .  

H i s  attempted escape has been a complete fa i l u re, and anyway 

he no longer bel ieves in the value of escape. Even with capita l ism's 

increasing tendency to render a l l  true human contacts i mpossible, isn't 

it with in  his own c iv i l ization that a Westerner can find opportun it ies 

for self-rea l ization at the emotional level ? In any case he wi l l  learn 

aga in  that here as everywhere e lse man cannot escape h i s  i solation : 

the resu l t  bei ng that he wi l l  start out aga in ,  one day or another, caught 

up in new phantoms-but this time without i l l us ions.  Such is  the 

schema of the work the author would perhaps have written if, con

cerned above a l l  to offer as objective and s i ncere a document as pos

s ib le, he had not stuck to h i s  travel notebook, publ ish i ng it as is .  

Th is  schema i s  perceptible, at least i n  latent form, throughout a 

journal i n  which are noted, pel l -me l l ,  events, observations, fee l ings, 

dreams, ideas. 

It's up  to the reader to d iscover the germs of a com ing to con

sc iousness atta i ned only wel l  after the return, wh i le  at the same time 

fol lowing the author among peoples, s i tes, viciss itudes from the Atlan

t ic to the Red Sea . ( Le i r i s  1 966a:54-55)  

The priere d'inserer i s  unbound, ne ither preface nor conc lus ion,  
written for readers without the t ime to read-journal ed i tors, booksel lers, 
d istr i butors, rev iewers. (The customs agents of genre :  where to place th is  
awkward Afrique ?) And for the cu rious turners of pages a sma l l  sheet 
fl utteri ng out i nto wastebaskets . The author describes pages dest ined for 
anonymous readers : a chance to start them on the ri ght track, to te l l  what 
(whom) the book i s  about, to give the pages, fi na l ly, a subject. A last 
chance to say what was being said,  to evoke a schema, the story he'd 
intended to write .  (But this author describes the story he had not i ntended 
and that he refused to write . )  A chance to begin writ ing aga i n  . . .  

F ifty years later, wi th the he lp  of a new i ntroductory explanation and 
yet another " Preambu le," i t  i s  sti l l  hard to know what to make of the 638 
entr ies of th i s  book that isn't one:  " It's up to the reader to d i scover the 
germs of a com ing to consc iousness atta i ned only we l l  after the retu rn, 
wh i l e  at the same t ime fol lowing the author among peoples, s i tes, v ic is-
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s itudes . . .  " An i m poss i b le double read ing :  for if we keep i n  m i nd the 
narrative shape offered (a lways) by h i ndsight, we cannot fo l low the jour
na l 's mu lt id i rect ional  perip lus ;  and if we do give ourselves to these ad 
hoc wanderi ngs, then the creation of any story to account for them be
comes problematic .  The author refuses to narrate the scraps of experi
ence, pub l i sh ing  them te l que/, in chrono logica l series-as if  th i s  cou ld 
solve the u lt imate d i lemma of giv ing publ ic form to persona l  experiences 
without betray ing thei r pecu l iar  l ived authenticity. Lei r i s  to reader :  
"Warn i ng-th is  book i s  u n readable ." 

" . . .  as object ive and s incere a document as poss ib le ." L 'Afrique 

fantome wi l l  not amass its objects as if they were art i facts desti ned for 
wait i ng m useu m  cases . I ts ethnographic co l lecti ng is without c lear 
gu idel i nes, aesthet ic or scientific .  Nor can its pages reflect an authorita
tive v iewpo i nt or adopt a d i spass ionate tone : they must contrad ict one 
another. And they wi l l  be strange ly  meticu lous :  "My boots are m uddy, 
my ha i r  long, my na i l s  d i rty. B ut I enjoy th is  fi l th, where everyth i ng I love 
becomes so pure and d istant" (p .  287) .  By excess of subjectivity, a k ind 
of object ivity is guaranteed-that (paradoxica l l y) of a personal  ethnog
raphy. The rea l i st i magination , fabricator of the vraisemblab/e, is refused 
in favor of an i m poss ib ly  s i ncere record of the rea l : perceptions, moods, 
facts. 

In Africa Leir is  beg ins  to keep field notes on h imse l f, or more pre
c ise ly  on an u ncerta i n  existence. These notes, on carefu l ly col lated 
cards, wi l l  form the data for L 'age d'homme (Manhood, trans lated by 
Richard Howard) and four  vo l u mes of La regie du jeu : not autobiogra
ph ies but col lections of "facts and i mages which I refused to exploit by 
letti ng my imagination work on them; in other words, the negation of a 
nove l .  To reject a l l  fables . . .  noth ing  but these facts and a l l  these facts" 
( 1 946 : 1 56) . 

" R ien que ces fa its ." " B ut a voyage must be told .  It cannot be a heap 
of observations, notes,  souven i rs-the pieces are d isp layed in se
quences . A jou rney makes sense as a "com ing  to consciousness" ; its 
story hardens arou nd an identity. (Te l l  us about you r tri p ! )  B ut what if one 
refuses to tel l ?  ( L i ke every ch i ld Lei r is has learned to tel l  a proper story. 
What d id  you do i n  schoo l ?  No, i t's not i mportant to say j ust what hap
pened , that you went  to the c lassroom, that it was hot and bor ing, there 
were fl ies, you sharpened you r  penc i l ,  went to the b lackboard . And you 
don't have to recal l a l l  the l itt le th i ngs that were love ly  or that set you on 
edge : a bi rd's wing through the wi ndowpane, an ugly tu rd in the lava-
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tory. ) "F rom the start, writ ing th i s  jou rna l ,  I 've struggled against a poison : 
the idea of publ icat ion" ( 1 934 :2 1 5 ) .  

Wou ld i t  be  enough to retu rn from Africa, l i ke Conrad's Marlow, with 
only a s i ngle potent word ? What sorts of erasu res, l i es, are necessary to 
make an acceptable story? Or cou ld one outmaneuver narrative and 
somehow tel l a l l ,  transcrib ing  with equal  rigor the boring, the pass ionate, 
the in terest ing, the u nexpected , the bana l ?  Another way of te l l ing :  as if a 
thousand snapshots cou ld testify to the rea l i n  the i r  own way : this was . 
c;a a ete. Et r;a, r;a, r;a . "To be i n  facts l i ke a ch i ld .  That's where I 'd  l i ke to 
get" ( 1 934 :234) .  Desi re for a regress ion to existence before the need to 
col lect oneself, to account for th i ngs and one's l ife . 

But L 'Afrique fan tome portrays the su rrea l i st-ethnographer en
meshed i n  writi ng- h i mself through the others . Toward the end of an 
i ntense period of research on zar possess ion in Eth iopia, a sacrifice is 
made spec i fica l ly for Lei r is .  His jou rna l records that he tasted the blood 
of the an i mal but d id  not perform the gourri, the dance of the possessed . 
We see h i m  seated among the zar adepts, the room th ick with i ncense, 
sweat, and perfume. H i s  head is smeared with butter, and-as requ i red 
by ritua l-the dead an ima l 's entra i l s  are co i led around h i s  brow. He does 
not, however, i nterrupt h i s  note tak i ng. 

Le ir i s  holds the superb t it le of "secretary-archiv ist" for the Dakar-Dj ibouti 
m i ss ion . As such he is  expected to produce a h i story of the exped ition 
and its h i storic cross i ng of the Dark Conti nent; but this story is, i n  effect, 
a l ready i nscr ibed before he has taken down a s ingle note or written out 
his fi rst identi fication card for one of the 3 , 600 objects the m ission wi l l  
acq u i re .  A narrative i s  i m pl ic i t  i n  the very name of the undertaking:  Mis
s ion Dakar-Dj ibouti . Mission functions as an a l l-purpose term for any 
redemptive colon ia l  errand, whether m i l itary, evangel ica l ,  educationa l ,  
med ica l ,  or ethnographic (see Barthes 1 979) . I t  suggests hundreds of 
other voyages, a l l  of them heroic ,  confident gestures of a stable subject 
who conquers, instructs, converts, decribes, adm i res, represents . . .  
other people and the i r  wor lds.  

"Ne v is itez pas ! ' Exposition Colon ia le" (surrea l i st s logan of 1 93 1  ) .  
J ust as the Dakar-Dj i bouti team is preparing for i ts departu re, an 

enormous panoply of exotic worlds is  being la id out i n  the boi s  de Vi n
cennes. Pav i l ions from a l l  the colon ies,  costumes, statues, masks, cur i -
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osit ies of every sort, "savage dances" rega le  the trave ler i n  a l and of wel l 
ordered enchantment. Offic ia l  marked paths lead the vis itor without 
confus ion from one outpost of progress to the next-I ndoc h i na, French 
West Africa, Madagascar, New Ca ledon ia, Gu inea, Mart i n ique, Re
u n ion .  A h i story of the Miss ion Dakar-Dj ibouti ,  the one Lei r i s  is expected 
to write, of an exped it ion pass ing through th i rteen African countries of 
wh ich ten are under French dom i nation r isks appear ing to be th is  k ind of 
series. 

Then Eth iopia,  never colon ized, i nterrupts the exped it ion's smooth 
progress and provokes the longest, most troubled pages from the pen of 
its secretaire-archiviste. Here the m ission encounters the fi rst ser ious ob
stac les to its authority; it must a l ter i ts course, make the best of a tense 
po l i t ical  s i tuation . At Gondar Leir is  grapples with the sh i ft ing ro les, de
ceptions; and u ndomesticated erot ic ism of h i s  work with the zar adepts ; 
and he loses for good whatever sh reds remain  of the confidence needed 
to shape an authoritative story about Afr ica.  The narrative imp l ied in the 
m i ss ion's name u n rave l s  i n  the day-to-day ephemera of h i s  journa l . 

To be replaced by what? Le i r i s  has for some t ime been strugg l ing  
aga inst certa i n  narrative pos it ions, standpoi nts fi rm ly ass igned to whites 
in the colon ies, whatever the i r  personal  po l it ical  or aesthetic proc l ivit ies.  
Early in the tr ip at a performance of drumming and dancing :  " I  remain 
for a moment, lost i n  the crowd, then , see ing that a seat i s  reserved for 
me bes ide the adm i n i strator, I dec ide, with many hes itat ions, to take it" 
( 1 934 : 32 ) .  

I f  the  co lon ia l  standpoint can  be  recogn ized and ,  to a degree, held 
at a d i stance, others are less percept ib le .  I t  i s  not u nt i l l ate in the voyage 
that Le i ri s  breaks with the a l ternative, l i bera l stance offered by scienti fic 
ethnography, a d iscu rs ive pos it ion that "understands" Africa, its peop les, 
and its cu l tures, i n  the i r  own terms if  poss ib le .  Ethnography studies its 
objects sympathet ica l ly, systematical ly. " I ntense work, to which I g ive 
myself  with a certa i n  ass iduousness, but without an ounce of pass ion . I 'd  
rather be possessed than study possessed people, have carna l  knowledge 
of a 'zari ne,' rather than sc ient ifica l ly  know a l l  about her. For me, ab
stract knowledge wi l l  never be anyth ing but a second best" ( 1 934 : 3 24) .  

Sti l l  another pos it ion from which ,  confident ly, to te l l  a story is  of
fered by the voyager who goes native and returns to evoke i n itiat ion, loss 
of self, terror, en l ightenment. Before leav ing for Africa Lei r is  had been 
impressed by Wi l l iam Seabrook's adventu re story of Hai tian voodoo, The 
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Magic Island (trans lated in to French i n  1 929) .  Seabrook appears i n  a pho
tograph bes ide a voodoo a ltar with a cross in blood on h i s  brow, the s ign 
of h i s  i n it iation . Le i r i s  rereads the traveler's fantastic African tale  Les se
crets de Ia jungle ( 1 93 1 )  dur ing an in term i nable delay at the border of 
the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan .  Aga in  he is seduced by th is  " rather bri l l i ant 
fantasy" ( 1 934 :202) .  But a certa i n  pudeur always seems to restra i n  Lei r i s ,  
who,  i n  any event, appears to derive as  much i nspi ration from Notes and 
Queries on Anthropology (read i ng W. H. R. R ivers on Freud's and j ung's 
theories of dreams, he i s  gu ided i n  h i s  ongo ing se lf-ethnography) and 
from Pickwick Papers, found by chance in a guest house. 

Stuck at the Eth iopian border, read ing whatever turns up  and scr ib
b l i ng to fi l l  the t i me, Le i r i s  becomes preoccupied with the kind of narra
tive he is col lect i ng. Which of a l l  the poss ib le  enunc iative posit ions 
shou ld the rel uctant h istorian adopt and which avoid?  How not write the 
travelogue, the adventure story, the grand reportage, the utopia, the p i l 
gr image, the  ecstatic (or i ron ic)  access to  wisdom, the ethnograph ic  fable 
of rapport, the h u man ist rite of passage, the scientif ic myth of d i scovery, 
the quest (for woman,  for the bizarre, for sufferi ng, for art, for renewal ,  
for an authentic voice) ? We come across l i sts of " imagerie africa i ne" (to 
be forgotten)-Prester john,  death of Livi ngston, Fachoda, R imbaud, 
Kitchener, Raymond Rousse l 's Impressions d'Afrique, " les amazones de 
Behanz in"  . . .  (p. 294) . 

Lei r i s  passes the s lack  days drafti ng prefaces (two of which appear 
in the m idst of L 'Afrique fantome) . In add it ion to issues of genre and 
narrative form he worries about pr i nc ip les of i nc l usion and exc l us ion.  
He defends a r igorous subjectiv i ty, the r ight (the duty) to record the 
course of a d ream or  a bowel movement-along with observations of the 
loca le ,  events of the m i ss ion,  and scientific i nqu i ries .  He wi l l  leave h i s  
text open to  objective chance, record i ng whatever ideas, problems, or 
fantas ies i m pose themselves. 

Leir is conti nues to search ,  however, for a satisfactory way of tel l i ng-of 
col lecti ng and d i splayi ng-an exi stence. The l ast pages of L'Afrique fan
tome conta i ns a sketch for a nove l center ing on a patent a l ter ego, a 
character named after Axel Heyst from Conrad's Victory. Heyst enacts 
Le i ris '  various sexua l  obsessions and fears-his worries about the immi
nent return to Europe, reun ification with h is  wife, the eternal problem of 
measur ing up  to an obscu re, pun it ive standard of manhood . The convo-
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l ut ions of the p lot are i ntrigu i ng, i f  i nconc lusive (pp. 499-504) . More 
i mportant is the imp l ic i t  narrat ive model for the work, wh ich prefigures 
lei r is' later l i terary product ions.  

The nove l 's projected form owes less to Conrad's Victory than to 
Heart of Darkness, a tale leir is  much adm i red (p.  1 96) . l ike Conrad he 
portrays the death of a mysterious colon ia l  figure (HeysUKurtz) as seen 
by a second character ( " le  docteur" /Marlow) who pieces together h i s  
story from fragments-letters, documents, hearsay, and  an e l us ive per
sona l  contact. Once a p laus ib le  account of the protagon ist's death is es
tab l i shed, the second figu re fabricates a fa l se vers ion for use in a partic
u la r  context where it wi l l  be bel i evable.  The enacted process of 
col l ect ing and tel l i ng a personal  story becomes itse lf the focus of narra
tion . lei ris '  novel out l i ne i nc l udes the laborious documentation of a l ife 
story, the lie of any s i ngle vers ion of it ,  and the i nterp lay of character, 
writer, and aud ience i n  its m ise en scene. 

A theatr ical  concept ion of the subj ect appears l ater i n  Lei r is' schol
ar ly reckon ing  with h i s  zar research ,  its ambiguous, d i stu rbi ng p lay of 
ro les :  La possession et ses aspects theatraux chez les Ethiopiens de Con
dar ( 1 958) .  I ndeed his l i terary works a lways manifest their "aspects thea
traux," giv ing  frequent gl impses beh i nd the scene of writ ing.  Leir is '  prac
tice resem bles that of a d i sc i p l i ned actor, comb in ing s imu ltaneous ly 
d i ss i m u lat ion and s incerity i n  a quest for presence that never q u ite 
comes off. 

Th is  d isci p l i ne is  v i s ib le  in the sequel to L 'Afrique fantome. Man
hood ( 1 946) adopts a narrative form that successfu l l y  draws on both the 
i nt imate jou rna l and the nove l i st ic fiction wh i l e  fa l l i ng i nto neither gen re .  
I n  t he  book's fi rst priere d'inserer ( i nserted in  a later prefatory essay, "On 
literature Considered as a B u l lfight") the author st i l l  seeks a way to 
"speak of h i mse l f  with a maxi m u m  of l uc id i ty and s i ncerity." He does th is  
paradoxica l l y, though,  by avoid ing  forms that present themselves as 
expressions of a se lf-reve latory subject. Le i ri s  turns our attention away 
from an authentic voice to " I ' objet fabrique," a b latant self-creat ion that 
he offers, dead pan, to the publ ic .  Manhood, a novel of education,  ends 
with the emergence not of an  identity but of a personage . It stops short, 
u nfi n i shed, with words q uoted from a dream : "I expla in  to my m istress 
how necessary it is to construct a wa l l  around oneself  by means of 
c loth i ng." 

The "s i ncerity" Le i r i s  seeks has as l i tt le to do with the romantic no
t ion of confess ion (an u nmediated true speech) as the "objectivity" he 
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cu lt ivates has to d o  with scientific detachment. I n  each case the author 
seems to accept a ru le of pub l ic  comportment but then, by press ing it 
rigorous ly, e laborate ly to its l im it, exposes the proceed ing as yet another 
ruse of a subjectivity in process, forever te l l ing and rete l l i ng itself. 
("Ruse" is  not qu i te right, for there is  a lways another turn by which Lei ri s  
convinces us somehow of the s impl ic ity of the undertaking. )  "The undis
s imu lated use of rhetoric," Leir is '  ph rase appl ied to Raymond Queneau 
(preface to Contes et propos, 1 98 1 ) ,  describes equal ly  his own narrat ive 
constructions of and around h i msel f-clothes that make the man . 

L'Afrique fantome, stubborn ly na ive, holds off acceptable forms of 
narrative wh i le  h i nt ing at the i r  necessity ( in  its priere d'inserer) . Manhood 
goes beyond the journa l 's anti narrative, the mere ly  chronologica l col lec
tion of c itat ions and snapshots . It constructs its story, Le i ri s  te l l s us, on 
the model of photomontage ( 1 946 : 1 5 ) .  This  arranged anthology of the 
se lf st i l l  cu lt ivates a photographic viewpoi nt-a documentary, quasi
sc ientif ic, but a l so su rrea l tone .  There i s  no attempt-as in the anti
rhetoric of romanticism-to speak without art ifice or from the heart .  Lei r
is's "objective," "s incere" stance obsessively reveal s  itse l f  as an effect of 
sty le, largely through a systematica l l y  c l umsy and compl icated staging of 
the text for which the various e laborate explanations, supplementary 
notes, h idden prefaces, and prieres d'inserer are props. 

What is most i nexpl icable about L 'Afrique fantome, however, i s  not 
its awkwardness, i ts dada ideas of data, its refusa ls ,  even its boredom (a 
form of disponibilite) . Nor is  i t  the persistent d i sappointment that the 
journal enacts . ( I f  someth i ng l u m i nous occurs ,  it tends qu ickly to appear 
as a shabby spectac le,  a commerc ia l  transaction,  a fu rther occasion for 
ambivalence, depress ion,  and so on . )  After Conrad we are accustomed 
to the tristes tropiques with the i r  fables of d i senchantment. What rema ins  
most i nexpl i cable is  the strange ch i ld l i ke i nnocence emergi ng somehow, 
each t ime, after experience. It is incred ib le  that Lei ris keeps on writi ng, 
and that we keep on read ing, d i pping in and out of these pages . Yet every 
day the jou rna l 's scrupulous entries appear-long, short, e laborate, 
terse-each promis ing that something wi l l  somehow happen and that 
soon we w i l l  see what the re lent less ser ies is lead ing to. We never do. 
No moment of truth : Afrique fant6me i s  only a pen starti ng up  each day. 

We recal l  afterward the i ntens ities, the confrontations, the inc idents 
of self-doubt, the d iatri bes agai nst colon ia l ism and eth nography, as if 
they marked a thread, the progress of the ta le .  We forget a l l  the ti ny 
beg inn ings, entries : "Coup de theatre sur  coup de theatre" . . .  "S lept 



T E L L  A B O U T  Y O U R  T R I P :  M I C H E L  L E I R I S  1 73 

bad l y" . . .  " I ntense work, to which I g ive myself  with a certa i n  ass idu-
ousness" . . .  "We're bored , a l l  of us" . . .  "The masks' mothers used to 
be offered human sacrifices; th i s  is Tabyon's story" . . .  " Departu re from 
Bordeaux at 5 : 50 P . M . " . . .  "Another n ight at Mal kam Ayahou's" . . .  
"We're approach ing  Malaka l .  Green grasses. Yel low grasses ." 

Le i ri s' l i fe of writi ng combi nes an acute sense of the fut i l i ty of ex is
tence with a tenac ious des i re to sa lvage its meaningfu l deta i l s-quota
t ion, percept ion,  memory. He retu rns to h i s  fie ld notes . H i s  1 98 1  work, 
Le ruban au cou d'Oiympia, adopts once aga in  a fragmentary form
col l ected textua l  evidences of an existence. I ts priere d'inserer records a 
double goa l :  "for a moment, to g ive the protagon i st of th is  sort of, some
times open sometimes d i sgu i sed , pub l ic  confession the i ntox icated feel 
ing of l iv i ng a second l ife; to make the rece iver perce ive what, speaking 
of an actor and h i s  p lay [son jeu) he'd ca l l  'presence .' " 

Priere d'inserer-loose somewhere between the written book, the 
des i red reader. Starti ng up .  The next Leir is  . . .  

L 'Afrique fantome begins  a writ i ng process that wi l l  end less ly pose and 
recompose a n  identity. I ts poetics i s  one of i ncompletion and process, 
with space for the extraneous. I nterrupti ng the smooth eth nographic story 
of an access to Africa, it u nderm i nes the assumption that se lf  and other 
can be gathered i n  a stable narrative coherence. Le i ris'  strange, open
ended "book" may be s ituated with i n  a new, heterogeneous h i stor ical  
s ituation .  Le i r i s  wou ld become a fr iend of A i me Cesai re i n  the cruc ia l  
decade after the Second World War, when surrea l i sm, as cu ltural
po l it ical cr it ic i sm,  returned to its native land,  Paris, but now speaking 
the accents of negritude. (Le i r i s  was perhaps the fi rst professional ethnog
rapher to name and ana lyze co lon i a l ism,  in 1 950, as an inescapable 
ideo logical  ground . )  I t  is becoming  common to d i st inguish two negr i
tudes.  Senghor's looks back to trad it ion and eloquently gathers up  a co l 
lective "African" essence . Cesai re's i s  more syncretic,  modern ist, and 
parod ic-Caribbean i n  its acceptance of  fragments and i n  i t s  apprec ia
t ion of the mechan ism of col l age in cu ltura l  l i fe . 

We are a l l  Cari bbeans now i n  our  u rban arch ipelagos. "Gu inea" (old 
Afr ica, writes Cesa i re) "from you r cry from your hand from your pat ience/ 
we sti l l  have some arbitrary lands" ( 1 983 :207) .  Perhaps there's no return 
for anyone to a native l and-only  f ield notes for i ts reinvention .  The 
Guyanese novel ist and crit ic Wi l son Harris recommends a "pri nc ip le  of 
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juxtaposit ion" as a way to account for "the making of trad it ion . . .  the 
heterogeneous groundwork of authent ic communi ty." He i s  i nterested in 
someth ing he ca l l s "the j igsaw of natu re, and the d ia logue of rea l i ty" 
( 1 973 : 7 , 9, 8 1 ) .  We can recogn ize in th i s  vis ion the jagged sett ing for 
modern ethnography and ethnopoetics. Begin n i ng with Cesa i re's unset
t l i ng i rony ( 1 983 :5 1 ) : 

And you know the rest 

That 2 and 2 are 5 
that the forest meows 
that the tree p lucks the maroons from the f ire 
that the sky strokes i ts beard 
etc etc . . .  

Who and what are we? 
A most worthy question ! 



1\vo cultures seem to intermingle in a fascinating, ambiguous 
embrace only so that each can inflict on the other a more 
visible denial. 

-MICHEL LEIRIS, FRELE BRUIT 

7 .  A Politics of Neologism: 
Aime Cesaire 

"V E E R I T I O N " ? The last word of  A i me Cesai re's " Notebook of  a Re-
turn to the Nat ive Land" brings the whole incred i b le poem to an i m pos
s ib le  term-or tu rn . The " Notebook" is a tropological landscape in  
which syntact ic ,  semantic, and  ideological transformations occur. Ce
sa i re's poems make demands.  To engage th i s  writi ng (the best Engl i sh  
trans lat ion to date is  by Clayton Esh leman and Annette Smi th) is an active 
work of reth i nk ing .  1 How does one grasp, trans late a l anguage that i s  
b latant ly mak ing  itse l f  up ?  Esh l eman and Sm ith have gone to great 
lengths of accu racy and dar ing; but Cesai re sti l l  sends readers to d iction
ar ies in several tongues, to encyc loped ias, to botan ica l  reference works, 
h i stories, and atlases. He  is attached to the obscure, accurate term and 
to the new word . He makes readers confront the l i m its of thei r  l anguage, 
or of any s i ng le  language. He forces them to construct read i ngs from a 
debris of h i stor ical  and futu re poss ib i l i t ies.  H i s  world is Cari bbean-hy
brid and heterog lot. 

1 .  Al l poetry by Cesa i re i s  quoted from the 1 983 Eshleman and Smith trans
lation (Cesai re 1 973) .  

1 75 
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Cesai re's poems veer. This requ i res a specia l  page; and the page 
itse lf  is q uest ioned by h i s  verse . Nowhere are the s ize and format of "the 
book" so standard ized as in France. On the narrow pages of earl ier ed i
t ions Cesa i re's exorbitant l i nes were stubbed . Lengthy conti nuations 
separated i nto d iscrete u n its. Where these had hardened into print ing 
errors, Esh leman and Sm ith, with Cesai re's help,  have corrected the pros
ody. Their  ed it ion provides an unusual ly large page, g iv ing the poetry the 
space it needs to swerve extravagantly between vertical and horizontal 
momentums.  For example the famous end ing of the "Notebook" : 

then ,  strang l i ng me with your  lasso of stars 
rise, 
Dove 
rise 
rise 
rise 
I fo l low you who are impri nted on my ancestra l white cornea 
rise sky I icker 
and the great b lack  hole where a moon ago I wanted to drown it i s  

there I wi l l  now f ish the malevo lent tongue of the n ight i n  its 
motion less veerit ion ! 

No page can rea l ly accommodate the fina l  horizonta l rush of words from 
"and the great" to "veerit ion ." Esh leman and Smith print it as a cont i nu
ous u n it, run n i ng out of page on ly once (before "ma levolent" ) .  By con
trast the French of the "defin i tive" Presence africaine ed ition breaks th is  
long sequence into two syntact ica l ly and spatia l l y  d i st inct l i nes. Emi le  
Snyder's we l l -known trans lat ion opts for th ree separate l i nes, wh i le john 
Berger's Pengu i n  vers ion carves out four, moving even farther i n  the 
wrong d i rect ion of i magistic compress ion . After the p l ummeti ng vertical 
sequence of "r ise"s, Eshleman and Smith stay with Cesai re's fi na l  ecstat ic 
run-on sentence. On a page accommodat ing one hundred horizonta l  
characters (Presence africaine, Snyder forty-five characters, Berger fifty
five) the " l i ne" zooms across and off-a long expu ls ion.  

The poem "stops" on a coinage, itse lf  a new tu rn . Cesa i re's great 
lyr ic about fi nd ing a voice, about retu rn ing to native ground, strands us, 
f ina l l y, with a made-up, Lat inate, abstract-sound i ng question mark of a 
word . So much for expectations of d i rect, immed iate l i ngu i stic "authen
ticity." With Cesa i re we are i nvo lved in a poetics of cu ltu ra l  invention . 

Eshleman and Sm ith have done we l l -as we l l  as possib le-with the 
poem's various neologisms (rhizulate, effarade, desencastration . . . ) ;  but 
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as they write i n  the i r  i n troduct ion : "Only Cesa i re h i mse l f  was i n  a pos i
t ion to reveal  ( in  a pr ivate commun ication) that 'verr it ion ' which preced
ing trans l ators and scholars had i nterpreted as 'fl ick' and 'swi r l '  had been 
co i ned on a Lati n verb, 'verr i ,' mean ing  'to sweep,' 'to scrape a surface,' 
and u l t imate ly  'to scan .' Our  rend it ion ( 'veerit ion')  attempts to preserve 
the tu rn ing  motion (set aga i nst i ts oxymoron ic  mod ifier) as we l l  as the 
Lati n sound of the orig ina l-thus rest itut ing the long-lost mean ing of an 
i mportant passage" (p .  26) .  The trans lators may be forgiven their  c l a im  
to have restored a " l ong- lost mean i ng." I n  fact rad ical i ndeterm i nacy i s  
the  essence of  neolog i sm .  No d ict ionary or etymology can  na i l  down the 
s ign i ficance, nor can an i nventor's (remembered) i ntention . The rea l 
strength of Cesa i re's last word i s  that it forces open aga i n  the semantic 
u n i verse of the " Notebook" -j ust as i t  i s  about to c lose. Cesa i re does not 
restore the "mea n ings" of language, cu lture, and identity ;  he gives them 
a turn . 

Cesa i re's most famous neo log ism,  negritude, has by now lost its new
ness. I t  is too fam i l iar  as a l iterary movement and as a set of "pos it ions" 
in an  ongo ing  debate about b lack identity, essentia l i sm,  and oppos it iona l  
consciousness . Negritude, i n  many of  i ts senses, has  become what  Ce
sa i re never wanted it  to be, an abstraction and an ideology. When the 
word fi rst appeared in the " Notebook," i t  was sheer pol it ica l ,  poetical  
i nvention .  Any neo log ism,  perceived as such,  announces itse l f  as made. 
N egritude i s  less an endur ing fact or cond it ion to be d i scovered and 
named than i t  i s  a h istor ica l creat ion, a language process . In an interv iew 
with Rene Depestre ( 1 980) Cesai re dec l i nes to defi ne h i s  coinage i n  any 
way except h istor ica l l y  and conti ngently :  "There's been a lot of theoriz
ing about negritude. I 've kept out of it ,  from personal  d iscretion . B ut if 
you ask me how I conceive of negritude I ' l l  say that in my opin ion negri
tude i s  pr imar i ly  a concrete, not abstract, com i ng to consc iousness ." He 
goes on to reca l l  a generat ion's response to the domi nant "atmosphere of 
ass i m i lat ion" in  the th i rt ies and fort ies.  Speak ing with L i l yan Keste loot, 
Cesa i re is even more carefu l i n  h i s  hand l i ng of the term : 

It's an obvious fact: negritude has brought dangers . It has tended to 

become a schoo l ,  to become a church,  to become a theory, an ideol

ogy. I 'm in favor of negritude seen as a l i terary phenomenon, and as a 

personal eth ic,  but I 'm aga inst bu i ld ing an ideology on negritude . . .  
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I f  negritude means a k ind of prophecy, wel l  then no, because I strongly 

bel ieve there's a c lass struggle, for example, and there are other ele

ments, ph i losoph ical  e lements, that certa in ly  determ i ne us .  I abso

lutely refuse any sort of confused, idyl l i c  pan-Africanism . . .  As a re

su l t, a l though I don't reject negritude, I look on it with an extremely 

critical eye. Crit ica l ,  that's basica l ly what I mean : l ucid ity and d i scern

ment, not confused ly  mix ing everyth ing.  In add i tion, my conception 

of negritude is not biologica l ,  i t's cu l tural and h istorica l .  I th ink there's 

a lways a certa i n  danger i n  bas ing someth ing on the black blood in our 

vei ns, the three drops of b lack blood . (Depestre 1 980: 1 44-1 45) 

Two of those who part ic i pated i n  the early creation of negritude as a 
movement (and who wou ld both sharply cr it i c ize it from a standpo int of 
Marxist human i sm) have now pub l i shed i mportant books that look back 
reflectively on the phenomenon . The t i t le of Rene Depestre's col lection 
of essays, Bonjour et adieu a Ia negritude, i s  i nd icat ive of a c lear d i stance 
taken .  S i m i lar ly Rene Men i l 's Tracees ( 1 981 ) reflects a des i re to p lace 
negritude in a h i stor ical  context and to see it as part of a general New 
World pred icament. 

Men i l ,  who was Cesa i re's main contact with su rrea l ism in the th i rties 
and who part ic ipated i n  both of the formative group endeavors, Legitime 
defense and Tropiques, has republ i shed a selection of essays from h i s  
long career, i nc l ud i ng a subtle reread i ng of  Cesa i re's "Notebook ." Here 
the negritude of Leopold Senghor and that of Cesa i re are c lear ly d isti n
guished . The former e laborates a "backward- looking idea l i sm," a fa l se ly  
natura l ized,  cons i stent African menta l i ty that tends to re i nscribe the cat
egories of a romantic, sometimes rac ia l i st Eu ropean ethnography. Ce
sai re's Caribbean negritude, by contrast, rejects a l l  essentia l i st evoca
t ions.  I nstead, in the Notebook, accord ing to Men i l ,  "anti phrasis  and 
e l l i ps i s  are constantly brought to the service of poet ic condensation .  The 
poet consistently holds h i mself at a d i stance from what he is and from 
what he says, i n  order to produce the literary effect of derision" (p .  80, 
emphas i s  in the origi na l ) .  I rony is i nherent i n  the West I nd ian pred ica
ment: 

I t  can be said that our West Ind ian consciousness i s  necessari ly par

od ic,  s i nce i t's caught i n  a game of doubl ing and redoub l i ng, m i rrori ng 

and separation, i n  the face of a French colon ia l  consciousness embod

ied in ru l i ng institutions and the mass media .  For th is  k ind of d ivided, 

worried consciousness, naivete in art is forbidden . This is the source 
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of those d i ssonances i n  our art that, as Baudela i re said i n  the n i ne

teenth centu ry, are agreeable to modern ears. (pp. 223-224) 
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Depestre too i n  h i s  "ad ieu"  to negritude merges it with a broader 
modern ism, with "the essentia l  creolite of the Cari bbean and of Lat in  
America" (p .  1 5 1 ) . To be "American"  is to be hybrid, metis; and i n  De
pestre's v is ion the true he i rs of negritude are writers l i ke Carpentier, G u i l
len,  Amado, Val lejo,  Cortazar, Marquez.  Aga in  negritude is transmuted ; 
it is no longer about roots but about present process i n  a polyphonous 
rea l ity. 

With th i s  i n  m i nd it i s  good to return to the word's origi nal  coi nage 
in the "Notebook" (p.  67) ,  where we see not the e laboration of a broad 
b lack identity but rather very specific affi rmations and negations. "My 
negritude i s  not . . .  " 

my negritude is not a stone, its deafness h u r led aga inst the c lamor 
of the day 

my negritude is  not a leukoma of dead l iq u id over the earth's dead 
eye 

my negritude is neither tower nor cathedra l 
it takes root in the red flesh of the soi l  
i t  takes root in  t h e  ardent flesh o f  the sky 
it breaks through the opaque prostration with i ts u pright patience 

Cesa i re writes " i n "  French,  but . . .  "Marronnerons-nous Depestre mar
ronnerons-nous?" The l i ne appears i n  a poem of 1 955 entit led "The Verb 
'Marronner' /for Rene Depestre, Ha it ian Poet." Here neo logism defeats 
the best of trans lators, for the on ly  poss ib le  equ ivalent of the coi ned mar
ronner is "to maroon," which ,  though derived from the same root, i s  
dominated by images of sh ipwreck and abandonment. The noun marron
age has been adopted by anglophone scholars of maroon societies i n  the 
Gu ianas, B raz i l ,  and the Caribbean ;  but the verb, Cesai re's invention,  i s  
sti l l  without trans lation . The source is  o ld  Span ish : cima, or "mounta i n
top" (thus  a p l ace of escape), lead i ng to the later cimarron, "wi ld," "run
away" (thus  the maroon,  or fugit ive s lave) . Cesa i re's marronner i nvokes 
escape and someth ing more. 

Recent stud ies of maroon societies have made apparent the very 
com plex mix  of i ngred ients that combi ned in origi na l  ways to form res i l 
ient, flex ib le  cu l tu res. The ties with Afr ica were rea l ,  but  notions of  a 
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"col lect ive memory" o r  o f  cu ltural "survivals" cou ld  not fu l ly account for 
the spec if ic Afro-American forms constructed from diverse tr ibal trad i
t ions, from the new "s lave cu l tures," from various creol iz ing processes, 
and from local ,  proper ly h i storica l experiences . (See Pr ice 1 973, 1 98 3 . )  

Cesai re's new verb marronner i tse lf changes s ign i ficantly i n  succes
s ive revis ions of the poem for Depestre . In i ts fi rst vers ion, dated 1 955 , 
the work was cal led "Reponse a Depestre, poete hait ien : E lements d 'un  
art poet ique." Depestre, then ex i l ed i n  Braz i l ,  had recently ra l l ied, in  the 
pages of Presence africaine, to the French Commun ist party's emerging 
conservative l i ne on poetic  experimentation . I n  the wake of su rrea l i sm, 
Lou i s  Aragon was press ing for a return to more trad it ional prosody, to 
s impler forms and messages, l i nk ing these with the interests of revo lu
t ionary workers . Free verse and rad ical  i nnovat ion of many ki nds were 
now proscr ibed as "formal  ind ividua l i sm." Cesai re's rep ly to Depestre, 
a l so pub l ished in Presence africa ine, rejected the conservative trend and 
prepared his own break w ith French commun ism a year later in his Letter 
to Maurice Thorez. " I s  it true th i s  season that they' re pol ish i ng up son
nets ?" he asks Depestre, and i mmed iate ly ties the new constra i nts to Ha i 
t i 's colon ia l  sugar m i l l s  ( 1 983 : 369) : 

when s low sk inny oxen make the i r  rou nds to the whine 
of mosqu i tos 

Bah ! Depestre the poem is not a m i l l  for 
gri nd ing sugar cane absol ute ly not 
and i f  the rhymes are fl ies on ponds 

without rhymes 
for a whole season 

away from ponds 
u nder my persuasion 

let's l augh drink and escape l i ke s laves 
[r ions buvons et marronnons] 

The fi rst and second pri nti ngs of the "Reply to Depestre" conta in  a spe
cific reference to Aragon : "To hel l  with it  Depestre to he l l  with it let 
Aragon ta lk ." The reference wou ld  be dropped from Cesai re's Oeuvres 
completes ( 1 976), the source for Esh leman and Sm ith . This movement 
away from a speci fic controversy is  reflected in  a more sign ificant textual 
change .  I n  1 95 5  Cesa i re had exhorted Depestre : "Marronnons-les De
pestre marronnons- les I comme jad i s  nous marronn ions nos maitres a 
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fouet" (let's escape them Depestre let's escape them I a s  i n  the past we 
escaped our wh i p-wie ld ing masters) . I n  the later vers ion the exhortat ion, 
once cast in a trans i tive form, " let's escape them" (the s l ave dr ivers, the 
party l i ne), has been a l tered to an i nterrogative future form i n  which 
the play of sound becomes a s l i ght ly glosso la l i c  r i pple of n 's and r's . 
"Marronnerons-nous Depestre marronnerons-nous ?" The reference to 
"wh i p-wield ing  masters" is gone, and marronage is now a less l i m ited 
and ongoing act of escape. I n  the poem it is enacted as the mix ing up of 
sound and sense, the run n i ng away with language. Thus marronage is no 
longer about s imp ly  escap ing (them) .  It is a l so about reflexive poss ibi l ity 
and poes i s .  Cesa i re makes rebe l l ion and the remaking of cu lture-the 
h i stor ical  maroon exper ience- into a verb. A necessary new verb names 
the New World poetics of conti n uous transgression and cooperative cu l 
tura l  act iv ity ( "Marronnerons-nous Depestre") .  Fugit ive s laves who cre
ated c u ltures in the swamps of the G u ianas represented d ist i nct African 
trad it ions .  L iv i ng together they took over, used , and a l tered one another's 
customs, words,  and pasts . So Cesai re, born i n  Mart in ique, invokes in
c idents of Ha it ian h i story i n  h i s  letter to Depestre, wh i le  pressing  a poetic 
rad ica l i sm derived from R imbaud and su rrea l i sm .  The fina l  l i nes of "The 
Verb 'Marronner' " a re scattered with words and p lace names from West 
Afr ica ,  France, H i span ic  America, B raz i l ,  Ha iti . Cesa i re veers among the 
trad it ions that h i story has offered to and i mposed on a Caribbean identity. 
H is bei ng and h i s  poetics are elements of "A Freedom i n  Passage" (the 
last poem of the co l l ection) : 

he lped so much  by b i rds  
whose m i ss ion i s  by means of  po l len 

We sti l l  need a verb marronner. 



vegetate [from L. vegetare, to enliven, quicken . . . ] 
-WEBSTER'S NEW WORLD DICTIONARY 

8 .  The Jardin des Plantes :  Postcards 

Paris, 912184 
Dear A, 
Around the Jard i n  des Plantes :  bou les p layed in the old Roman space 
. . .  remember? Arenes de Lutece, h idden beh i nd bu i ld i ngs of the rue 
Monge; Mouftard and its market (gentrified) ;  or the mosque, where you 
can sti l l  take a steam bath and dr ink m i nt tea from gold trays . Th i s  year 
the gardens are l ush-blu r  of blossoms from everywhere, going to seed . 
People scattered on green cha i rs observe the plants . And statues : Bernar
d i n  de Saint-Pierre sm i les down i n  b l u i sh bronze at the myth ic  k ids Pau l  
et Vi rgi n ie .  Buffon ,  back tu rned to everyone : a pigeon twitches o n  h i s  
meta l head . Over near the zoo and the Sei ne Lamarck i n  a n  att i tude of 
thought-above a r is i ng sun  (sc ience? nature? ) .  See you at the end of the 
month . . .  

913184 
Dear P, 
NAT U R E/C U LTU RE NATURE/C U LTURE NATURE/C U LT U R E :  i t's sti l l  the most 
beautifu l ,  i ntense,  funny, etc . etc . exh ib i t  in Par i s :  "Les P lus  Beaux In-

182 
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sectes du Monde" ( I n stitute of  Entomology, rue  Buffon,  afternoons) . One 
bright room . . .  p inned fi reworks, faces, masks, eyes, bones, skin . . .  
then sudden ly  fou r  exact ly  torn leaves (with antennae), a band of tri
colores, the dusty subt lety of moths (Braque, K lee), touched up,  sprayed, 
day-glo, lacquer, ceramic ,  microch ip  . . .  laugh of c lassificat ions.  Bou
ga inv i l le ,  Borneo, Sumatra, J ava; with wings, without wings; "Hercu l es," 
go ld  meta l ,  b lackblue,  neongreen . . .  Didn't  Levi-Strauss write some
where that modern art shou ld be insp i red by butterfl ies, not Picasso? 

914184 

Dear S, 
Tal l  tree, SO PHORA JAPO N I CA, planted by B .  J uss ieu, 1 747 ,  in  the Jard i n  d u  
Roy, seed sent from Ch ina  b y  R .  P. d ' l ncarv i l le,  . . .  o r  another, brought 
from "The Levant." Strange th ings, a live and historica l (not at a l l  l i ke 
those sequoia r i ngs with dates, 1 492,  1 776,  1 9 1 4 ; or "the bed Napoleon 
s lept i n" ) .  They' re l iv ing  in p lanetary-human time and space . . .  the Age 
of D iscovery transplanted . Out l iv ing us .  By the way, there's a new book
store with a pretty good poetry sect ion, Mouftard and Pot de Fer: 
"L 'Arbre Voyageu r." Wi l l  you be pass ing through Ca l i forn ia  this wi nter? 

9/5/84 

Dear T, 
I nhuman Robinsonade-

ROB I N I E R  de ROB I N  (Rob ina  Pseudo Accacia  L i n ne) 
The fi rst subject i ntroduced i nto Europe from seeds origi nati ng i n  
NORTH AME R I CA b y  Jean ROB I N  i n  h i s  garden o f  the pl ace Dauph ine 
i n  1 60 1 . Transp lanted to th i s  spot in  the Roya l Garden i n  1 636 by 
Vespas ier ROB I N ,  son of the above. 

9/6/84 

Dear B ,  
You won't  have forgotten the fantastic ,  long, dappled a l leyways of Ti l 
leu ! .  But  maybe you d idn' t  see a l itt le  rock garden where they c u lt ivate 
shrubs,  flowers, cact i ,  and herbs from Ch ina, the Caucasus, Corsica, 
N ew Zea land,  Morocco, the H ima layas, Pyrenees, Ba lkans, Arctic, J a
pan . . .  Cont inents bes ide each  other i n  hundreds of beds.  On a tru n k  
supported b y  an i ron post : 

PISTAC H E R  (P i stac ia  Vera l . )  
Planted i n  the seed l i n g  garden around 1 700 
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(the present A lp ine Garden) . 
Permitted Sebastian Va i l lant to d iscover the 
sexual ity of p lants in 1 7 1 6 . 

D I S P L A C E M E N T S  

So what's become o f  M .  Vai l l ant? O r  the sexua l ity of p lants ?  The pista
ch io tree l ives . With love . . .  

917184 
Dear N ,  
"Pri m itive" pa int ing by  Ha it ians i s  a recent avocation . (Bu t  you know a l l  
about th i s . )  And they took to it  s o  "natu ra l l y." A friend tel l s  m e  h e  once 
saw a Ha it ian art ist pa int ing the complex forests of "Gu i nee" (p lace of 
or ig in)  with Henri Rousseau reproductions at hand. There are no African 
jungles in Ha it i . And the Douanier  hadn't seen them either but copied 
his in Par is  from tropical  spec imens at the Jard i n .  R ight now I'm looking 
i n  at the entrance to one of the old d ream l i ke greenhouses . A tyger? 
Beh i nd tal l panes . . .  fabu lous, sharp, sagging leaves . Fable of our 
"Caribbean" se lves ? 

917184 
Dear L, 
About the v iew from your hote l ,  rue L inne . . .  I can i magine the ivy
drenched gate of the Jard in ,  and with i n ,  dark wa l l s of the " Labyri nth ." ( I ts 
r is ing c i rcu lar  paths, ass ignations, strangers . . .  ) And isn't th i s  near the 
great Cedar of Lebanon where around 1 860 ( i n  an old pri nt) people with 
top hats and long dresses stro l l ed to admi re the superb, spread i ng form 
and to marve l at the gathered i m peria l  un iverse ? They must have heard
as one sti l l  does-noises from the zoo, an ima ls  that wou ld be devoured 
some years later by bes ieged c it izens of the Commune.  P lease stay i n  
touch .  

919/84 
Dear C, 
Thanks for send ing me the new book by A l ic ia Dujovne Ort iz,  Buenos 
Aires . One of those m i racles of travel ,  the vertige horizontal .  Jews from 
Moldavia marry ing Argenti n ians ( immigrants : Span ish,  Ita l ian,  Albanian 
. . .  ) ,  then a daughter :  portena, i n  Paris,  writing French, remembering. I 
l i ke her ambiva lent g l impses of Borges and the tango.  A lso, espec i a l ly, 
her love for the city's Jard in  Botan ico-giant pl ants vis i ted by cats and 
old lad ies with bags of l i ver. The zoo's "h i ndu  pl ace i n habited by a dusty 
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elephant . . .  " Transplanted c iv i l ization . "But  if I have no roots, why 
have my roots hu rt me so?" 

9/ 1 0184 
Dear J, 
Par is  of the rentree:  streets fi l l ing again ,  tempo pick ing up .  The low sun  
has  an a rtif ic ia l  g laze.  I n  the  Jard i n  des P lantes, they' re bu i l d i ng a new 
"Zootheq ue," u nderground.  Pru n i ng has begun .  Contemplat ing winter. 
I 'm  i nfatuated yet aga in  with the pa lms of the Luxembourg Gardens ("Au
tou r  d 'une meme p lace I I '  ample pal me ne se l asse . . .  " ) ,  symmetrica l ,  
perfect, i n  boxes with i ron  feet. Vegetable extraterrestr ia ls  . . .  s ix  i nches 
of a i r  between the path and thei r . . .  earth . 



Indian woman spinning yam and rocking cradle with a 
cord tied to her foot. In the background Franz Boas and 
George Hunt help compose the picture. 



Part Three � Collections 





You do not stand in one place to watch a masquerade. 

9 .  Histories of the Tribal 
and the Modem 

-AN IGBO SAYING 

DURING THE W INT ER of 1 984-85 one cou ld encounter tr ibal  objects 
in an unusua l  number of locations around New York C ity. Th is  chapter 
su rveys a ha lf-dozen, focus ing  on the most controvers ia l : the major ex
h ib i t ion held at the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA), " ' Prim it iv ism' i n  
20th Centu ry Art:  Affin ity of t h e  Triba l  a n d  the Modern ." The chapter's 
"ethnograph ic  present" is late December 1 984 . 

The "tri ba l "  objects gathered on West F ifty-th i rd Street have been around.  
They are travelers-some arr iv ing from fo l k lore and ethnograph ic  mu
seums i n  Eu rope, others from art ga l ler ies and private co l l ections .  They 
have trave led fi rst c lass to the Museum of Modern Art, e laborate ly  crated 
and i nsured for i mportant sums .  Previous accommodations have been 
less l uxur ious :  some were sto len,  others "purchased" for a song by co
lon ia l  adm i n i strators, trave lers, anthropologists, m i ss ionaries, sa i lors i n  
Afr ican ports . These non-Western objects have been by tu rns cu riosit ies, 
eth nograph ic  spec i mens, major art creat ions.  After 1 900 they began to 
turn u p  i n  European flea markets, thereafter mov ing between avant-garde 
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stud ios and co l l ectors' apartments .  Some came to rest i n  the unheated 
basements or " laboratories" of anthropology museums, su rrounded by 
objects made in the same region of the world .  Others encountered odd 
fel low trave lers, l ighted and l abeled i n  strange d isplay cases. Now on 
West F i fty-th i rd Street they intermingle with works by European mas
ters- Picasso, G iacomett i ,  Brancus i ,  and others . A th ree-d imensional 
Esk imo mask with twelve arms and a number of holes hangs beside a 
canvas on which joan M i r6 has pa i nted colored shapes. The people i n  
New York look a t  the two objects and see that they are a l i ke .  

Travelers te l l  d i fferent stories i n  d i fferent places, and on West F ifty
th i rd Street an or ig i n story of modern ism is featu red . Around 1 9 1 0  Pi
casso and his cohort sudden ly, i ntu itive ly  recogn ize that "prim i tive" ob
jects are in fact powerfu l "art ." They col lect, i m itate, and are affected by 
these objects . Thei r  own work, even when not d i rectly i nfl uenced, seems 
odd ly  rem in i scent of non-Western forms. The modern and the prim itive 
converse across the centur ies and conti nents. At the Museum of Modern 
Art an exact h i story i s  to ld featur ing i nd iv idua l  artists and objects, the i r  
encounters i n  spec ific stud ios a t  prec i se moments . Photographs docu
ment the cruc ia l  i nfluences of non-Western artifacts on the pioneer mod
ern ists . Th is  focused story is  surrounded and infused with another-a 
loose a l l egory of re l at ionsh ip  centeri ng on the word affinity. The word is 
a k insh i p  term, suggest ing  a deeper or more natu ra l relationsh i p  than 
mere resemblance or j uxtaposit ion . I t  connotes a common qua l i ty or es
sence join i ng  the tr i bal to the modern . A Fam i ly of Art is brought to
gether, g loba l ,  d iverse, r ich ly  i nventive, and m i racu lous ly un i fied , for 
every object d isp layed on West F ifty-th i rd Street looks modern . 

The exh ib it ion at MOMA is h i storica l and d idact ic .  It is comple
mented by a comprehensive, scholar ly cata logue, which inc l udes d iver
gent views of its topic and i n  which the show's organ izers, Wi l l iam Rubin 
and K i rk Varnedoe, argue at  length i ts  u nderly ing premises (Rubin 1 984) . 
One of the v i rtues of an exh ib i t ion that bl atantly makes a case or te l l s a 
story is that it encourages debate and makes poss ib le the suggest ion of 
other stor ies.  Thus i n  what fol l ows d i fferent h i stor ies of the tribal and the 
modern wi l l  be proposed in response to the sharply focused h i story on 
d isplay at the Museum of Modern Art. But before that h i story can be seen 
for what i t  is, however-a spec ific story that exc l udes other stories-the 
u n iversa l iz ing a l legory of affi n i ty must be c leared away. 

Th is a l legory, the story of the Modern i st Fam i l y  of Art, is not rigor
ous ly argued at MOMA. (That wou ld requ i re some expl ic i t  form of either 
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an archetypal or structu ra l ana lys i s . )  The a l legory i s ,  rather, bu i l t i nto the 
exh ibit ion's form, featu red suggestive ly  in  its pub l ic i ty, left u ncontra
d icted, repetit ious ly  asserted-"Affin i ty of the Triba l  and the Modern ." 
The a l legory has a hero ,  whose v i rtuoso work, an exh i bi t  caption te l l s  
u s ,  conta ins  more affi n it ies with the tri bal than that o f  any other pioneer 
modern ist .  These affin ities "measure the depth of Picasso's grasp of the 
i nform i ng pri nc ip les of tribal scu l pture,  and reflect his profound identity 
of sp i r it  with the tr ibal  peoples." Modern ism is thus presented as a search 
for " inform ing pri nc ip les" that transcend cu ltu re,  pol it ics,  and h i story. 
Beneath th i s  generous umbre l l a  the tr ibal  is modern and the modern 
more r ich ly, more d iversely  human .  

The  power of  the  affi n ity idea i s  such  ( i t  becomes a l most self-evident i n  
the MOMA juxtapos it ions) that i t  i s  worth reviewing the major object ions 
to it .  Anthropologists, long fam i l iar  with the issue of cu ltura l  d iffusion 
versus i ndependent i nvent ion, a re not l i ke ly to find anyth ing spec ia l  i n  
the s i m i l arit ies between selected tr iba l  and modern objects . A n  estab
l i shed pri nc ip le  of anthropologica l comparative method asserts that the 
greater the range of cu l tures, the more l i ke ly one is  to find s im i lar  tra its . 
MOMA's sample  is very l arge, embrac i ng African, Ocean ian ,  North 
American,  and Arctic "tri ba l "  groups . 1  A second pri nc ip le, that of the 
" l i m itation of poss ib i l it ies," recogn izes that i nvention,  wh i le  h igh l y  d i 
verse, i s  not i nfin ite . The h uman body, for example,  wi th  its two eyes, 
fou r  l i m bs, b i l atera l a rrangement of features, front and back, and so on,  
wi l l  be represented and styl ized i n  a l i m ited number of ways . 2  There i s  
thus  a pr ior i  no reason to  c l a im  evidence for affin i ty (rather than mere 

1 .  The term tribal i s  used here with cons iderable re l uctance. I t  denotes a 
k ind of soc iety (and a rt) that cannot be coherently spec ified. A catchal l ,  the con
cept of tr ibe has its source in Western project ion and adm in i strat ive necessi ty 
rather than i n  any essent ia l  qua l i ty or group of traits. The term is now common ly  
used i nstead of primitive i n  phrases such  as tribal art. The category thus  denoted, 
as th i s  essay argues, is a product of h i storica l l y  l im i ted Western taxonom ies. 
Wh i l e  the term was orig ina l ly  an i m posit ion, however, certai n  non-Western 
groups have embraced it. Triba l  status is in many cases a cruc ia l  strategic ground 
for identity. I n  th i�  essay my use of tribe and tribal reflects common usage wh i le  
suggest ing ways i n  wh ich  the  concept is  systematica l l y  d i stort ing.  See Fr ied 1 9 75 
and Stu rtevant 1 983 .  

2 .  These poi nts were made by  Wi l l iam Stu rtevant a t  the  sympos ium of  an
thropologi sts and art h i stor ians held at the Museum of Modern Art in  New York 
on November 3 ,  1 984.  
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resemblance o r  coi nc idence) because an exh ib ition of tribal works that 
seem impressive ly "modern" in sty le  can be gathered . An equa l ly  stri k ing 
col lection cou ld be made demonstrat ing sharp d i ss i m i larities between 
tr ibal and modern objects. 

The qua l it ies most often said to l i n k  these objects are the i r  "concep
tua l i sm" and "abstraction" (but a very long and u l ti mate ly  incoherent l ist 
of shared tra i ts, inc lud ing "magic," "ritua l i sm," "envi ronmenta l ism," use 
of "natura l "  mater ia ls ,  and so on, can be derived from the show and 
espec ia l l y  from its cata logue) . Actua l ly the tri bal and modern artifacts 
are si m i lar  on ly  in that they do not featu re the p ictor ia l  i l l us ion ism or 
scu l ptu ra l  natura l ism that came to dominate Western European art after 
the Renaissance. Abstract ion and conceptual i sm are, of course, perva
sive in the arts of the non-Western World .  To say that they share with 
modern i sm a rejection of certa i n  natura l ist projects is not to show any
th ing  l i ke an affin ity. 3  I ndeed the "tr iba l i sm" selected in the exh ibit ion to 
resemble modern ism i s  itself  a construct ion designed to accompl i sh the 
task of resemblance. lfe and Ben i n  scu l ptures, h igh ly natura l i st ic in style, 
are exc l uded from the "tri ba l "  and placed i n  a somewhat arbitrary cate
gory of "court" soc iety (wh ich does not, however, i nc lude large ch ieftan
sh i ps) . Moreover, pre-Co l umbian works, though they have a pl ace in the 
cata logue, are large ly  omitted from the exh ibition . One can question 
other select ions and exc lus ions that resu l t  i n  a col lection of only "mod
ern" - looking tr ibal  objects . Why, for example,  are there re lative ly few 
" impure" objects constructed from the debri s of colon ia l  cu lture con
tacts? And i s  there not an overa l l  bias toward c lean, abstract forms as 
aga inst rough or crude work? 

The "Affin ities" room of the exhibit ion i s  an i ntrigu ing but enti re ly 
problematic exerc i se i n  formal  mix-and-match .  The short i ntroductory 

3. A more rigorous formu lation than that of affi n i ty is suggested in Le ir i s  
1 95 3 .  How, Leir is asks, can we speak of Afr ican scu lpture as a s ingle category? 
He warns of "a danger that we may underestimate the variety of African scu lp
ture; as we are less able to appreciate the respects in which cultures or th i ngs 
unfam i l iar to us  d iffer from one another than the respects in which they d iffer 
from those to which we are used, we tend to see a certa i n  resemblance between 
them, which l ies, in point  of fact, merely in the i r  common differentness" (p. 35 ) .  
Thus, to  speak of  African scu lpture one i nevi tably shuts one's eyes "to the rich 
diversity actua l ly  to be found i n  th is scu lpture in order to concentrate on the 
respects in  which it  i s  not what our own scu lptu re genera l ly  i s ." The affin ity of 
the tribal and the modern is, in th is logic, an important optical i l lus ion-the 
measure of a common differentness from art ist ic modes that dominated in the 
West from the Renaissance to the late n i neteenth centu ry. 



H I S T O R I E S  O F  T H E  T R I B A L  A N D  T H E  M O D E R N  1 93 

text begins  wel l :  "AFF I N IT I ES presents a group of tribal objects notable for 
the i r  appea l to modern taste." I ndeed th i s  i s  a l l  that can rigorous ly be said 
of the objects in this room. The text conti nues, however, "Se lected pai r
i ngs of modern and tr iba l  objects demonstrate common denominators of 
these a rts that are i ndependent of d i rect i nf luence." The ph rase common 
denominators imp l i es someth ing more systematic than i ntrigu i ng resem
blance. What can it poss ib ly  mean?  Th i s  i ntroductory text, c ited in  i ts 
enti rety, i s  emblematic of the MOMA u ndertak i ng as a whole .  Statements 
carefu l l y  l i m it ing its purv iew (spec ify ing a concern on ly  with modern i st 
pri m it iv ism and not with tr ibal l i fe) coexi st with frequent imp l i cations of 
someth ing more. The affin ity idea itself i s  wide-ranging and promiscu
ous, as are a l l us ions to u n iversa l human capac it ies retrieved i n  the en
counter between modern and tr i ba l  or  invocations of the expans ive hu
man m i nd-the hea l thy capac ity of modern ist consciousness to question 
its l i m its and engage otherness.4 

Nowhere, however, does the exh ib it ion or cata logue u nderl ine a 
more d isqu ieti ng qua l i ty of modern ism : its taste for appropriati ng or re
deemi ng otherness, for constituti ng non-Western arts in its own image, 
for d i scoveri ng u n iversa l ,  ah i stor ica l  "human" capacit ies. The search for 
s im i lar ity i tse lf req u i res j ust ificat ion, for even if one accepts the l i m ited 
task of explor ing "modernist pr imit iv ism," why cou ld one not learn as 
much about Picasso's or Ernst's creative processes by analyzing the dif
ferences separat ing  the i r  a rt from tribal models or by trac ing the ways 
the i r  art moved away from, gave new twists to, non-Western forms?  5 Th is  
s ide of the process is  u nexplored i n  the exh ib it ion . The preva i l ing  v iew
point  i s  made a l l  too clear in one of the "affin it ies" featu red on the cata
logue's cover, a juxtapos it ion of Picasso's Girl before a Mirror ( 1 932)  with 
a Kwakiut l  half-mask, a type q u ite rare among Northwest Coast c rea
t ions.  Its task here is s imply  to produce an effect of resemblance (an effect 
actua l l y  created by the camera angle) .  I n  th i s  exh i bit ion a un iversal mes
sage, "Affin ity of the Triba l  and the Modern ," is produced by carefu l se
lect ion and the ma i ntenance of a speci fic angle of v is ion . 

The not ion of affin i ty, an a l legory of k insh i p, has an expans ive, eel-

4 .  See, for example, Rubi n 's d i scussion of the myth ic un iversa ls  shared by 
a Picasso pa int ing and a Northwest Coast half-mask (Rubin 1 984 :3 28-330) .  See 
a l so K i rk Varnedoe's assoc iation of modern i st pri mit iv ism with rationa l ,  scient ific 
exp loration (Rubin 1 984 :20 1-203,  652-653 ) .  

5 .  Th is  point  was made by C l ifford Geertz a t  the  November 3 ,  1 984, sym
pos ium at the Museum of Modern Art (see n . 2 ) .  
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(a) 

(c) 
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(b) 

The Making of an Affinity 
(a) Pablo Picasso, Girl before a 

Mirror, 1 932 (detail) 
(b) Kwakiutl mask 
(c) Picasso, Girl before a Mirror 

The detail from the Picasso paint
ing and the Kwakiutl mask were 
juxtaposed on the cover of the ex
hibition catalog "Primitivism" 
in 20th Century Art: Affinity 
of the Tribal and the Modern, 

volume I. 
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ebratory task to perform .  T h e  affin i t ies shown a t  MOMA are a l l  on mod
ern i st terms. The great modern ist "pioneers" (and the i r  museum) are 
shown promoti ng formerly despised triba l "fetishes" or mere ethno
graph ic  "spec i mens" to the status of h igh art and in the process d iscov
er ing new d i mensions of the i r  ("our") creative potentia l . The capacity of 
art to transcend its cu l tura l  and h i stor ical  context is asserted repeated ly 
(Rubin  1 984 :x ,  73) .  In  the cata logue Rub in  tends to be more interested 
in a recovery of e lementa l express ive modes, whereas Varnedoe stresses 
the rat iona l ,  forward- look ing i nte l lect (wh ich he opposes to an u nhealthy 
pri m it iv ism, i rrationa l  and escapist) . Both celebrate the generous sp i r i t  of 
modern ism, p i tched now at a globa l sca le  but exc l ud i ng-as we shal l 
see-Th i rd World modern isms.  

At West F ifty-th i rd Street modern ist pr im it iv ism is  a goi ng Western 
concern . I t  i s ,  Varnedoe te l l s us ,  summing up in the l ast sentence of the 
cata logue's second vo lume,  "a process of revo l ution that begins and ends 
in modern c u lture,  and because of that- not in  sp ite of it-can conti n
ua l l y  expand and deepen ou r contact with that which i s  remote and d if
ferent from us,  and conti nua l l y  th reaten,  cha l lenge, and reform our  sense 
of self" (Rub in  1 984 : 682 ) .  A skeptic may doubt the abi l i ty of the mod
ern ist prim it iv ism exh ib i ted at MOMA to th reaten or cha l lenge what i s  
by  now a thorough ly  i nstitut iona l i zed system of  aesthetic (and market) 
va lue ;  but it is appropriate,  and i n  a sense r igorous,  that th is  mass ive 
co l l ection spann i ng the globe shou ld  end with the word self. 

I ndeed an u n intended effect of the exh ib it ion's comprehensive cat
a logue is to show once and for a l l  the incoherence of the modern Ror
schach of "the pri m itive ." From Robert Goldwater's formal ism to the 
transforming  "magic" of P icasso (accord ing to Rub in ) ;  from Levy-Bruh l 's 
myst ical  mentalite primitive ( i nfl uenc ing a generat ion of modern arti sts 
and wr iters) to Levi-Strauss's pensee sauvage ( resonat ing wi th "systems 
art" and the cybernetic b inarism of the m i n imal i sts) ; from Dubuffet's fas
c inat ion with i nsan ity and the ch i ld i sh  to the en l i ghtened rationa l  sense 
of a Gaugu in ,  the p layfu l exper imenta l ism of a Picasso or the new "scien
tif ic" sp i r i t  of a James Turre l l  (the last th ree approved by Varnedoe but 
cha l lenged by Rosa l i nd Krauss, who i s  more attached to Bata i l le's decap
itation,  bassesse, and bod i l y  deformations6) ; from fetish to icon and back 

6. The c lash between Krauss's and Varnedoe's dark and l ight versions of 
prim it iv ism is the most stri k ing i ncongru ity with i n  the cata logue . For Krauss the 
cruc ia l  task is to shatter predom inant European forms of power and subjectivity; 
for Varnedoe the task i s  to expand the i r  purv iew, to question, and to innovate. 
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aga in ;  from aborigi na l  bark pa i nti ngs (Kiee) to massive pre-Col umbian 
monuments (Henry Moore) ; from weightless Esk imo masks to Stone
henge-the cata logue succeeds in demonstrat ing not any essentia l  aff in
ity between tribal  and modern or even a coherent modern ist attitude to
ward the pri mitive but rather the rest less des i re and power of the modern 
West to col l ect the world . 

Sett ing aside the a l l egory of affi n ity, we are left with a "factua l ," narrowly 
focused h i story-that of  the "d iscovery" of  pri mitive art by Picasso and 
h i s  generation . It is tem pti ng to say that the "H i story" section of  the ex
h ibit ion is, after a l l ,  the r igorous part and the rest mere ly  suggest ive as
soc iation . U nden iab ly  a great deal of scholar ly research in the best 
Kunstgeschichte trad it ion has been brought to bear on this specific h i s
tory. N umerous myths are usefu l l y  questioned ;  important facts are spec
ified (what mask was in whose studio when); and the pervasiveness of 
tri ba l i nfl uences on early modern ist a rt-European, Engl ish,  and Ameri
can-is  shown more amply than ever before .  The cata logue has the merit 
of i nc lud i ng a number of art ic les that dampen the celebratory mood of 
the exhibit ion : notably the essay by Krauss and usefu l contributions by 
Chr ist ian Feest, Ph i l i ppe Pelt ier, and Jean-Lou is  Paudrat deta i l i ng the ar
r ival of non-Western art ifacts i n  Europe.  These h i storical art ic les i l l umi
nate the less ed ify ing imper ia l i st contexts that surrounded the "di scov
ery" of tri ba l objects by modern i st art ists at the moment of h igh 
colon ia l ism . 

If we ignore the "Affin ities" room at MOMA, however, and focus on 
the "serious" h i storica l part of the exh ibit ion, new crit ical questions 
emerge. What is  exc l uded by the spec ific focus of the h istory? Isn't th is 
factual  narrat ion sti l l  i nfused with the affin i ty a l legory, s i nce it is cast as 
a story of creative gen ius  recogn iz ing the greatness of triba l works, d is
coveri ng common art i st ic " i nform ing pri nc ip les" ? Cou ld the story of th i s  
i ntercu ltural encounter be  to ld d ifferent ly? I t  i s  worth mak ing  the effort to 
extract another story from the mater ia ls  i n  the exh ibit ion-a h i story not 
of redemption or of d i scovery but of rec lass ification . This  other h i story 
assumes that "art" is not un iversa l but is a changing Western cu ltural 
category. The fact that rather abruptly, in the space of a few decades, a 
la rge c lass of non-Western art ifacts came to be redefi ned as art is a tax
onomic sh ift that requ i res crit ica l h i storica l d i scussion, not ce lebration . 
That th is  construction of a generous category of art pitched at a globa l  
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sca le  occurred j ust as the p lanet's tri ba l peoples came massive ly u nder 
European po l it ica l ,  economic,  and evange l ica l  domi nion cannot be i r
relevant. But there i s  no room for such complexities at the MOMA show. 
Obvious ly the modern ist appropr iation of triba l productions as art i s  not 
s imp ly  i m per ia l ist .  The project i nvol ves too many strong cr it iques of co
lon ia l i st, evol ution ist assumptions .  As we sha l l  see, though , the scope 
and u nderly ing  logic of the "d iscovery" of tri bal a rt reproduces hege
monic  Western assumptions rooted in the colon ia l  and neoco lon ia l  
epoch .  

Picasso, Leger, Apo l l i na i re, and many others came to recogn ize the 
e lementa l ,  "magica l "  power of African scu l ptu res i n  a period of growing 
negrophilie, a context that  wou ld  see the i rruption onto the European 
scene of other evocative black figu res : the j azzman,  the boxer (AI 
B rown) ,  the sauvage joseph i ne Baker. To te l l  the h i story of modern ism's 
recognit ion of African "art" i n  th is  broader context wou ld ra ise ambigu
ous and d i sturb ing questions about aesthet ic  appropriat ion of non
Western others, issues of race, gender, and power. Th i s  other story is 
large ly inv is ib le  at MOMA, given the exh ibit ion's narrow focus .  I t  can be 
g l impsed on ly  in the sma l l  section devoted to " La creation du monde," 
the Afr ican cosmogony staged i n  1 923  by Leger, Cendrars, and M i l haud, 
and i n  the broad ly pitched if  sti l l  large ly u ncr it ica l  catalogue art ic le by 
Lau ra Rosenstock devoted to i t .  Overa l l  one wou ld be hard pressed to 
deduce from the exh ibit ion that a l l  the enthus iasm for th i ngs negre, for 
the "magic" of Afr ican art, had anyth ing to do with race. Art in th i s  
focused h i story has  no  essent ia l  l i nk  w i th  coded perceptions of  b lack 
bod ies-the i r  vita l i sm,  rhythm, magic, erotic  power, etc . -as seen by 
whi tes .  The modern ism represented here is concerned on ly  with art ist ic 
i nvent ion,  a pos it ive category separable from a negat ive pri m it ivism of 
the i rrationa l ,  the savage, the base, the fl ight from civ i l i zation . 

A d ifferent h istor ical  focus  m ight br ing a photograph of joseph ine 
Baker into the v ic in ity of  the Afr ican statues that were excit ing the Par i
s ian avant-garde in  the 1 9 1 Os and 1 920s; but such a juxtapos it ion wou ld  
be  unth i n kable i n  the  MOMA h istory, for it evokes d ifferent affin i t ies from 
those contr ibut ing to the category of great art. The black body i n  Par is  of 
the twenties was an ideo logical a rt ifact . Archaic Afr ica (wh ich came to 
Paris by way of the futu re-that is ,  America) was sexed , gendered , and 
invested with "magic" in specific ways . Standard poses adopted by "La 
Bakai re," l i ke Leger's designs and costumes, evoked a recogn izable "Af
r ican ity"-the naked form emphas iz ing pelv is  and buttocks, a seg-
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mented sty l i zation suggest ing a strangely mechan ica l  v ital ity. The inc lu
sion of so ideologica l ly loaded a form as the body of Josephine Baker 
among the figures c lassified as a rt on West Fifty-th i rd Street wou ld sug
gest a d ifferent account of modernist pr imit iv ism, a d ifferent analysis of 
the category negre in /'art negre, and an exploration of the "taste" that 
was someth i ng more than j ust a backdrop for the d iscovery of tribal art 
i n  the open ing decades of th i s  centu ry. 7 

Such a focus wou ld treat art as a category defined and redefined i n  
specific h i stor ica l  contexts and re lations of power. Seen from this angle 
and read somewhat agai nst the gra i n ,  the MOMA exh ibit ion documents 
a taxonomic moment: the status of non-Western objects and "h igh" art 
are importantly redef ined ,  but there is noth ing permanent or transcen
dent about the categories at stake. The appreciation and interpretation of 
tri ba l  objects takes p lace with i n  a modern "system of objects" which 
confers va lue on certa in  th ings and withholds it from others (Baudri l lard 
1 968) .  Modern ist pri mit iv ism, with its c la ims to deeper humanist sym
pathies and a wider aesthet ic sense, goes hand-i n-hand with a developed 
market i n  tr ibal art and with defi n it ions of arti st ic and cu ltural authentic
ity that are now widely contested . 

S ince 1 900 non-Western objects have genera l l y  been c lass ified as 
either prim i tive art or ethnographic spec imens.  Before the modern i st rev
o lution assoc iated with Picasso and the s imu ltaneous r ise of cu ltural an
thropo logy assoc iated with Boas and Mal i nowski ,  these objects were d if-

7. On negrophilie see Laude 1 968; for para l le l  trends i n  l i teratu re see B la
chere 1 98 1  and Lev in  1 984 . The d iscovery of th i ngs "negre" by the European 
avant-garde was med iated by an imagi nary America, a land of noble savages 
s imu l taneous ly standing for the past and future of human ity-a perfect affi n ity of 
prim it ive and modern . For example, jazz was associated with pr imal sources 
(wi ld,  erot ic passions) and with technology (the mechan ical rhythm of brushed 
drums, the g leam ing saxophone). Le Corbusier's reaction was characteristic :  " In  
a stupid variety show, joseph ine Baker sang ' Baby' with such an intense and 
d ramatic sens ib i l ity that I was moved to tears . There is in this American Negro 
music a lyr ical 'contemporary' mass so inv incib le that I cou ld see the foundation 
of a new sentiment of mus ic  capable of being the express ion of the new epoch 
and a lso capable of c lassifying its European orig ins as stone age-just as has 
happened with the new architecture" (quoted in Jencks 1 973 : 1 02) .  As a source 
of modern ist i nspiration for Le Corbusier, the figure of Josephine Baker was 
matched only by monumenta l ,  a lmost Egyptian, concrete gra in  elevators, r is ing 
from the American p la ins and bui l t  by nameless "prim i tive" engineers (Banham 
1 986: 1 6) .  The h i stori cal narrative impl ic i t  here has been a feature of twentieth
century l i terary and artist ic i nnovation, as a redemptive modernism pers istently 
"di scovers" the prim it ive that can justify i ts own sense of emergence. 
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Affinities Not Included in the MOMA "Primitivism " Show. 
1 .  Bodies 
(a) Josephine Baker in a famous pose, Paris, ca. 1 929 
(b) Wooden figure (Chokwe, Angola) 
(c) Fernand Leger, costume design for The Creation of 

the World, 1 922-23 

199 

ferently sorted-as antiqu it ies, exotic cur iosit ies,  orienta l ia ,  the remains 
of ear ly man,  and so on .  With the emergence of twentieth-century mod
ern ism and anth ropology figu res formerly ca l l ed "fet ishes" (to take j ust 
one c lass of object) became works e i ther of "scu lptu re" or of "mater ia l  
cu ltu re ." The d i st i nction between the aesthetic and the anthropological 
was soon inst itut iona l l y  rei nforced . I n  art ga l ler ies non-Western objects 
were d isp layed for the i r  formal and aesthetic qua l it ies; in ethnograph ic  
museums they were represented i n  a "cu l tura l "  context . I n  the  l atter an 
Afr ican statue was a r i tual  object belonging to a d i st i nct group; it was 
d i splayed in ways that e l uc idated its use, symbol i sm,  and funct ion .  The 
i nstitutiona l ized d i st i nction between aesthetic and anthropo logical d i s
courses took form d u r i ng the years documented at MOMA, years that 
saw the complementary d iscovery of pr imi tive "art" and of an anth ropo-
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logica l concept of "cu l ture" (Wi l l iams 1 966) . 8 Though there was from 
the start (and cont inues to be) a regu lar  traffic between the two domains,  
th i s  d i st i nction is  uncha l lenged in the exh ibit ion . At MOMA treating 
t r iba l  objects as art means exc l ud i ng the origi nal  cu ltura l  context. Con
s ideration of context, we are fi rm ly to ld at the exh ib it ion's entrance, i s  
the bus i ness of  anth ropologists . Cu ltura l  background i s  not essent ia l  to 
correct aesthetic apprec iation and analys is :  good art, the masterp iece, i s  
un iversa l l y  recogn izable .9  The p ioneer modern ists themselves knew l i tt le 
or noth ing  of these objects' ethnographic meani ng. What was good 
enough for P icasso is good enough for MOMA. I ndeed an ignorance of 
cu l tura l  context seems a lmost a precondit ion for artist ic apprec iation .  I n  
th i s  object system a triba l  piece i s  detached from one m i l ieu i n  order to 
c i rcu late free ly i n  another, a world of art-of museums, markets, and 
connoi sseursh ip .  

S i nce the  early years of  modern ism and  cu l tura l  anth ropo logy non
Western objects have found a "home" either with in  the d i scourses and 
i nstitut ions of art or with i n  those of anthropology. The two domains have 
exc l uded and confi rmed each other, inventive ly  d isputing the right to 
contextual ize, to represent these objects . As we shal l see, the aesthetic
anth ropological opposit ion is  systematic, presuppos ing an underly ing set 
of attitudes toward the "tri bal ." Both d i scou rses assume a pr im itive world 
in need of preservat ion,  redemption,  and representation . The concrete, 
inventive existence of tribal cu ltures and art ists is suppressed in the pro
cess of e ither const itut ing authentic,  "trad it iona l "  worlds or appreciat i ng 
the i r  products in  the t imeless category of "art ." 

Noth i ng on West F i fty-th i rd Street suggests that good tr iba l  art is be ing 
produced i n  the 1 980s . The non-Western art ifacts on d i splay are located 

8. The twentieth-century developments traced here redeploy these ideas i n  
an  i ntercu ltural domai n  wh i le  preserv ing the i r  older eth ical and  po l i t ical charge. 
See Chapter 1 0, section 2 .  

9 .  O n  the recogn it ion o f  masterpieces see Rubin's confident c la ims 
( 1 984 : 20-2 1  ) . He i s  given to statements such as the fol lowing on tribal and mod
ern art: "The sol utions of gen ius  in the plastic arts are a l l  essential ly i n st i nctual"  
(p.  78, n . 80) .  A stubborn rejection of the supposed views of anthropologists (who 
bel ieve in the col lective production of works of tri ba l  art) character izes Rubin's 
attempts to c lear out an autonomous space for aesthetic judgment. Suggest ions 
that he may be project ing Western aesthet ic categor ies onto trad it ions with d i f
ferent defi n i t ions of art are made to seem s impl istic (for example p. 28) .  
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either i n  a vague past (remi n i scent of the l abel "n ineteenth-twentieth 
centu ry" that accompan ies African and Ocean ian pieces in the Metro
pol itan Museum's Rockefe l ler  Wi ng) or in a pure ly  conceptua l  space de
fined by "pr im it ive" qua l it ies : magic, ritua l i sm, c loseness to nature, 
myth ic or cosmological a ims (see Rub in  1 984 : 1 0, 661-689) . In th is  re l 
egat ion of the tri bal or  pr im itive to either a van ish ing past or an ah i stori
cal, conceptua l  present, modern i st apprec iation reproduces common 
ethnographic  categor ies .  

The same structu re can be seen i n  the H a l l  of Pacific Peoples, ded
icated to Margaret Mead, at the American Museum of Natura l  H istory. 
Th is  new permanent ha l l  i s  a superbly refu rbished anthropo logical  stop
p ing p lace for non-Western objects . In Rotunda (December 1 984), the 
museum's pub l i cation,  an  artic le  announcing the i nsta l l at ion conta ins  
the  fol lowing paragraph : 

Margaret Mead once referred to the cu ltures of Paci fic peoples as "a 

world that once was and now is no more." Prior to her death in 1 978 

she approved the bas ic plans for the new Hall of Pacific Peoples. (p. 1 )  

We are offered treasu res saved from a destructive h i story, rel i cs of a 
van i sh ing world . Vis itors to the i nsta l lat ion (and espec ia l l y  members of 
present Pac ific cu l tures) may fi nd a "world that is no more" more appro
pr iate ly evoked in two charm ing d i sp lay cases ju st outside the ha l l .  I t  i s  
the  wor ld of  a dated anth ropology. Here one finds a neat ly typed page of 
notes from Mead's much-di sputed Samoan research ,  a p icture of the 
fieldworker in teract ing "c lose ly" with Melanes ians (she is  carry ing a 
c h i ld on her back), a box of br ight ly colored d i scs and tr iangles once 
used for psychological  test ing, a copy of Mead's col umn in Redbook. I n  
the H a l l  o f  Pac ific Peoples art ifacts suggest ing change and syncretism are 
set apart i n  a smal l d i sp lay entit led "Cu lture Contact." It i s  noted that 
Western i nfl uence and ind igenous response have been active in the Pa
c i fic s i nce the e ighteenth centu ry. Yet few signs of th is  invo lvement ap
pear anywhere e l se i n  the large ha l l ,  despite the fact that many of the 
objects were made in the past 1 50 years in s ituations of contact, and 
despite the fact that the museum's ethnographic explanations reflect 
qu i te recent research on the cu ltures of the Pac ific .  The h i stor ical  con
tacts and impurit ies that are part of ethnographic work-and that may 
signal the l i fe ,  not the death , of soc ieties-are systematica l l y  excl uded . 

The tenses of the ha l l 's exp lanatory captions are revea l i ng.  A recent 
color photograph of a Samoan kava ceremony is  accompan ied by the 
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words :  "STATUS and RAN K  were [s ic]  important features of Samoan soci
ety," a statement that wi l l  seem strange to anyone who knows how i m
portant they remai n i n  Samoa today. E lsewhere in the ha l l a b lack-and
wh ite photograph of an Austra l ian Arunta woman and ch i ld ,  taken 
around 1 900 by the pioneer ethnographers Spencer and G i l len, i s  cap
tioned in the present tense. Aborig ina ls  apparently must a lways i nhabit 
a myth ic t ime. Many other examples of tempora l  i ncoherence cou ld be 
c i ted-old Sepi k  objects described in the present, recent Trobriand pho
tos labeled in the past, and so forth . 

The poi nt is not s i mply that the image of Samoan kava dr ink ing and 
status soc iety presented here is  a d i stortion or that in most of the Ha l l  of 
Pac ific Peoples h i story has been a i rbrushed out. (No Samoan men at the 
kava ceremony are wear ing wri stwatches; Trobriand face pa int ing is 
shown without noti ng that i t  i s  worn at cr icket matches . )  Beyond such 
q uestions of accu racy i s  an i ssue of systematic ideological cod ing. To 
locate "triba l "  peoples i n  a nonh i stor ical  t ime and ourselves i n  a d iffer
ent, h i stor ica l  t ime is c lear ly tendentious and no longer cred ib le (Fabian 
1 983) .  This recogn it ion throws doubt on the perception of a van i sh ing 
tribal wor ld,  rescued ,  made va l uable and mean ingfu l ,  e i ther as eth no
graph ic "cu l tu re" or as pr im it ive/modern "art ." For in th i s  temporal or
dering the rea l  or genu ine l i fe of tri bal works a lways precedes the i r  col
lection, an act of salvage that repeats an a l l -too-fam i l iar  story of death 
and redemption . In th is  pervasive a l l egory the non-Western wor ld is a l 
ways van i sh i ng and modern iz i ng-as i n  Wa lter Benjamin 's a l legory of 
modern i ty, the tr ibal  world is  conceived as a ru i n .  (Benjam in  1 977) . At 
the Ha l l of Pac ific Peoples or the Rockefe l ler  Wing the actual ongo ing 
l ife and " i mpure" inventions of tri ba l peoples are erased in the name of 
cu l tu ra l  or a rt istic "authentic ity." S im i lar ly at MOMA the production of 
tr ibal "art" is enti re ly i n  the past. Tu rn i ng up in the flea markets and 
museums of l ate n i neteenth-centu ry Europe, these objects are desti ned 
to be aesthetica l ly redeemed , given new va l ue in the object system of a 
generous modern ism . 

The story reto ld at MOMA, the struggle to ga i n  recogn ition for tribal art, 
for its capac ity " l i ke a l l  great art . . . to show images of man that tran
scend the particu lar  l ives and times of the i r  creators" (Rubi n 1 984 : 73),  i s  
taken for granted at  another stoppi ng place for triba l  travelers i n  Manhat
tan , the Center for African Art on East S ixty-e ighth Street. Susan Vogel ,  
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the executive d i rector, procla ims i n  her introduction to the cata logue of 
its i naugural  exh ib it ion, "African Masterpieces from the Musee de 
! 'Homme," that the "aesthetic-anthropological debate" has been re
so lved . It is now widely accepted that "ethnographic specimens" can be 
d i st ingu ished from "works of art" and that with i n  the l atter category a 
l i m ited number of "masterpieces" are to be found.  Vogel correct ly  notes 
that the aesthet ic recogn it ion of tr ibal objects depends on changes i n  
Western taste . For example i t  took the work o f  Francis  Bacon, Lucas Sa
maras, and others to make it  poss ib le  to exhib it  as art " rough and horri
fying [African) works as we l l  as refined and lyr ical  ones" (Vogel 
1 985 : 1 1 ) . Once recogn ized, though, art is apparently  art .  Thus the se
lect ion at the Center  i s  made on aesthetic criter ia a lone.  A promi nent 
p lacard affi rms that the abi l ity of these objects "to transcend the l i m ita
t ions of t ime and p lace, to speak to us across t ime and cu lture . . .  p laces 
them among the h ighest poi nts of human ach ievement. It is as works of 
art that we regard them here and as a testament to the greatness of thei r 
creators." 

There could be no c learer statement of one s ide of the aesthet ic 
anthropo logica l  "debate" (or better, system) . On the other (anth ropo log
ica l )  s ide, across town, the H a l l  of Pac ific Peoples presents co l lective 
rather than ind iv idua l  productions-the work of "cu ltures." But with i n  
an i nstitut iona l i zed pol arity interpenetration of  d i scourses becomes pos
s ib le .  Sc ience can be aesthet ic ized, art made anth ropo logica l .  At the 
American Museu m  of N atura l  H istory ethnographic exh i bi ts have come 
increas ing ly  to resemble art shows. I ndeed the H a l l  of Pac ific Peoples 
represents the l atest i n  aesthet ic ized scienti sm . Objects are d ispl ayed in 
ways that h igh l ight the i r  formal properties. They are suspended i n  l ight, 
held in space by the i ngen ious use of P lexiglas .  (One is  sudden ly  aston
i shed by the sheer wei rdness of a smal l Ocean ic  figur ine perched atop a 
th ree-foot-ta l l  transparent rod . )  Wh i l e  these artistica l ly d i sp layed artifacts 
are sc ient ifica l l y  exp la i ned ,  an older, functional ist attempt to present an 
i ntegrated picture of spec i fic soc ieties or cu l ture areas is no longer  seri
ous ly pursued . There i s  an a lmost dadaist qua l ity to the labe l s  on e ight 
cases devoted to Austra l ian aborigi na l  soc iety ( I  c ite the complete series 
in order) : "C E R EMONY, SP I R IT  F I G U R E ,  MAG IC IANS AND SORCERERS, SACRED 

ART, SPEAR TH ROWERS, STO N E  AXES  AND KN IVES, WOMEN,  BOOMERANGS. " 

E l sewhere the ha l l 's p ieces of cu lture have been recontextual ized with in  
a new cybernetic,  anthropo logical  d i scourse . For i nstance fl utes and 
str inged in struments are captioned : "MUS IC  i s  a system of organized 
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Affinities Not Included in the MOMA "Primitivism " Show. 
2. Collections 
(a) Interior of Chief Shake 's House, Wrangel. Alaska, 1909 
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sound i n  man's [s ic) aura l  environment" or nearby : "COMM U N I CAT ION i s  
an important function of organized sound ." 

I n  the anthropological  H a l l  of Pacific Peoples non-Western objects 
st i l l  have pr imari ly scientific va l ue .  They are in add ition beautifu l . 1 ° Con
verse ly, at the Center for African Art artifacts are essentia l ly defined as 
"masterpieces," the i r  makers as great artists . The d i scourse of connois
seu rsh ip  re igns .  Yet once the story of art to ld at MOMA becomes dogma, 

1 0 . At the November 3 ,  1 984, sympos ium (see n . 2) Christian Feest pointed 
out that the tendency to reclass i fy objects in ethnographic col lections as "art" i s  
in  part a response to the much greater amount of funding ava i l able for art (rather 
than anthropological )  exh ib it ions. 
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(b) View of the Margaret Mead Hall of Pacific Peoples 

it is poss ib le  to rei ntroduce and co-opt the d i scourse of ethnography. At 
the Center tr ibal  contexts and functions are described a long with i nd ivid
ua l  h i stories of the objects on d i sp lay. Now firm ly c lass i fied as master
pieces, African objects escape the vague, ah i stor ica l  location of the 
"tr i ba l "  or  the "pr im it ive ." The cata logue, a sort of catalogue raisonne, 
d i scusses each work i ntens ive ly. The category of the masterpiece i nd ivid
uates : the pieces on d i sp lay are not typica l ;  some are one of a k ind . The 
famous Fan god of war or  the Abomey shark-man lend themse lves to 
precise h i stories of i nd iv idua l  creation and appropriation in v is ib le  co
lon ia l  s ituations .  Captions spec ify which Griau le  exped ition to West Af
rica i n  the 1 930s acq u i red each Dogan statue (see Le i ri s  1 934 and Chap
ter 2 ) .  We learn in the cata logue that a superb Bam i l eke mother and ch i ld  
was carved by  an art ist named Kwayep, that the  statue was bought by 
the colon ia l  adm i n istrator and anthropologist Henri Labouret from K ing 
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N'J i ke .  Wh i le tr ibal names predom i nate at MOMA, the Rockefe l ler Wing, 
and the American Museum of Natu ra l  H i story, here personal names make 
thei r  appearance. 

I n  the "Afr ican Masterpieces" cata logue we learn of an ethnogra
pher's exc i tement on fi nd ing a Dogan hermaphrod ite figure that wou ld 
l ater become famous.  The letter record i ng th is  exc itement, written by 
Den i se Pau l me in 1 93 5 ,  serves as evidence of the aesthetic concerns of 
many early ethnographic col lectors (Vogel and N'd iaye 1 985 : 1 22 ) .  
These i nd iv idua ls, we are to ld,  cou ld i ntu it ive ly d i st inguish masterpieces 
from mere art or ethnographic spec imens. (Actua l l y  many of the i nd ivid
ua l  ethnographers beh i nd the Musee de I 'Homme col lection, such as 
Pau l me, M ichel  Le i r is ,  Marcel Gr iau le,  and Andre Schaeffner, were 
friends and col laborators of the same "pioneer modernist" arti sts who, i n  
the story told a t  MOMA, constructed the category o f  pr im it ive art. Thus 
the i ntu it ive aesthet ic sense i n  question i s  the product of a h istor ica l l y  
spec ific m i l ieu .  See Chapter 4 . )  The  "African Masterpieces" cata logue 
ins i sts that the founders of the Musee de I 'Homme were art connoisseurs, 
that th is  great anthropological  museum never treated a l l  i ts contents as 
"ethnograph ic spec imens." The Musee de I ' Homme was and is  secretly 
an art museum (Voge l 1 985 : 1 1 ) . The taxonomic spl i t  between art and 
art ifact i s  thus hea led, at least for se lf-evident "masterpieces," enti re ly i n  
terms o f  the aesthetic code. Art i s  art i n  any museum .  

I n  th i s  exh i b it ion, a s  opposed to the others i n  New York, information 
can be provided about each i nd ividua l  masterpiece's h istory. We learn 
that a Kiwaran i  ante lope mask studded with m i rrors was acqu i red at a 
dance given for the colon ia l  adm i n istration i n  Ma l i  on Basti l le Day 1 93 1 . 
A rabbit mask was pu rchased from Dogan dancers at a ga la  so i ree i n  
Par i s  du ri ng the Colon ia l  Exh ibit ion of the same year. These are no longer 
the dateless "authentic" triba l forms seen at MOMA. At the Center for 
Afr ican Art a d ifferent h istory documents both the artwork's un iqueness 
and the ach ievement of the d i scern i ng col lector. By featur ing rar ity, ge
n i us, and connoisseu rsh ip  the Center confirms the exi stence of autono
mous artworks able to c i rcu late, to be bought and sold, in the same way 
as works by P icasso or G iacomett i .  The Center traces i ts l i neage, appro
priate ly, to the former Rockefe l ler Museum of Prim it ive Art, with i ts c lose 
ties to col lectors and the art market . 

I n  i ts i naugura l  exh ib it ion the Center confi rms the predomi nant 
aesthetic-ethnographic v iew of tr ibal art as someth ing located in  the past, 
good for bei ng col lected and given aesthetic va l ue.  I ts second show 
(March 1 2-J u ne 1 6 , 1 985) is devoted to " lgbo Arts : Commun ity and Cos-
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mos ." I t  te l l s  another story, locat ing art forms, r itua l l i fe, and cosmology 
in a spec ific, changing African soc iety-a past and present heritage. 
Photographs show "trad it iona l "  masks worn i n  danced masquerades 
around 1 983 . (These inc l ude sat i r ic  figu res of whi te colon i sts . )  A deta i l ed 
h istory of cu l tura l  change, struggle, and reviva l  i s  provided . In the cata
logue C h i ke C. An iakor, an lgbo scholar, writes a long with co-ed i tor Her
bert M .  Cole of "the conti nua l ly  evo lv ing lgbo aesthetic" : " I t  is i l l usory 
to th i n k  that which we comfortably label 'trad it iona l '  art was i n  an ear l ier 
t ime i m m u ne to changes i n  sty le and form; i t  i s  thus unproduct ive to 
lament changes that reflect cu rrent rea l i t ies. Conti nu ity with earl ier forms 
wi l l  a lways be found ;  the present-day pers i stence of fam i ly and com
m u n ity va l ues ensures that the arts w i l l  thr ive .  And as a lways, the lgbo 
w i l l  c reate new art forms out of the i r  i nventive spi rit, reflect ing the i r  dy
nam ic i nteractions with the environment and the i r  neighbors and ex
press ing cu ltu ra l  ideals" (Cole and An iakor 1 984 : 1 4) .  

Cole and An iakor provide a qu ite d i fferent h i story o f  "the tri ba l "  and 
"the modern" from that to ld  at the Museum of Modern Art-a story of 
i nvent ion,  not of redemption . In his foreword to the cata logue Ch inua  
Achebe offers a v i s ion  of  cu l ture and  of  objects that sharply cha l lenges 
the ideology of the art co l lect ion and the masterpiece. l gbo, he te l l s us,  
do not l i ke col l ections .  

The purposefu l neglect of  the pai nstakingly and devoutly accom

pl i shed mbari houses with a l l  the art objects in them as soon as the 

pr imary mandate of their  creat ion has been served, provides a s ign ifi

cant ins ight i nto the lgbo aesthetic va lue as process rather than prod

uct. Process is motion wh i le  product is rest . When the product is 

preserved or venerated, the impu l se to repeat the process is compro

mised . Therefore the lgbo choose to e l im i nate the product and reta i n  

t he  process so  that every occas ion and  every generat ion wi l l  receive its 

own impu l se and experience of creat ion . Interest ingly th is  aesthetic 

d ispos it ion receives powerfu l endorsement from the tropical c l i mate 

which provides an abundance of materia l s  for making art, such as 

wood, as wel l as formidable agencies of d isso lut ion, such as humid ity 

and the term ite . Vis i tors to lgboland are shocked to see that art i

facts are rarely accorded any particu lar  value on the bas is  of age 

alone. (Achebe 1 984 : ix) 

Achebe's i mage of a "ru i n "  suggests not the modern i st a l legory of re
demption (a yearn i ng to make th i ngs whole, to th i n k  archaeo logica l ly) 
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The Earth Deity, Ala, with her "children " in her mbari 
house. Obube Ulakwo, southeast Nigeria, 1 966. 
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but an acceptance of end less ser ia l i ty, a des i re to keep th ings apart, dy
namic,  and h i storica l .  

The aesthetic-anth ropologica l object systems of the West are cu rrently 
u nder cha l lenge,  and the pol it ics of col l ecting and exh ib i t ing occas ion
al ly become v is ib le .  Even at MOMA evidence of l iv ing tri ba l  peoples has 
not been enti re ly  exc l uded . One sma l l text breaks the spel l .  A specia l  
labe l  exp la ins  the absence of a Zun i  war god figu re currently housed in  
the Ber l i n  Museum fu r Vol kerunde. We learn that l ate i n  its preparations 
for the show MOMA "was i nformed by knowledgeable authorit ies that 
Zun i  people consider any pub l ic  exhibit ion of the i r  war gods to be sac
r i legious ." Thus, the l abel conti n ues, a l though such figu res are rout ine ly 
d i sp layed e lsewhere, the museum dec ided not to bri ng the war god (an 
i nfl uence on Pau l  K lee) from Berl i n .  The terse note ra ises more questions 
than it answers, but i t  does at l east establ i sh  that the objects on d i sp lay 
may i n  fact "belong" somewhere other than i n  an art or an ethnograph ic 
museum .  Livi ng  trad it ions have c la ims on them, contest ing (with a d i s
tant but i ncreas ing ly pa l pable power) the i r  present home i n  the institu
t iona l systems of the modern West. 1 1  

E l sewhere i n  New York th is  power has been made even more vis
ib le .  "Te Maori ," a show vis i t ing the Metropo l itan ,  c lear ly establ ishes that 
the "art" on d isp lay i s  sti l l  sacred, on loan not mere ly  from certa i n  New 
Zea land m useums but a lso from the Maori people .  Indeed tri ba l  art is 
pol i tica l  th rough and th rough . The Maori have a l lowed their trad it ion to 
be explo ited as "art" by major Western cu ltura l  inst itutions and their cor
porate sponsors i n  order to enhance thei r own internationa l  prestige and 

1 1 .  The sh ift ing balance of power i s  evident i n  the case of the Zun i  war 
gods, or Ahauuta .  Zuni vehement ly object to the d isplay of these figures (terrify
ing and of great sacred force) as "art." They are the only trad it ional objects 
s i ngled out for th is objection . After passage of the Native American Freedom of 
Rel i gion Act of 1 978 Zun i  i n it iated th ree forma l  legal actions c la iming return of 
the Ahauuta (which as communa l  property are, in Zuni  eyes, by defin it ion stolen 
goods) .  A sale at Sotheby Parke-Bernet i n  1 978 was interrupted, and the figure 
was eventua l ly retu rned to the Zun i .  The Denver Art Museum was forced to 
repatriate its Ahauutas in 1 98 1 . A c la im agai nst the Sm ithsonian remains unre
solved as of th is  writ ing. Other pressu res have been appl ied elsewhere in an 
ongoing campaign . I n  these new condit ions Zun i  Ahauuta can no longer be rou
t ine ly  d isp layed . I ndeed the figure Pau l  Klee saw in  Berl in  would have run the 
risk of being seized as contraband had it been sh ipped to New York for the 
MOMA show. For general background see Talbot 1 985 .  
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Affinities Not Included in the MOMA "Primitivism " Show. 
3. Appropriations 
(a) Mrs. Pierre Loeb in her family apartment with modern 
and tribal works, rue Desbordes-Valmore, Paris, 1 929 
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thus contribute to the i r  cu rrent resurgence i n  New Zealand soc iety (Mead 
1 984) . 1 2  Triba l  authorit ies gave perm iss ion for the exh ibition to travel ,  
and they part ic ipated in  its open i ng ceremonies in  a v is ib le ,  d isti nctive 
manner. So d id Asante leaders at the exh ib i tion of the i r  art and cu ltu re at 
the Museum of Natural  H i story (October 1 6, 1 984-March 1 7 , 1 985) .  
Although the Asante d isp lay centers on eighteenth- and n ineteenth
centu ry art ifacts, evidence of the twentieth-century colonia l  suppress ion 
and recent renewal of Asante cu lture is  inc l uded , a long with color photos 

1 2 . An art ic le on corporate fund ing of the arts in the New York Times, Feb. 
5, 1 985, p. 27, reported that Mobi l  O i l  sponsored the Maori show in large part 
to please the New Zea land government, with which it was col laborat ing on the 
construction of a natura l  gas convers ion plant. 
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(b) New Guinea girl with photographer's flash bulbs 

of modern ceremon ies and newly made "trad it iona l "  objects brought to 
New York as g i fts for the m useum .  I n  th i s  exh i b it ion the location of the 
art on d i sp lay-the sense of where, to whom, and in what t ime(s) i t  be
longs- is  qu i te d ifferent from the locat ion of the Afr ican objects at 
MOMA or i n  the Rockefe l ler Wi ng.  The tr i ba l  is fu l ly h i storica l .  

Sti l l  another representation of tr ibal  l ife and art can be encountered 
at the Northwest Coast co l lection at the I BM Gal lery (October 1 0-De
cember 29 ,  1 984), whose objects have traveled downtown from the Mu
seum of the American Ind ian .  They are d i splayed i n  poo ls  of i ntense l ight 
(the beautify i ng "boutique" decor that seems to be modern ism's gift to 
m useum d i sp lays, both ethnograph ic and artistic) . But th i s  exh i bit ion of 
trad it iona l masterpieces ends with works by l iv ing Northwest Coast art
i sts . Outs ide the ga l lery i n  the I BM atri um two large totem poles have 
been i nsta l led .  One i s  a weathered spec imen from the Museum of the 
American Ind ian ,  and the other has been carved for the show by the 
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Kwaki utl Ca lv in  H u nt. The art ist put the fi n ish ing touches on h i s  creation 
where it stands i n  the atr i um;  fresh wood ch ips are left scattered around 
the base . Noth ing l i ke th i s  i s  poss ib le  or even th i nkable at West F i fty-th i rd 
Street. 

The organ izers of the MOMA exh ibit ion have been c lear about its 
l i m itations, and they have repeated ly spec ified what they do not c la im to 
show. It i s  thus i n  a sense unfa i r  to ask why they d id not construct a 
d ifferent ly focused h istory of re lations between "the tr ibal " and "the mod
ern ." Yet the exc l us ions bu i l t  i nto any col lection or narration are l egiti
mate objects of cr it ique, and the i ns istent, d idactic tone of the MOMA 
show on ly  makes its focus more debatable.  If the non-Western objects on 
West F i fty-th i rd Street never rea l l y  question but conti nua l l y  confirm es
tabl i shed aesthet ic va l ues, th is  ra ises q uestions about "modern i st pr imi
t iv ism's" pu rported ly  revo l ut ionary potentia l .  The absence of any ex
amples of Th i rd Wor ld modern ism or of recent tri ba l  work reflects a 
pervas ive "se l f-evident" a l legory of redemption . 

The f ina l  room of the MOMA exh ibit ion, "Contemporary Explora
tions," which m ight have been used to refocus the h istorical story of mod
ern ism and the tr iba l ,  i nstead stra i ns to find contemporary Western arti sts 
whose work has a "pr im it ive feel ." 1 3  Diverse criteria are asserted : a use 
of rough or "natura l "  mater ia ls ,  a r itua l i st ic attitude, ecological concern,  
archaeologica l  insp i ration, certa i n  techn iques of assemblage, a concep
tion of the art ist as shaman, or some fam i l i arity with "the m i nd of primi
tive man i n  h i s  [s ic]  science and mytho logy" (derived perhaps from read
i ng Lev i-Strauss) . Such cr iter ia,  added to a l l  the other "prim it ivist" 
qua l it ies i nvoked i n  the exh ibit ion and i ts cata logue, unravel for good the 
category of the pri mi tive, expos i ng it as an incoherent c luster of qua l it ies 
that at d ifferent t imes have been used to construct a sou rce, or ig in ,  or 
alter  ego confi rm i ng some new "d iscovery" with i n  the territory of the 
Western se lf . The exh ib it ion i s  at best a h i stor ical  account of a certa i n  
moment i n  th i s  re lent less process. By  the end the fee l i ng created is one 
of c laustrophobia .  

1 3 . I n  p laces the search becomes sel f-parod ic ,  a s  i n  the caption for works 
by jackie Winsor: "Wi nsor's work has a pr im it iv ist feel ,  not only in the raw phys
ical presence of her materia l s, but a l so in the way she fabricates . Her labor
driving na i l s ,  b ind ing twi ne-moves beyond s imple systematic repet it ion to take 
on the expressive character of ritua l i zed action ."  
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The non-Western objects that exc i ted Picasso, Dera in ,  and Leger 
broke i nto the rea l m  of offic ia l  Western art from outs ide.  They were 
qu ick ly integrated , recogn ized as masterp ieces, g iven homes with i n  an 
anthropological -aesthetic object system . By now th i s  process has been 
suffic ient ly ce lebrated . We need exh ibit ions that question the boundaries 
of art and of the art wor ld ,  an i nfl ux of tru l y  ind igesti b le  "outs ide" art i 
facts. The re lat ions of power whereby one port ion of human ity can se
lect, va l ue, and col lect the pure products of others need to be cr i t ic ized 
and transformed . Th i s  i s  no sma l l  task .  I n  the meantime one can at least 
i magi ne shows that featu re the i m pure, " i nauthentic" productions of past 
and present tr ibal l i fe ; exh i bit ions rad ica l ly heterogeneous in the i r  g lobal  
mix of styles; exh i b i tions that locate themselves i n  spec if ic mu lt icu ltura l  
j unctures ; exh ib i t ions i n  wh ich nature remains  "unnatura l " ;  exh ib i t ions 
whose pr i nc ip les of i ncorporat ion are open ly quest ionable.  The fo l low
ing  wou ld be my contri but ion to a d i fferent show on "affin it ies of the 
tr ibal  and the postmodern ." I offer j ust the fi rst paragraph from Barbara 
Ted lock's superb descr ipt ion of the Zun i  Shalako ceremony, a fest ival that 
is  on ly  part of a complex, l iv i ng trad it ion ( 1 984 : 246) :  

Imagine a sma l l  western New Mexican v i l l age, its snow- l i t  streets 

l i ned with whi te Mercedes, quarter-ton pickups and Dodge vans. Vi l

lagers wrapped i n  black blankets and flowered shawls  are stand ing 

next to v is i tors i n  b lue velveteen blouses with rows of d ime buttons 

and volum i nous sat in  sk irts. The i r  men are in black Stetson s i lver

banded hats, pressed jeans, Tony Lama boots and m u lt icolored Pen

dleton blankets . Strangers dressed in dayglo orange, p ink and green 

ski jackets, stocking caps, h ik ing  boots and m ittens. Al l crowded to

gether they are looking i nto newly constructed houses i l l um inated by 

bare l i ght bu lbs dangl ing  from raw rafters edged with Woolworth's red 

fabric and flowered b lue print cal ico. Cinderblock and plasterboard 

whi te wal l s  are layered with str iped serapes, Ch imayo blankets, Nav

ajo rugs, flowered fri nged embroidered shawls, b lack s i l k  from Mexico 

and purple, red and b lue rayon from Czechoslovakia.  Rows 'of Hopi 

cotta� dance k i l ts and ra i n  sashes; I s leta woven red and green belts; 

Navajo and Zuni s i lver concha bel ts and black mantas covered with 

si lver brooches set with ca rved lapidary, ra inbow mosa ic, channel in

lay, turquoise need lepoint, pink agate, a labaster, b lack cannel coa l 

and bakel ite from old ' 78s, cora l ,  abalone shel l ,  mother-of-pearl and 

horned oyster hang from poles suspended from the cei l i ng. Mule and 
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white-ta i led deer trophy-heads wearing squash-blossom, cora l and 

chunk-tu rquoise necklaces are hammered up around the room over 

rearing buckskins above Arabian tapestries of Mart in  Luther K ing and 

the Kennedy brothers, The Last Supper, a herd of sheep with a haloed 

herder, horses, peacocks. 



There is a Third World in every First World, and vice-versa. 
-TRINH T. MINH-HA, "DIFFERENCE;' DISCOURSE 8 

1 0 . On C ollecting Art and Culture 

T H I S C H A PT E R  is composed of fou r  loosely connected parts, each con
cerned with the fate of tribal art ifacts and cu ltura l  practices once they are 
re located in Western museums,  exchange systems, d isc i p l i nary arch ives, 
and d iscu rs ive trad it ions .  The fi rst part proposes a cr itica l ,  h istor ical  ap
proach to col lect i ng, focus ing on subjective, taxonom ic, and pol it ical  
processes . It sketches the "art-cu lture system" through which in  the last 
centu ry exotic objects have been contextual ized and given va l ue in the 
West. This ideo l ogical  and i nstitut iona l system is  fu rther explored in the 
second part, where cu l tu ra l  descr ipt ion is presented as a form of col lect
i ng .  The "authentic i ty" accorded to both human groups and the i r  art ist ic 
work i s  shown to proceed from spec ific assumptions about tempora l ity, 
wholeness, and conti nu ity. The th i rd part focuses on a revea l i ng moment 
i n  the modern appropriat ion of non-Western works of "art" and "cu l tu re," 
a moment portrayed in severa l memo i rs by C laude Levi-Strauss of h i s  
wart ime years i n  N e w  York. A cr it ical  read ing makes expl ic i t  the 
redemptive metah i stor ical  narrat ive these memo i rs presuppose . The 
genera l art-cu lture system supported by such a narrative is contested 

2 1 5  
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th roughout the chapter and part icu lar ly i n  the fourth part, where a l ter
nat ive "tr iba l "  h i stories and contexts are suggested . 

Col lecting Ourselves 

Entering 
You wi l l  find yourse lf in a c l i m ate of nut castanets, 
A musical whip 
From the Torres Straits, from Mirzapur a sistrum 
Called j umka, "used by Aboriginal 
Tri bes to attract small game 
On dark nights," coo l i e  cigarettes 
And mask of Saagga, the Devi l Doctor, 

The eyelids wo rked by strings. 

james Fenton's poem "The Pitt Rivers Museum,  Oxford" ( 1 984 :8 1-84), 
from which th is  stanza is taken,  red iscovers a place of fasci nation in the 
eth nographic col lection . For th is  v is i tor even the museum's descriptive 
labe l s  seem to increase the wonder (" . . .  attract smal l game I on dark 
n ights" )  and the fear. Fenton i s  an adu lt-ch i ld explor ing territories of dan
ger and desi re, for to be a ch i ld  i n  this co l lection ("P lease s i r, where's the 
withered I Hand?")  i s  to ignore the serious admonit ions about human 
evol ution and cu ltura l  d ivers ity posted i n  the entrance ha l l .  It i s  to be 
interested i nstead by the c law of a condor, the jaw of a dolph i n ,  the ha i r  
of  a witch ,  or  "a jay's feather worn as  a charm I i n  Bucki nghamsh i re ." 
Fenton's ethnograph ic museum is a world of i nt imate encounters with 
i nexpl icably fasc i nating  objects : personal fetishes. Here col lect ing is 
i nescapably t ied to obsess ion,  to recol lection . Vi s itors "find the land
scape of the i r  ch i ldhood marked out I Here in the chaotic pi les of sou
ven i rs . . .  boxroom of the forgotten or hard l y  poss ib le ." 

Go 
As a h i storian of ideas or a sex-offender, 
For the pr im itive art, 
As a dusty sem iologist, equ i pped to u n ravel 
The seven components of that witch's curse 
Or the syntax of the m uti lated teeth . Go 
In groups to giggle at curious fi nds. 
But do not step i nto the ki ngdom of your promises 
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To you rse lf, l i ke a ch i ld enter ing the forbidden 
Woods of h is lonely p laytime.  

2 1 7  

Do not step i n  th is tabooed zone " l a id with the snares of privacy and 
fiction I And the dangerous th i rd wish ." Do not encounter these objects 
except as curiosities to giggle at, art to be adm i red, or evidence to be 
u nderstood scient ifica l ly. The tabooed way, fo l low�d by Fenton, i s  a path 
of too- int imate fantasy, reca l l i ng the d reams of the sol ita ry ch i ld  "who 
wrest led with eagles for the i r  feathers" or the fearfu l vision of a young 
gi r l ,  her  turbu lent lover seen as a hou nd with "strange pretercan i ne eyes." 
Th is  path th rough the Pitt Rivers Museum ends with what seems to be a 
scrap of autobiography, the vis ion of a personal "forbidden woods"
exotic, des ired , savage, and governed by the (paterna l )  l aw:  

He had known what  tortures the savages had prepared 
For h i m  there, as he cal m l y  pushed open the gate 
And entered the wood near the placard :  "TAKE  NOTICE  M E N  

M E N -TRAPS AND SPR I NG-G U N S  ARE  S E T  ON TH ESE 

PREMISES . " 

For h i s  father had protected h i s  good estate. 

Fenton's jou rney i nto otherness leads to a forbidden area of the self. H is 
intimate way of engaging the exot ic co l lection finds an area of des i re, 
marked off and po l iced . The law is preoccu pied with property. 

C. B .  Macpherson's c lassic ana lys is  of Western "possessive i nd iv id
ua l i sm"  ( 1 962) traces the seventeenth-centu ry emergence of an idea l  self 
as owner:  the i nd iv idua l  su rrounded by accum u l ated property and 
goods .  The same idea l can hold true for co l lectivit ies making and remak
i ng thei r cu l tura l "se lves ." For example R ichard Hand ler ( 1 985) ana lyzes 
the making of a Quebecois  cu ltural "patr imoi ne," drawing on Macpher
son to u n ravel the assum ptions and paradoxes i nvolved in "having a cu l 
tu re," selecti ng and cherish i ng an authentic col lective "property." H i s  
ana lys is  suggests that th i s  identity, whether cu ltura l  or personal , presup
poses acts of col lect ion,  gatheri ng u p  possess ions i n  arbi trary systems of 
va l ue  and mean ing .  Such systems, a lways powerfu l and ru le  governed, 
change h i storica l ly. One cannot escape them.  At best, Fenton suggests , 
one can transgress ( "poach" i n  their  tabooed zones) or make the i r  se l f
ev ident orders seem strange .  I n  Handler's subtly perverse ana lys is  a sys
tem of retrospect ion-revealed by a H istor ic Monuments Comm iss ion's 
selection of ten sorts of "cu l tura l  property" -appears as a taxonomy war-
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thy of Borges' "Ch inese encyc loped ia" : " ( 1 ) commemorative monu
ments; (2) churches and chape ls ;  (3)  forts of the French Regime; (4) wind
m i l l s ;  (5) roadside crosses ; (6) commemorative inscriptions and p laques; 
(7) devotiona l monuments; (8) old houses and manors;  (9) old fu rn iture ;  
( 1 0) ' les chases d isparues"' ( 1 985 : 1 99) .  In  Hand ler's d iscussion the col 
lection and  preservation of  an authentic domain  of  identity cannot be 
natu ra l or i nnocent. It is t ied up with national ist pol it ics, with restrictive 
law, and with contested encod ings of past and futu re . 

Some sort of "gatheri ng" around the self  and the group-the assemblage 
of a materia l  "wor ld," the marking-off of a subjective doma in that is not 
"other" -is  probably un iversa l .  Al l such col lections embody h ierarch ies 
of val ue, exc l us ions,  ru le-governed territories of the se lf. But the notion 
that this gather ing invo lves the accumu lation of possess ions, the idea that 
identity is a k ind of wea lth (of objects, knowledge, memories, experi
ence) , is sure ly  not un iversa l .  The ind ividua l i st ic accumu lation of Mela
nes ian "big men" is not possess ive in Macpherson's sense, for in Mela
nes ia one accumu lates not to hold objects as private goods but to give 
them away, to red istri bute .  In the West, however, col lect ing has long 
been a strategy for the deployment of a possess ive self, cu lture, and au
thentic ity. 

Ch i ldren's co l l ections are revea l i ng in  th is l ight : a boy's accumu la
tion of m i n iatu re cars, a g i r l 's dol ls ,  a summer-vacation "natu re museum" 
(with labeled stones and shel ls ,  a hummingbi rd in  a bott le) ,  a treasu red 
bowl fi l led with the bright shavings of crayons. In these sma l l  r itua l s  we 
observe the channe l i ngs of obsess ion, an exerc ise in how to make the 
world one's own , to gather th i ngs around onese lf tastefu l ly, appropriate ly. 
The inc lus ions i n  a l l  co l lections reflect wider cu ltural ru les-of rationa l  
taxonomy, of  gender, of  aesthet ics .  An excess ive, sometimes even rapa
cious need to have is  transformed i nto ru le-governed, meaningfu l des i re .  
Thus the self that  must possess but cannot have it a l l learns to se lect, 
order, c lassify in h ierarch ies-to make "good" col l ect ions . 1 

1 .  On col lect ing as a strategy of des i re see the h ighly suggestive cata logue 
(Hainard and Kaehr 1 982) of an exh ib ition enti tled "Co l lections pass ion" at the 
Musee d' Ethnograph ie, Neuchate l ,  J une to December 1 98 1 . This analytic col lec
tion of col lections was a tour  de force of reflexive museology. On col lecti ng and 
des i re see a lso Donna Haraway's bri l l iant analysis ( 1 985) of the American Mu
seum of Natural H istory, American manhood, and the th reat of decadence be-
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Whether a c h i ld co l l ects model d i nosaurs or dol l s ,  sooner or later 
she or he wi l l  be encouraged to keep the possessions on a shelf or i n  a 
specia l  box or to set u p  a dol l  house. Personal treasures wi l l  be made 
pub l i c .  I f  the pass ion i s  for Egyptian figu ri nes, the col l ector wi l l  be ex
pected to labe l  them, to know the i r  dynasty (it i s  not enough that they 
s imp ly  exude power or mystery) , to te l l  " i nterest i ng" th ings about them, 
to d ist ingu ish copies from orig ina l s .  The good col lector (as opposed to 
the obsess ive, the m i ser) is tastefu l and reflect ive . 2  Accumu lation unfo lds 
in a pedagogica l ,  ed ify ing manner. The co l l ection i tself-its taxonomic, 
aesthetic structu re-is  va l ued, and any private fixation on s i ngle objects 
is negative ly  marked as fet ish i sm.  I ndeed a "proper" re lat ion with objects 
(ru l e-governed possess ion) presupposes a "savage" or deviant re lat ion 
( idolatry or erotic fixation) . 3  In Susan Stewart's g loss, "The boundary be
tween col lection and fet i sh ism is med iated by c lassification and d i sp lay 
in  tension with accumu lation and secrecy" ( 1 984 : 1 63) .  

Stewart's wide-ranging study On Longing traces a "structu re of  de
s i re" whose task is  the repetit ious and impossi b le one of c los ing the gap 
that separates language from the experience it encodes. She exp lores 
certa i n  recu rrent strategies pu rsued by Westerners s i nce the s ixteenth 
centu ry. In her analys is  the m in iature,  whether a portra i t  or dol l 's house, 
enacts a bourgeois longing for " i nner" experience. She a l so explores the 

tween 1 908 and 1 936 .  Her work suggests that the passion to col lect, preserve, 
and d i splay is articu lated in gendered ways that are h i stor ica l ly specif ic. Beau
cage, Gom i l ia ,  and Va l lee ( 1 976) offer cr i t ica l  meditations on the ethnographer's 
complex experience of objects . 

2 .  Walter Benjami n's essay "Unpack ing My L ibrary" ( 1 969 :59-68) provides 
the v iew of a reflective devotee. Col lect ing appears as an art of l iv ing i nt imately 
a l l ied with memory, with obsess ion, with the salvaging of order from d i sorder. 
Benjam i n  sees (and takes a certa i n  p leasure in) the precariousness of the subjec
tive space atta i ned by the col lect ion.  "Every passion borders on the chaotic, but 
the col lector's pass ion borders on the chaos of memories. More than that: the 
chance, the fate, that suffuse the past before my eyes are conspicuously present 
in the accustomed confusion of these books. For what else is th i s  co l lection but 
a d i sorder to wh ich habit has accommodated itse lf  to such an extent that i t  can 
appear as order? You have a l l  heard of people whom the loss of their books has 
tu rned i nto inva l i ds, of those who in  order to acqu i re them became cr imina ls .  
These are the very areas i n  which any order i s  a ba lancing act of  extreme precar
iousness." (p.  60) 

3. My u nderstanding of the role of the fetish as a mark of otherness in  West
ern in te l lectual  h istory-from DeBrosses to Marx, Freud, and Deleuze-owes a 
great dea l to the largely unpubl ished work of Wi l l iam Pietz; see "The Problem of 
the Feti sh,  I" ( 1 985 ) .  
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strategy of gigant ism (from Rabe la i s  and G u l l iver to earthworks and the 
b i l l board), the souven i r, and the col lection . She shows how col l ections, 
most notably museums-create the i l l usion of adequate representat ion 
of a world by fi rst cutti ng objects out of spec ific contexts (whether cu l 
tu ra l ,  h i storica l ,  or i ntersubjective) and making them "stand for" abstract 
wholes-a " Bambara mask," for example, becoming an ethnograph ic 
metonym for Bambara cu lture .  Next a scheme of c lass ification is  e labo
rated for stori ng or d isp laying the object so that the rea l ity of the col lec
tion i tse lf, its coherent order, overrides specific h i stories of the object's 
production and appropriation (pp. 1 62-1 65) .  Para l le l i ng Marx's account 
of the fantast ic objectification of commod it ies, Stewart argues that in  the 
modern Western museum "an i l l us ion of a re lation between th ings takes 
the p lace of a soc ia l  re lat ion" (p. 1 65 ) .  The co l lector d iscovers, acq u i res, 
salvages objects . The objective world i s  given,  not produced, and thus 
h i storica l re lat ions of power i n  the work of acqu i s ition are occu lted . The 
making of mean ing in museum c lass ification and d i sp lay is mystified as 
adequate representation. The t ime and order of the col l ection erase the 
concrete soc ia l  labor of its making.  

Stewart's work, a long with that of Ph i l l i p  F isher ( 1 975) ,  Krzysztof 
Pom ian ( 1 978),  james Bunn ( 1 980), Danie l  Defert ( 1 982),  johannes Fa
b ian ( 1 983) ,  and Remy Saisse l i n  ( 1 984), among others, bri ngs col lect ing 
and d isplay sharply i nto view as crucia l  processes of Western identity 
formation . Gathered artifacts-whether they fi nd the i r  way into cu rio 
cabi nets, private l iv ing rooms, museums of ethnography, fo l k lore, or fine 
art-function with in  a developing capita l ist "system of objects" (Baudri l 
la rd 1 968) .  By v i rtue of  th i s  system a world of  value is  created and a 
mean i ngfu l deployment and c i rcu lation of artifacts mainta i ned . For 
Baudri l la rd co l lected objects create a structured env i ronment that substi
tutes its own tempora l ity for the " real time" of h istorica l and productive 
processes : "The env i ronment of private objects and the i r  possession-of 
wh ich col lect ions are an extreme manifestation-is a d imension of our 
l i fe that i s  both essent ia l  and i maginary. As essent ia l  as dreams" 
( 1 968 : 1 35 ) . 

A h i story of anth ropology and modern art needs to see i n  col l ecting both 
a form of Western subjectivity and a changing set of powerfu l i nstitu
tional practices. The h i story of col lections (not l i m ited to museums) is 
centra l to an u nderstand ing of how those soc ia l  groups that i nvented 
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anthropology and modern art have appropriated exotic  th i ngs, facts, and 
mean ings. (Appropriate: "to make one's own," from the Lat in proprius, 
"proper," "property.")  It is i mportant to analyze how powerfu l d i scr imi
nat ions made at  part icu la r  moments consti tute the genera l system of 
objects with i n  which va l ued artifacts c i rcu late and make sense. Far
reach i ng quest ions are thereby ra i sed . 

What criter ia va l idate an authentic cu l tura l  or art ist ic product? What 
are the d ifferentia l  val ues p laced on old and new creations? What mora l 
and pol it ica l  cr i ter ia j ustify "good ," respons ib le, systematic col lect ing 
practices? Why, for example,  do Leo Froben i us' wholesale acq u i s it ions 
of African objects around the turn of the centu ry now seem excess ive ?  
(See a l so Co le  1 985 a n d  Pye 1 987  . )  How i s  a "complete" co l lect ion de
fined ? What i s  the proper ba lance between scientif ic analys is  and publ ic 
d i sp lay? ( I n  Santa Fe a superb col lection of Native American art i s  housed 
at the School of American Research i n  a bu i l d i ng constructed , l i tera l l y,  
a s  a vau lt, with access carefu l l y  restricted . The Musee d e  ! ' Homme ex
h ibits less than a tenth of i ts co l lections;  the rest is stored in stee l cabinets 
or heaped in corners of the vast basement . )  Why has it  seemed obvious 
unti l recent ly that non-Western objects shou ld be preserved in Eu ropean 
museums, even when th is  means that no fine spec i mens are v i s ib le  i n  
the i r  country of or ig i n ?  How are "antiqu it ies," "curiosit ies," "art," "sou
ven i rs," "monuments," and "ethnographic art i facts" d i st i ngu i shed-at 
d ifferent h i stor ical  moments and in spec if ic market cond it ions? Why 
have many anthropological  m useums in recent years begun  to d isp lay 
certa i n  of the i r  objects as "masterpieces" ? Why has tour i st art on ly re
cently come to the serious attent ion of anth ropologists ? (See Graburn 
1 976, j u les-Rosette 1 984 . )  What has been the changing interp l ay be
tween natura l -h i story col lecti ng and the selection of anthropologica l  ar
t ifacts for d i splay and ana lys is ?  The l i st cou ld be extended . 

The c rit ica l h i story of col lecti ng i s  concerned with what from the 
materi a l  world spec if ic groups and ind iv idua ls  choose to preserve, va l ue,  
and exchange. A l though th i s  complex h istory, from at least the Age of 
D i scovery, remains  to be written , Baudri l l ard prov ides an i n it ia l  frame
work for the deployment of objects in the recent capita l i st West. In h i s  
accou nt it  i s  axiomatic that a l l  categories o f  meani ngfu l objects-inc l ud
ing those marked off as sc ientif ic ev idence and as great art-function 
with i n  a ram ified system of symbols  and val ues. 

To take just one example :  the New York Times of December 8,  1 984, 
reported the widespread i l lega l l ooti ng of Anasaz i archaeological  s i tes in 
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the American Southwest. Pa i nted pots and u rns thus excavated i n  good 
cond it ion cou ld bring as much as $30,000 on the market. Another artic le  
i n  the  same issue conta i ned a photograph of  Bronze Age pots and j ugs 
sa lvaged by archaeo logists from a Phoenic ian sh ipwreck off the coast of 
Turkey. One account featu red c landest ine col lect ing for profit, the other 
scientif ic col lecti ng for knowledge. The mora l eva luations of the two acts 
of sa lvage were sharply opposed, bul_ the pots recovered were a l l  mean
ingfu l ,  beautifu l ,  and o ld .  Commerc ia l ,  aesthetic,  and sc ienti fic worth in 
both cases presupposed a given system of va lue .  Th is  system finds i ntr in
s ic interest and beauty in  objects from a past t ime,  and it  assumes that 
co l lecti ng everyday objects from ancient (preferably vanished) civi l iza
tions wi l l  be more rewarding than col lecti ng, for example, decorated 
thermoses from modern Ch ina or customized T-sh i rts from Ocean ia .  Old 
objects a re endowed with a sense of "depth" by the i r  h i storica l ly m inded 
col lectors . Tempora l ity is reified and sa lvaged as origi n ,  beauty, and 
knowledge .  

Th is  archa iz ing system has  not a lways dom inated Western col lect
ing. The curiosit ies of the New World gathered and appreciated in the 
s ixteenth century were not necessari ly  va l ued as antiqu it ies, the products 
of prim it ive or "past" c iv i l izations . They frequently occupied a category 
of the marve lous, of a present "Golden Age" (Honour 1 975 ; Mu l l aney 
1 983 ;  Rabasa 1 985) .  More recently the retrospective bias of Western ap
propriat ions of the world's cu ltu res has come under scruti ny (Fabian 
1 983 ;  C l ifford 1 986b) . Cu ltura l  or a rt istic "authentic ity" has as m uch to 
do with an i nventive present as with a past, its object ificat ion, preserva
t ion, or  reviva l .  

S i nce the turn of the centu ry objects col lected from non-Western sources 
have been c lass i fied in two major categories : as (sc ientific) cu ltura l  arti
facts or as (aesthetic) works of art .  4 Other col lectib les-mass-produced 
commod ities, "tou rist art," curios, and so on-have been less systemati-

4 .  For "hard" articu lations of ethnographic cu ltura l ism and aesthetic for
mal ism see S ieber 1 97 1 ,  Price and Price 1 980, Vogel 1 985,  and Rubi n 1 984 . 
The first two works argue that art can be understood (as opposed to merely ap
prec iated) only in i ts or ig inal  context. Vogel and Rubin assert that aesthetic qua l 
it ies transcend the i r  or ig ina l  local articu lation, that "masterpieces" appea l to un i 
versal or at  least transcu ltural human sens ib i l it ies. For  a g l impse of  how the often 
incompatible categories of "aesthetic excel lence," "use," "rari ty," "age," and so 
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ca l l y  va l ued; at best they f ind a p lace i n  exh i bits of  "technology" or "fo lk
lore ." These and other locations with i n  what may be ca l led the "modern 
art-cu lture system" can be v isua l ized with the he lp  of a (somewhat pro
crustian) d iagram.  

A .  J .  G re imas' "sem iotic square" (Gre imas and  Rastier 1 968) shows 
us  "that any i n i t ia l  b inary oppos it ion can, by the operation of negations 
and the appropr iate syntheses, generate a much larger fie ld  of terms 
wh ich ,  however, a l l  necessari ly  rema in  locked in the c losure of the i n it ia l  
system" (Jameson 1 98 1  :62) .  Adapt ing Gre imas for the pu rposes of cu l 
tural cr it ic i sm,  Fredric Jameson uses the  semiotic square to revea l  "the 
l i m its of a specific ideo logica l  consc iousness, [marki ng] the conceptua l  
points beyond wh ich  that consc iousness cannot go, and between which 
it i s  condemned to osc i l l ate" ( 1 98 1  :47) .  Fol lowing h i s  example, I offer 
the fo l lowi ng map (see d i agram) of a h i storica l l y  spec ific, contest ib le  
fie ld  of  mea n ings and institutions .  

Begin n i ng with an i n it ia l  oppos it ion, b y  a process o f  negation four  
terms are generated . Th i s  establ ishes horizonta l and  vertica l axes and 
between them four  semantic zones : ( 1 ) the zone of authent ic master
p ieces, (2)  the zone of authentic art ifacts, (3)  the zone of i nauthentic 
masterpieces, (4) the zone of inauthentic art ifacts . Most objects-old 
and new, rare and common, fam i l ia r  and exotic-can be located i n  one 
of these zones or ambiguous ly, i n  traffic,  between two zones . 

The system c lass i fies objects and ass igns them re l ative va l ue .  It es
tab l i shes the "contexts" in wh ich they properly belong and between 
wh ich  they c i rcu late .  Regu lar  movements toward posit ive va l ue proceed 
from bottom to top and from right to left. These movements se lect art i
facts of enduring  worth or rari ty, the i r  va l u e  norma l ly guaranteed by a 
"van i sh ing" cu ltu ra l  status or by the selection and pr ic ing mechan isms of 
the art market. The va lue  of Shaker crafts reflects the fact that Shaker 
soc iety no longer exists : the stock is  l i m ited . I n  the art world work i s  
recogn ized as " i m portant" by connoisseu rs and co l l ectors accord i ng to 
cr iter ia that are more than s imp ly  aesthet ic (see Becker 1 982) .  I ndeed , 
preva i l i ng defi n it ions of what is "beautifu l "  or " i nteresti ng" someti mes 
change q u ite rapid ly. 

An area of frequent traffic i n  the system i s  that l i nk ing zones 1 and 

on are debated in the exerc ise of assign ing authentic va lue to tr ibal  works, see 
the rich ly inconc lus ive sympos ium on "Authentic ity in African Art" organ ized by 
the journal African Arts (Wi l l ett et a l . 1 976) .  
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2 
history and folklore 

the ethnographiC museum 
material culture, craft 

(artifact) 

4 
tourist art ,  commodities 

the curio colleCtiOn 
util it ies 

2 .  Objects move in two d i rections a long th i s  path . Th i ngs of cu ltural or 
h i stor ical  va l ue may be promoted to the status of fine art .  Examples of 
movement i n  th is  d i rect ion, from ethnograph ic "cu l ture" to fine "art," are 
p lentifu l .  Triba l  objects located i n  art ga l leries (the Rockefe l ler Wi ng at 
the Metropo l itan Museum in New York) or d i sp layed anywhere accord
ing to "forma l i st" rather than "contextua l i st" protocol s  (Ames 1 986 :39-
42) move i n  th i s  way. Crafts (Shaker work co l lected at the Wh itney Mu
seum i n  1 986),  "fo lk  art," certa in  antiques, "naive" art a l l  are subject to 
period ic  promotions.  Movement i n  the inverse d i rection occurs when
ever art masterworks are cu l tura l ly and h istorica l ly "contextua l ized," 
someth ing that has been occurr ing more and more expl ic i t ly. Perhaps the 
most dramatic case has been the re location of France's great impress ion
ist col lection,  formerly at the Jeu de Paume, to the new Museum of the 
N ineteenth Century at the Gare d'Orsay. Here art masterpieces take thei r  
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p lace i n  the  panorama of a h i stor ica l -cu l tu ra l  "period ." The  panorama 
inc l udes an emerg ing industr ia l  u rban ism and i ts tri umphant technology, 
"bad" as we l l  as "good" a rt .  A less dramatic movement from zone 1 to 
zone 2 can be seen i n  the rout ine process with i n  art ga l leries whereby 
objects become "dated," of in terest l ess as immed iately  powerfu l works 
of gen ius  than as fi ne examples of a period sty le .  

Movement a lso occu rs between the lower and upper ha lves of  the 
system,  usua l ly  in an upward d i rection . Commod it ies in zone 4 regu lar ly 
enter zone 2 ,  becoming  rare period p ieces and thus col lect ib les (o ld  
green g lass Coke bott les) . Much cu rrent non-Western work m igrates be
tween the status of "tou rist art" and creat ive cu ltura l -art ist ic strategy. 
Some current productions of Th i rd World peoples have ent i re ly  shed the 
stigma of modern commerc ia l  i nauthent ic ity. For example Hait ian "pr im
itive" paint i ng-commerc ia l  and of re lat ive ly  recent, impure origi n
has moved fu l l y  i nto the art-cu lture c i rcu it .  S ign i ficant ly  th i s  work en
tered the art  market by assoc iation with  zone 2 ,  becoming va l ued as the 
work not s imp ly  of ind iv idua l  a rt i sts but  of  Haitians. Hait ian pai nt ing i s  
su rrounded by spec ia l  associat ions with  the land of  voodoo, magic and 
negritude. Though speci fic a rti sts have come to be known and prized ,  
the  aura of  "cu ltu ra l "  production attaches to  them much more than, say, 
to Picasso, who is not i n  any essentia l  way va l ued as a "Spanish artist." 
The same i s  true, as we sha l l  see, of many recent works of tri bal art, 
whether from the Sep i k  or the American Northwest Coast. Such works 
have l arge ly freed themselves from the tou rist or commod ity category to 
wh ich ,  because of their  moderni ty, pur ists had often relegated them;  but 
they cannot move d i rectly i nto zone 1 ,  the a rt market, without tra i l i ng  
c louds of  authentic (trad it ional )  c u lture .  There can be no d i rect move
ment from zone 4 to zone 1 . 

Occas iona l  trave l occurs between zones 4 and 3 ,  for example when 
a commod ity or techno logical  art i fact i s  perceived to be a case of spec ia l  
i nventive creation . The  object i s  selected out  of  commerc ia l  or mass cu l 
ture,  perhaps to  be featu red i n  a museum of  technology. Someti mes such  
objects fu l ly enter the  rea l m  of  art :  "technologica l "  innovations or com
mod it ies may be contextua l i zed as modern "des ign," thus passi ng 
through zone 3 i nto zone 1 (for example the fu rn iture, household ma
ch i nes, cars, and so on d i sp l ayed at the Museum of Modern Art in New 
York) . 

There is a l so regu la r  traffic between zones 1 and 3 .  Exposed a rt for-
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geries are demoted (wh i le nonetheless preserving someth ing of the i r  orig
i na l  aura) .  Converse ly various forms of "anti-art" and art parad ing its un
orig ina l ity or " i nauthentic i ty" are col lected and va lued (Warho l 's soup 
can, Sherrie Levi ne's photo of a photo by Wal ker  Evans, Duchamp's 
ur ina l ,  bott le rack, or shove l ) .  Objects i n  zone 3 are a l l  potent ia l l y  col
lectib le with i n  the genera l domain  of art :  they are uncommon, sharply 
d i sti nct from or b latantly cut out of cu lture .  Once appropriated by the art 
world, l i ke Duchamp's ready-mades, they c i rcu late with i n  zone 1 .  

The art-cu lture system I have d iagramed exc l udes and margi nal izes 
various res idua l  and emergent contexts . To mention on ly one: the cate
gories of art and cu lture, technology and commod ity are strongly secu lar. 
"Re l ig ious" objects can be va l ued as great art (an a ltarpiece by Giotto), 
as fo l k  a rt (the decorations on a Lat in  American popular  sa i nt's shri ne), 
or as cu ltural  art ifact (an I nd ian rattle) . Such objects have no ind iv idua l  
"power" or mystery-qual it ies once possessed by "fet ishes" before they 
were rec lass i fied in the modern system as pri mi t ive art or cu ltura l  artifact. 
What "va l ue," however, i s  str ipped from an a l tarp iece when it  i s  moved 
out of a function ing church (or when its church begins to function as a 
museum)?  Its spec ific power or sacredness is re located to a genera l aes
thet ic rea l m .  (See Chapter 9,  n . 1 1 ,  on a recent cha l lenge by Zun i  triba l 
authorit ies to such secu lar contextua l i zations . )  

It is  important to  stress the  h i storic ity of  th i s  art-cu lture system.  I t  has  not 
reached its fina l  form : the pos itions and va l ues ass igned to col lectib le 
art ifacts have changed and wi l l  cont inue to do so. Moreover a syn
chronic d iagram cannot represent zones of contest and transgress ion ex
cept as movements or ambigu ities among fixed po les.  As we sha l l  see at 
the end of th i s  chapter, much cu rrent "tri bal art" participates in the reg
u lar  art-cu lture traffic and in trad it ional spir i tua l  contexts not accounted 
for by the system (Coe 1 986) .  Whatever its contested domains ,  though, 
genera l l y  speak ing the system sti l l  confronts any co l lected exotic object 
with a stark a l ternative between a second home in an ethnographic or an 
aesthetic m i l ieu .  The modern ethnographic museum and the art museum 
or pr ivate art col lect ion have developed separate, complementary modes 
of c lass ification . In the former a work of "scu lptu re" is  d i sp layed a long 
with other objects of s im i lar  function or in  proxim ity to objects from the 
same cu ltural group, inc lud ing uti l itar ian art ifacts such as spoons, bowls, 
or spears . A mask or statue may be grouped with formal ly  d i ss imi lar ob-
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jects and exp la i ned as part of  a r itual or i nstitutiona l  complex.  The names 
of i nd iv idua l  scu l ptors are u nknown or suppressed . In art museums a 
scu l pture i s  identified as the creation of an i nd iv idua l : Rod in ,  G iaco
metti ,  Barbara Hepworth . I ts p l ace in everyday cu ltural practices ( inc l ud
ing the market) i s  i rre levant to its essentia l  mean ing. Whereas i n  the eth
nograph ic  museum the object i s  cu ltura l ly or human ly  " in te resti ng," in 
the art m useum it i s  pr imar i ly  "beautifu l "  or "orig ina l ." I t  was not a lways 
thus .  

E l izabeth Wi l l iams ( 1 985)  has traced a revea l i ng chapter in  the sh ift
ing h istory of these d i scr i m inations. I n  n ineteenth-centu ry Par is it was 
d ifficu lt to conceive of pre-Co l u m bian art ifacts as fu l ly "beautifu l ." A pre
va i l i ng  natura l i st aesthetic saw ars Americana as grotesque or crude. At 
best pre-Col u m bian work cou ld be ass im i l ated into the category of the 
antiqu i ty and apprec iated through the fi l ter of Vio l l et- le-Duc's medieva l
ism . Wi l l iams shows how Mayan and l ncan artifacts, their  status uncer
ta in ,  m igrated between the Louvre, the B ib l iotheque N at ionale, the Mu
see G u imet, and (after 1 878) the Trocadero, where they seemed at last to 
find an ethnograph ic home i n  an institution that treated them as scientif ic 
evidence. The Trocadero's fi rst d i rectors, Ernest-Theodore Hamy and 
Remy Verneau ,  showed scant i nterest i n  the i r  aesthetic qua l it ies. 

The "beauty" of much non-Western "art" is a recent d i scovery. Be
fore the twentieth centu ry many of the same objects were col lected and 
valued, but for d ifferent reasons .  In the ear ly modern period the i r  rarity 
and strangeness were prized . The "cabi net of cu riosit ies" j u mbled every
th ing together, with each ind iv idua l  object stand ing metonymica l l y  for a 
whole region or popu l at ion . The co l lection was a m icrocosm, a "sum
mary of the u n iverse" (Pomian 1 978) .  The eighteenth centu ry introduced 
a more serious concern for taxonomy and for the e l aboration of complete 
series. Col lect ing was increas ing ly the concern of sc ientif ic natu ra l i sts 
(Feest 1 984 :90), and objects were va l ued because they exempl i fied an 
array of systematic categories : food , c loth ing, bu i ld i ng materia l s ,  agri
cu l tura l  tools ,  weapons  (of war, of the h unt) ,  and so forth . E .  F. jomard's 
ethnographic  c lass i ficat ions and A. H .  L. F. Pitt R ivers' typological  d i s
p lays were m id-n ineteenth-century cu l m i nations of th is  taxonomic vis ion 
(Chapman 1 985 : 24-25 ) .  Pitt Rivers' typo logies featu red deve lopmenta l 
sequences . By the end of the centu ry evo lut ionism had come to domi
nate arrangements of exotic a rtifacts . Whether objects were presented as 
ant iqu it ies, arranged geograph ica l l y  or by society, spread in panopl ies, 
or arranged in  rea l i stic " l ife groups" and d ioramas, a story of human 
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deve lopment was to ld .  The object had ceased to be primari ly  an exotic 
"cur ios ity" and was now a sou rce of i nformation entirely integrated in 
the u n iverse of Western Man (Dias 1 985 : 3 78-3 79) .  The val ue of exotic 
objects was the i r  abi l ity to test ify to the concrete rea l i ty of an ear l ier stage 
of human Cu lture, a common past confi rm i ng Europe's tri umphant 
present. 

With Franz Boas and the emergence of re lat iv ist anth ropology an 
emphasis on p lac i ng objects in spec ific l ived contexts was consol idated . 
The "cu l tures" thus represented cou ld either be arranged i n  a modified 
evolutionary series or d ispersed in synchronous "ethnograph ic presents." 
The latter were t imes ne ither of ant iqu ity nor of the twentieth centu ry but 
rather represent ing the "authentic" context of the col lected objects, often 
just prior to thei r  co l lection or d i sp l ay. Both co l lector and salvage eth
nographer cou ld c la im to be the last to rescue "the rea l th i ng." Authen
t ic i ty, as we sha l l  see, i s  produced by removing objects and customs from 
the i r  cu rrent h i stor ical  s ituat ion-a present-becoming-futu re .  

With the conso l idation of twentieth-centu ry anth ropology, artifacts 
contextua l i zed ethnograph ica l l y  were valued because they served as ob
jective "wi tnesses" to the total mu lt id i mensional  l i fe of a cu lture (Jamin  
1 982a: 89-9 5 ;  1 985) .  S imu ltaneous ly with new developments i n  art and 
l i teratu re, as Picasso and others began to visit the "Troca" and to accord 
its tr ibal objects a nonethnographic adm i ration, the proper place of non
Western objects was aga in  thrown in question .  In the eyes of a tri um
phant modernism some of these artifacts at  least cou ld be seen as un i 
versa l masterpieces . The category of "pri m i tive art" emerged . 

Th i s  development i ntroduced new ambigu it ies and poss ib i l it ies i n  a 
changing taxonomic  system.  I n  the mid-n ineteenth centu ry pre
Col umbian or tr ibal  objects were grotesques or antiqu it ies.  By 1 920 they 
were cu ltura l  witnesses and aesthetic masterpieces . S i nce then a con
tro l led m igration has occu rred between these two institutiona l ized do
mains .  The bou ndaries of art and sc ience, the aesthet ic and the anth ro
polog ica l ,  are not permanent ly fixed . I ndeed anthropology and fine arts 
museums have recently shown signs of i nterpenetration . For example the 
Hal l of As ian Peoples at the New York Museum of Natura l  H i story re
flects the "boutique" sty le of d i sp l ay, whose objects cou ld never seem 
out of p lace as "art" on the wal l s or coffee tab les of m iddle-class l iv ing 
rooms. I n  a complementary development downtown the Museum of 
Modern Art has expanded its permanent exh i bit of cu l tu ra l  artifacts : fu r
n iture, automobi les, home appl iances, and utens i l s-even hangi ng from 
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the cei l i ng, l i ke a Northwest Coast war  canoe, a much-adm i red bright 
green he l icopter. 

Wh i l e  the object systems of art and anth ropology are i nst itut ional ized 
and powerfu l ,  they are not immutable .  The categor ies of the beautifu l ,  
the cu ltura l ,  a n d  the authentic have changed and are changing.  Thus it 
i s  i mportant to res i st the tendency of co l lections to be self-sufficient, to 
suppress the i r  own h i stor ica l ,  economic,  and pol it ical  processes of pro
duction (see Haacke 1 97 5 ;  H i l ler  1 979) . Idea l ly the h i story of its own 
co l lect ion and d isp lay shou ld be a v i s ib le  aspect of any exh i b it ion . It had 
been rumored that the Boas Room of Northwest Coast art ifacts i n  the 
American Museum of Natural H istory was to be refurbished ,  its sty le of 
d i sp lay modern ized . Apparently (or so one hopes) the p lan has been 
abandoned , for th i s  atmospheric, dated ha l l  exh i bits not merely a superb 
col lect ion but a moment in the h i story of col lect i ng. The widely publ i 
c ized Museum of  Modern Art show of  1 984, " ' Pri m it iv ism' i n  Twentieth
Centu ry Art" (see Chapter 9) ,  made apparent (as it celebrated) the prec ise 
c i rcumstance in wh ich certa i n  ethnograph ic  objects suddenly became 
works of un iversal  art. More h i storica l self-consc iousness in the d i sp lay 
and v iewi ng of non-Western objects can at least jostle and set i n  motion 
the ways in which anthropolog ists, art i sts, and the i r  pub l ics col lect them
se lves and the world .  

At  a more i nt imate leve l ,  rather than graspi ng objects on ly  as  cu l 
tura l  s igns  and art ist ic icons (Gu id ier i  and  Pe l l izz i  1 98 1 ) ,  we can  retu rn 
to them, as James Fenton does, thei r  lost status as fet ishes-not spec i
mens of a deviant or exot ic "fet i sh i sm" but our own fet ishes. 5 Th i s  tact ic,  
necessar i l y  persona l ,  wou ld accord to th i ngs i n  co l l ections the power to 
fixate rather than s imply the capac ity to ed ify or i nform . African and 
Ocean ian  artifacts cou ld once aga in  be objets sauvages, sources of fas
c inat ion with the power to d isconcert. Seen in thei r res istance to c lassi
ficat ion they cou ld rem i nd us  of our lack of self-possess ion,  of the art i
f ices we employ to gather a world around us. 

5. For a post-Freudian posit ive sense of the fetish see Lei ris  1 929a, 1 946; 
for fetish theory's rad ical  poss ib i l it ies see Pietz 1 985,  which draws on Deleuze; 
and for a repentant sem iologist's perverse sense of the fetish (the "punctum") as 
a p lace of strict ly  persona l mean ing unformed by cu l tura l  codes (the "stud ium")  
see Barthes 1 980.  Gomi l a  ( 1 9 76) reth i nks ethnographic materia l  cu l ture from 
some of these surrea l ist-psychoanalytic perspectives . 
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C ulture Collecting 

Found i n  American Anthropologist, n . s .  34 ( 1 932) : 740: 

NOTE FROM N EW G U I N EA 

Al iatoa, Wiwiak D istrict, New Gu inea 

April 2 1 , 1 932 

We are just complet ing a culture of a mounta in  group here in the 

lower Torres Chel les. They have no name and we haven't decided 

what to cal l them yet. They are a very revea l i ng people in spots, pro

vid ing a f inal basic concept from which a l l  the mother's brothers' 

curses and father's s isters' curses, etc .  derive, and having articu late the 

attitude toward incest which Reo [Fortune] out l ined as fundamental in 

h i s  Encyc lopedia art ic le .  They have taken the therapeutic measures 

which we recommended for Dobu and Manus-having a dev i l  in ad

d it ion to the neighbor sorcerer, and having got the i r  dead out of the 

vi l lage and local ized . But in other ways they are annoying: they have 

bits and snatches of a l l  the rag tag and bob tai l of magical and ghost ly 

bel ief from the Pacific, and they are somewhat l i ke the Pla ins in  the i r  

receptivity to strange ideas. A picture of  a local native reading the 

index to the Golden Bough j ust to see if they had missed anyth ing, 

wou ld  be appropriate. They are very d ifficu l t  to work, l iv ing a l l  over 

the place with half  a dozen garden houses, and never staying put for a 

week at a t ime. Of course th is offered a new chal lenge i n  method 

which was interest ing .  The difficu lties i ncident upon being two days 

over imposs ib le mounta ins have been consuming and we are goi ng to 

do a coasta l people next. 

Sincerely yours, 

MARGARET MEAD 

"Cu ltures" are ethnographic col lections .  S i nce Tylor's found ing def
i n it ion of 1 87 1  the term has designated a rather vague "complex whole" 
i nc lud i ng everyth ing that is l earned group behavior, from body tech
n iques to symbo l i c  orders . There have been recurr ing attempts to define 
cu l tu re more prec ise ly  (see Kroeber and Kluckhohn 1 952)  or, for ex
ample, to d isti ngu ish it from "soc ia l  structure ." But the inc lus ive use per
s ists . For there are ti mes when we sti l l  need to be able to speak hol i stic
a l l y  of Japanese or Trobriand or Moroccan cu l tu re in the confidence that 
we are designat ing someth i ng rea l  and d ifferentia l ly coherent. I t  is  in-
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creas i ngly c lear, however, that the concrete activ ity of representi ng a 
cu lture,  subcu l ture, or i ndeed any coherent domai n  of col lect ive act iv ity 
is a lways strategic and se lective . The world 's societies are too systemati
cal l y  i nterconnected to permit  any easy isolation of separate or i ndepen
dently function ing systems (Marcus 1 986) . The i ncreased pace of h i stor
ica l  change, the common recurrence of stress in the systems u nder study, 
forces a new self-consciousness about the way cu ltura l  wholes and 
bou ndaries are constructed and trans l ated . The pioneer ing elan of Mar
garet Mead "complet ing a cu l tu re" in h igh l and New G u inea, col lecti ng 
a d ispersed popu lat ion, d iscover ing its key customs, nam ing the resu l t
i n  th is  case "the Mounta in  Arapesh"-is  no longer poss ible .  

To see ethnography as a form of cu l tu re co l lecti ng (not, of  course,  
the only way to see i t) h igh l ights the ways that d iverse experiences and 
facts are selected , gathered, detached from the i r  orig ina l  tempora l  oc
casions, and g iven endur ing va lue  in a new arrangement. Col lecting
at least i n  the West, where t ime is genera l ly thought to be l i near and 
i rrevers ib le-imp l ies a rescue of phenomena from i nevitab le h i stor ical  
decay or loss. The co l lection conta i ns what "deserves" to be kept, re
membered, and treasu red . Artifacts and customs are saved out of t ime . 6  
Anthropologica l cu l ture co l lectors have typica l ly gathered what seems 
"trad it iona l "-what by defi n it ion i s  opposed to modern ity. From a com
plex h i storical  rea l i ty (wh ich i nc l udes current ethnograph ic encounters) 
they se lect what gives form,  structu re, and cont inu ity to a worl d .  What 
i s  hybrid or " h istorica l "  in an emergent sense has been less common ly  
co l lected and presented as a system of  authentic ity. For example i n  New 
G u i nea Margaret Mead and Reo Fortune chose not to study groups that 
were, as Mead wrote in a letter, "bad ly  m ission ized" ( 1 977 : 1 23 ) ;  and it 
had been self-evident to Ma l i nowsk i  in the Trobriands that what most 

6 .  An exh i bit ion, "Temps perdu ,  temps retrouve," held dur ing 1 985 at the 
Musee d 'Ethnograph ie of Neuchatel systematical ly interrogated the temporal pre
d icament of the Western ethnographic m useu m .  Its argument was condensed i n  
the fol lowing  text, each proposit ion o f  wh ich was i l l ustrated museograph ical ly :  
"Prest igious places for lock ing th i ngs up,  museums give val ue to th ings that  are 
outside of l i fe :  i n  th i s  way they resemble cemeteries. Acqu i red by d i nt of dol lars, 
the memory-objects part ic i pate in the group's changing identi ty, serve the powers 
that be, and accumulate i n to treasures, wh i le  personal memory fades. Faced with 
the aggress ions of everyday l i fe and the pass ing of phenomena, memory needs 
objects-always man ipu lated through aesthetics, selective emphasis, or the m ix
ing of genres. F rom the perspective of the future, what from the present should 
be saved ?" (Ha i nard and Kaehr 1 986 :33 ;  a l so Ha inard and Kaehr 1 985 . )  
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deserved scient ific attention was the c i rcumscribed "cultu re" th reatened 
by a host of modern "outside" i nfl uences . The experience of Melanesians 
becom ing Christ ians for thei r  own reasons-learn i ng to pl ay, and p lay 
with, the outs iders' games-did not seem worth sa lvagi ng. 

Every appropriat ion of cu l tu re, whether by ins iders or outsiders,  im
p l ies a spec ific tempora l pos it ion and form of h i storical narration .  Gath
ering, own i ng, c lassify i ng, and val u i ng are certa in ly  not restr icted to the 
West; but e l sewhere these activit ies need not be assoc iated with accu
mu lation (rather than red i str ibution) or with preservation (rather than nat
ural  or h istor ical  decay) . The Western practice of cu l ture col lecting has 
its own local genea logy, enmeshed in d istinct European notions of tem
pora l i ty and order. It is worth dwel l i ng for a moment on this genealogy, 
for i t  organ izes the assumptions bei ng arduously u n learned by new theo
ries of practice,  process, and h i stor ic i ty (Bourd ieu 1 977,  G iddens 1 979, 
Ortner 1 984, Sah l i n s  1 985 ) .  

A cruc ia l  aspect of  the  recent h i story of  the  cu l tu re concept has  been 
its a l l iance (and d iv is ion of labor) with "art." Cu l tu re, even without a 
capital c, stra ins  toward aesthetic form and autonomy. I have a l ready 
suggested that modern cu l tu re ideas and art ideas function together in an 
"art-cu l ture system ." The i nc l us ive twentieth-century cu lture category
one that does not privi lege "h igh" or " low" cu l tu re-is  p laus ib le on ly 
with i n  th is  system,  for wh i le i n  pri nc ip le  admitt i ng a l l  learned human 
behavior, th i s  cu lture with a smal l c orders phenomena i n  ways that priv
i l ege the coherent, ba lanced , and "authentic" aspects of shared l ife. 
S i nce the m id-n i neteenth century, ideas of cu ltu re have gathered up 
those e lements that seem to give cont i nu ity and depth to col lective ex
i stence, see ing i t  whole rather than d i sputed , torn , i ntertextua l ,  or syn
cretic .  Mead's a l most postmodern image of "a local  native read i ng the 
i ndex to The Colden Bough j ust to see if they had m issed anyth i ng" is 
not a vis ion of authentic i ty. 

Mead found Arapesh receptivity to outs ide influences "annoyi ng." 
Their culture col lecti ng comp l i cated hers . H istorica l deve lopments 
wou ld later force her to provide a rev ised picture of these d ifficu lt Mela
nes ians .  In a new preface to the 1 97 1  repr int  of her th ree-vo lume eth
nography The Mountain Arapesh Mead devotes severa l pages to letters 
from Bernard Narokobi ,  an Arapesh then studying l aw i n  Sydney, Austra
l i a .  The anthropologist read i ly admits her aston ishment at heari ng from 
h i m :  "How was it that one of the Arapesh-a people who had had such 
a l ight hold on any form of co l lective sty le-shou ld have come further 
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than any i nd iv idua l  among the Manus, who had moved as a group i nto 
the modern world i n  the years between our fi rst study of them, i n  1 928, 
and the begi n n i ng of our  restudy, i n  1 95 3 ?" (Mead 1 97 1  : ix) . She goes on 
to exp la in  that Narakobi ,  a long with other Arapesh men study i ng in  Aus
tra l ia ,  had "moved from one period in h u man cu l ture to another" as " in
d iv idua l s ." The Arapesh were " less t ightly bound with i n  a coherent cu l 
ture" than Manus (pp.  i x-x) . Narakobi writes, however, as a member of 
h i s  "tri be," speak ing with pride of the va l ues and accomp l i shments of h i s  
"c lansfo l k." (He uses the  name Arapesh spari ngly. )  He articu lates the  pos
s i b i l i ty of a new mu ltiterr itor ia l  "cu ltura l "  identity :  "I fee l now that I can 
fee l proud of my tr ibe and at the same t ime feel I belong not on ly to 
Papua-New G u i nea, a nation to be, but to the world commun i ty at 
large" (p .  x i i i ) .  Is not th is  modern way of bei ng "Arapesh"  a l ready prefig
u red in Mead's earl ier image of a resourcefu l native pagi ng through The 
Colden Bough ? Why must such behavior be margi na l i zed or c lassed as 
" i nd ividua l "  by the anth ropologica l  cu l ture col lector? 

Expectat ions of wholeness, conti n u ity, and essence have long been 
b u i lt in to the l i n ked Western ideas of cu l tu re and a rt. A few words of 
recent background m ust suffice, s i nce to map the h i story of these con
cepts wou l d  lead us  on a chase for origi ns back at least to the Greeks . 
Raymond Wi l l iams provides a start ing  point  i n  the ear ly n i neteenth cen
tu ry-a moment of u nprecedented h istor ica l and soc ia l  d isruption . I n  
Culture and Society ( 1 966),  Keywords ( 1 976) ,  and e lsewhere Wi l l iams 
has traced a para l le l  deve lopment in usage for the words art and culture .  
The changes reflect comp lex responses to industri a l i sm,  to the specter of 
"mass soc iety," to acce lerated soc ia l  confl ict and change . 7  

Accord ing  t o  Wi l l iams i n  t h e  e ighteenth century the word art meant 
predominant ly "sk i l l ." Cabinetmakers, cr i m i na l s, and pa i nters were each 
in thei r way artfu l .  Culture designated a tendency to natural growth, i ts 
uses predominant ly agricu l tura l  and persona l : both plants and h uman 
i nd iv idua ls  cou l d  be "cu l tured ." Other mean i ngs a l so present in the e igh
teenth centu ry did not predomi nate u nti l the n ineteenth . By the 1 820s 
art i ncreas i ng ly designated a spec ia l  domai n  of creativ ity, spontaneity, 
and pur i ty, a rea l m  of refi ned sensi b i l ity and express ive "ge n i us ." The 

7 .  Although Wi l l iams' analysis i s  l i m ited to England, the general pattern 
appl ies e lsewhere in  Eu rope, where the t im ing of modern ization d iffered or 
where other terms were used . In France, for example, the words civilisation or, 
for Durkhei m,  societe stand i n  for culture. What i s  at issue are genera l qua l i tative 
assessments of col lective l i fe.  
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"art i st" was set apart from, often aga inst, soc iety-whether "mass" or 
"bourgeo is ." The term culture fo l lowed a para l le l  course, coming to 
mean what was most e levated, sensit ive, essentia l ,  and prec ious-most 
uncommon- i n  soc iety. L i ke art, cu lture became a genera l  category; 
Wi l l iams ca l l s  it a "fina l  cou rt of appea l "  aga i nst th reats of vu lgarity and 
leve l i ng .  I t  ex i sted in essentia l  oppos it ion to perceived "anarchy." 

Art and cu l tu re emerged after 1 800 as mutua l l y  re i nforc ing domains 
of h uman value, strategies for gatheri ng, mark i ng off, protecting the best 
and most interest ing creations of "Man ." 8 I n  the twentieth century the 
categories u nderwent a series of fu rther deve lopments . The p lu ra l ,  an
thropologica l defin it ion of cu l ture ( lower-case c with the poss ib i l i ty of a 
fina l  s) emerged as a l i bera l a lternative to rac i st c lassifications of human 
d iversity. I t  was a sensit ive means for understand i ng different and d is
persed "whole ways of l ife" in a h igh colon ia l  context of unprecedented 
global i nterconnection .  Culture i n  its fu l l  evol utionary r ichness and au
thentic i ty, formerly reserved for the best creations of modern Europe, 
cou ld now be extended to a l l  the world's popu lat ions. In the anthropo
logica l v is ion of Boas' generat ion "cu l tu res" were of equal  va l ue.  In the i r  
new p lu ra l ity, however, the  n i neteenth-century defi n i t ions were not en
t i re ly transformed . If they became less e l it ist (d i st i nctions between "h igh" 
and " low" cu lture were erased) and less Eurocentr ic (every human soc i 
ety was  fu l ly "cu ltu ra l " ) ,  nevertheless a certa i n  body of  assumptions were 
carried over from the older defi n it ions . George Stocking ( 1 968 : 69-90) 
shows the complex i nterre lations of n i neteenth-century human i st and 
emerg ing anthropo logical defi n i t ions of cu lture .  He suggests that anth ro-

8. As Vi rgin ia  Dom inguez has argued, the emergence of this new subject 
impl ies a spec ific h i stor ic i ty c lose ly tied to ethnology. Drawing on Foucault's 
Order of Things ( 1 966) and writ ing of the scramble for ethnographic artifacts 
dur ing the "Museum Age" of the late n ineteenth century, she cites Douglas Cole's 
summation of the preva i l i ng rat ionale: " I t  is  necessary to use the t ime to col lect 
before it i s  too late" (Cole 1 985 :50) .  "Too late for what?" Dom inguez asks. 
"There is a h i storical consciousness here of a specia l  sort. We hear an urgency i n  
the voices of  the col lectors, a fear that we wi l l  no longer be  able to  get our  hands 
on these objects, and that this wou ld amount to an i rretrievable loss of the means 
of preserving our own h i storicity. There is a twofold d isplacement here. Objects 
are col lected no longer because of the i r  intri nsic value but as metonyms for the 
people who produced them.  And the people who produced them are the objects 
of examination not because of their i ntr i ns ic va lue but because of the i r  perceived 
contribution to our understand ing of our own h i storica l trajectory. It is a certa in 
view of 'man'  and a certa i n  v iew of 'h i story' that make th is  double displacement 
poss ible" (Dom i nguez 1 986 :548) . 
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pology owes as m uch to Matthew Arnold as  to i ts offic ia l  founding father, 
E .  B .  Tylor. I ndeed much of the v is ion embod ied i n  Culture and Anarchy 
has been transferred d i rectly i nto re lat iv ist anthropology. A powerfu l 
structu re of fee l i ng cont inues to see cu l ture, wherever it is fou nd,  as a 
coherent body that l ives and d ies. Cu lture is endur i ng, trad it iona l ,  struc
tu ra l  ( rather than conti ngent, syncretic ,  h i storica l ) .  Cu lture is a process 
of order ing,  not of d i sruption . It  changes and develops l i ke a l iv i ng or
gan ism . It does not norma l l y  "su rvive" abrupt a lterat ions.  

I n  the ear ly twentieth centu ry, as culture was being extended to a l l 
the wor ld 's fu nction i ng soc ieties, an increas i ng number of exotic, prim i 
t ive, or archa ic objects came to be  seen as  "art." They were equa l  i n  
aesthet ic and  moral va lue with the greatest Western masterpieces . By  
m idcentu ry the new att itude toward "pr im it ive art" had been accepted 
by large numbers of educated Europeans and Americans .  I ndeed from 
the standpo i nt of the late twentieth century it becomes c lear that the 
para l le l  concepts of a rt and cu l ture did successfu l ly, a lbeit  temporari ly, 
comprehend and i ncorporate a p lethora of non-Western art ifacts and cus
toms .  This was accompl i shed through two strateg ies. F i rst, objects re
c lass i fied as "pr im it ive art" were adm itted to the i magi nary museum of 
human creat iv i ty and,  though more s lowly, to the actual  fi ne arts mu
seu ms of the West. Second, the d i scourse and i nst itutions of modern 
anthropology constructed comparat ive and synthet ic images of Man 
d rawing evenhanded ly  from among the wor ld 's authentic ways of l ife, 
however strange in appearance or obscu re in origi n .  Art and cu lture, 
categories for the best creat ions of Western humanism,  were i n  pri nc ip le 
extended to a l l  the world 's peoples.  

I t  i s  perhaps worth stress ing that noth i ng said here about the h i stor
ic ity of these cu ltural  or artist ic  categories shou ld be construed as c la im
ing that  they are fa lse or denyi ng that many of  the i r  val ues are worthy of 
support .  L i ke any successfu l d i scurs ive arrangement the art-cu l tu re au
thentic i ty system art icu lates considerable domains  of truth and scientif ic 
progress as we l l  as areas of b l i ndness and controversy. By emphas iz ing 
the trans ience of  the system I do so out  of  a convict ion ( i t  i s  more a 
fee l i ng of the h i stor ical  ground moving u nderfoot) that the c lassificat ions 
and generous appropriations of Western art and cu lture categories are 
now much less stable than before . Th is  instabi l ity appears to be l i n ked to 
the growing i nterconnection of the world's popu lat ions and to the con
testation s i nce the 1 950s of co lon ia l i sm and Eurocentr i sm.  Art co l lect ing 
and cu ltu re co l lecti ng now take p l ace with i n  a changing field of  coun-
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terd iscourses, syncret isms, and reappropriations origi nat ing both outs ide 
and ins ide "the West." I cannot d i scuss the geopol it ica l  causes of these 
deve lopments . I can on ly  h i nt at the i r  transform i ng consequences and 
stress that the modern genea logy of cu lture and a rt that I have been 
sketch ing  i ncreas i ng ly appears to be a loca l story. "Cu lture" and "art" 
can no longer be s imp ly  extended to non-Western peop les and th i ngs .  
They can at worst be imposed, at best translated-both h i storica l ly and 
po l it ica l ly conti ngent operations.  

Before I su rvey some of the cu rrent cha l l enges to Western modes of 
col lection and authenticat ion,  it may be worth portraying the sti l l 
dom i nant form of art and cu lture col lect ing i n  a more l i m ited , concrete 
sett ing .  The system's underly ing h i stor ical  asumptions w i l l  then become 
i nescapable .  For if  col lect ing i n  the West sa lvages th i ngs out of non
repeatable t ime, what i s  the assumed d i rection of th i s  t ime? How does it 
confer rarity and authent ic i ty on the varied productions of human sk i l l ?  
Col lect ing  presupposes a story; a story occurs i n  a "chronotope ." 

A Chronotope for Collecting 

Dans son effort pour comprendre le monde, l 'homme dispose 
done toujours d 'un surplus de signification. 

-CLAUDE LEVI-STRAUSS 

THE TERM chronotope, as used by Bakht in ,  denotes a configuration of 
spatia l  and tem poral  ind icators i n  a fict ional  sett ing where (and when) 
certa i n  activit ies and stories take p/ace.9 One cannot rea l i stica l l y  situate 
h i stor ical  deta i l - putt ing someth ing  " i n  its t ime"-without appea l i ng to 
exp l ic i t  or imp l ic i t  chronotopes . C laude Levi-Strauss's pointed , nosta lg ic 
reco l lections of New York dur ing the Second World War can serve as a 
chronotope for modern art and cu lture col lecti ng. The sett ing is e labo
rated in an essay whose French t it le, "New York post-et prefigu ratif" 

9 .  Chronotope: l itera l ly  "time-space" with no priority to e i ther d imension 
(Bakhti n 1 937) .  The chronotope is a fictional sett ing where h i storica l l y  spec ific 
re lat ions of power become vis ible and certa i n  stories can "take place" (the bour
geois  salon in n i neteenth-century soc ia l  novels, the merchant sh ip in Conrad's 
ta les of adventu re and empire) .  As Bakhtin puts i t :  " In  the l i terary art ist ic chron
otope, spat ia l  and tempora l ind icators are fused into one carefu l l y  thought-out, 
concrete whole. Time, as i t  were, th ickens, takes on flesh, becomes artist ica l ly 
v is ib le;  l i kewise space becomes charged and responsive to the movements of 
t ime, plot and h istory" (p .  84) .  
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( 1 983) ,  suggests its u nder ly ing spatia-tempora l  pred icament more 
strongly than the publ ished Engl ish trans lat ion, "New York in 1 94 1 " 
( 1 985 ) .  The essay fa l l s  with i n  a m icrogenre of Levi-Strauss's writi ng, one 
he deve loped with v i rtuosity in Tristes tropiques . Specific p l aces-Rio, 
F i re I s land,  new Braz i l i an c it ies,  I nd ian  sacred s i tes-appear as moments 
of inte l l ig ib le  h u man order and transformation su rrounded by the de
structive, entropic cu rrents of global h istory. 

I n  what fo l lows I have supplemented the essay on New York with 
passages from other texts written by Levi-Strauss either du r ing the war 
years or in reco l lection of them. In read ing them as a un ified ch ronotope, 
one ought to bear in m i nd that these are not h i storical records but com
p lex l iterary commemorat ions .  The t ime-space in question has been ret
rospective ly  composed by Levi-Strauss and recomposed , for other pur
poses, by myself. 

A refugee in New York d u ring  the Second World War, the anthropologist 
i s  bewi ldered and del ighted by a landscape of u nexpected j uxtapos i
t ions.  H is recol lections of those semina l  years, du ri ng which he i nvented 
structura l  anthropology, are bathed in a magical  l ight. New York is  fu l l  of 
del ightfu l i ncongru it ies.  Who cou ld res ist 

the performances that we watched for hours at the Ch inese opera 

under the fi rst arch of the Brooklyn B ridge, where a company that had 

come long ago from Ch ina had a large fol lowing.  Every day, from m id

afternoon u nti l past m idn ight, i t  wou ld perpetuate the trad it ions of 

c lass ica l  Ch i nese opera . I felt myself  going back in t ime no less when 

I went to work every morn ing in the American room of the New York 

Publ ic  Library. There, under its neo-class ical  arcades and between 

wal l s  paneled with o ld oak, I sat near an Indian in a feather headdress 

and a beaded buckski n jacket�who was tak ing notes with a Parker 

pen . ( 1 985 : 266) 

As Levi-Strauss te l l s  it, the New York of 1 94 1  i s  an anth ropologi st's 
dream,  a vast selection of human cu lture and h i story. 1 0  A brief wa l k  or 
subway ride w i l l  take h i m  from a Greenwich Vi l l age rem i n iscent of Bal-

1 0 . I t  sti l l  i s .  Return i ng to the neighborhood where I grew up on the Upper 
West S ide and walk ing between 1 1 6th and 86th Streets, I i nvariably encou nter 
several races, cu l tures, languages, a range of exotic smel ls, "Cuban-Chi nese" 
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zac's Par is to the towering skyscrapers of Wal l  Street. Tu rn ing a corner i n  
th i s  j u mble of immigrants and ethn ic groups, the stro l ler sudden ly  enters 
a d ifferent world with its own language, customs, cu i s i ne .  Everyth ing  i s  
avai lable for consumption . I n  New York one can obtai n a lmost any trea
sure .  The anth ropologist and h i s  art ist ic fri ends Andre B reton, Max Ernst, 
Andre Masson,  Georges Duthu it, Yves Tanguy, and Matta find master
pieces of pre-Co lumbian,  I nd ian,  Ocean ic, or Japanese art stuffed i n  
dea lers' c losets o r  apartments. Everyth ing somehow finds i t  way here . 
For Lev i-Strauss New York i n  the 1 940s i s  a wonderland of sudden open
i ngs to other t imes and p laces, of cu ltura l  matter out of p lace : 

New York (and th is  i s  the source of its charm and its pecu l iar fasci na

t ion) was then a c i ty where anyth ing seemed poss ible. L ike the urban 

fabric, the socia l  and cu l tu ral  fabric was ridd led with holes. All you 

had to do was pick one and s l i p  through i t  if, l i ke Al ice, you wanted 

to get to the other s ide of the looking glass and find worlds so enchant

ing that they seemed unrea l . (p. 26 1 ) 

The anth ropological flaneur is del ighted, amazed , but a lso troubled by 
the chaos of s imu ltaneous poss ib i l i t ies . Th i s  New York has someth i ng i n  
common with the early-centu ry dada-surrea l i st flea market-but with a 
d ifference . I ts objets trouves are not j ust occas ions for reverie.  Th is  they 
sure ly  are,  but they are a l so s igns of van i sh ing worlds.  Some are trea
su res, works of great art .  

Levi-Strauss and the refugee su rrea l i sts were passionate col lectors. 
The Th i rd Avenue art dealer they frequented and advised, J u l i us  earle
bach,  a lways had several Northwest Coast, Melanes ian,  or Eskimo 
pieces on hand. Accord ing  to Edmund Carpenter, the su rrea l i sts felt an 
immed iate affi n i ty with these objects' pred i l ection for "visual  puns" ; thei r 
se lections were near ly a lways of a very h igh qual i ty. I n  add it ion to the 
art dea lers another  sou rce for th i s  band of pr i m it ive-art connoi sseurs was 
the Museum of the American Ind ian .  As Carpenter te l l s  i t :  "The Su rrea l
i sts began to vis it the Bronx warehouse of that Museum,  select ing for 
themse lves, concentrat ing on a co l lection of magn ificent Esk imo masks. 
These h uge visual puns, made by the Kuskokwim Eskimo a century or 
more ago, constituted the greatest col lect ion of i ts  k ind i n  the world . But 

restau rants, and so on .  I t  i s  enough to seriously smudge at  least the spatial  d is
t i nction between F i rst and Th i rd Worlds, center and periphery i n  the modern 
world system.  



O N  C O L L E C T I N G  A R T A N D  C U LT U R E  239 

the  Museum Di rector, George Heye, cal led them 'jokes' and so ld ha l f  for 
$38  and $54 eac h .  The Su rrea l i sts bought the best . Then they moved 
happ i l y  through Heye's Northwest Coast col lection ,  str i pping it of one 
masterwork after another" (Carpenter 1 975 : 1  0) . In 1 946 Max Ernst, Bar
nett Newman ,  and severa l others mounted an exh i bit of Northwest Coast 
I nd ian pa i nt ing at the Betty Parsons Gal lery. They brought together pieces 
from the i r  pr ivate col l ections and art ifacts from the American Museum of 
Natu ra l  H i story. By moving the m useu m  pieces across town, "the Sur
rea l i sts dec lass ified them as scientific spec imens and rec lassified them as 
art" (Carpenter 1 975 : 1 1 ) . 

The category of pr im itive a rt was emergi ng, with i ts market, its con
noisseu rsh ip ,  and its c lose t ies to modern ist aesthetics.  What had begun 
with the vogue for / 'art negre i n  the twenties wou ld become institution
a l ized by the fifties and s ixt ies;  but i n  warti me New York the battle to 
ga i n  widespread recogn it ion for tri ba l objects was not yet won .  Levi
Strauss reca l l s  that as cu ltura l  attache to the French Embassy i n  1 946 he 
tried in va i n  to arrange a trade :  for a massive col lection of American 
I nd ian  art a few Matisses and P icassos . But "the French authorit ies turned 
a deaf ear to my entreaties, and the I nd ian  col l ections wound up in  
American m u seums" ( 1 985 : 2 62 ) .  The  co l lecti ng of  Levi -Strauss and the 
su rrea l i sts d u ring  the fort ies was part of a struggle to ga i n  aesthetic status 
for these increas ing ly  rare masterworks. 

N ew York seemed to have someth ing u nusua l ,  va l uable,  and beautifu l 
for everyone.  F ranz Boas l i ked to tel l  h i s  European vis i tors about a Kwa
k i ut l  i n formant who had come to work with h i m  in the c ity. As Roman 
Jakobson reca l l s :  

Boas loved to depict the ind ifference of th is  man from Vancouver I s

land toward Manhattan skyscrapers ( "we bu i l t  houses next to one an

other, and you stack them on top of each other"), toward the Aquari um 

("we throw such  fish back i n  the  lake") or toward the  motion pictures 

which seemed ted ious and senseless.  On the other hand, the stranger 

stood for hours spe l l bound i n  the Ti mes Square freak shows with the i r  

giants and dwarfs, bearded ladies and fox-ta i led gi r ls, or i n  the Auto

mats where dri nks and sandwiches appear m i raculously and where he 

felt  transferred i nto the un iverse of Kwakiut l  fa i ry-ta les. (Jakobson 

1 959 : 1 42) 
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I n  Levi -Strauss's memory brass ba l l s on sta i rcase bann i sters a l so figu re in  
the col lection of  fasc i nating phenomena ( 1 960 : 2 7) .  

For  a European New York's sheer space i s  vertig inous :  

I strode up and down m i les of Man hattan avenues, those deep chasms 

over which loomed skyscrapers' fantastic c l iffs .  I wandered randomly 

i nto cross streets, whose physiognomy changed drastica l ly from one 

block to the next : somet imes poverty-stricken , sometimes m iddle-class 

or prov inc ia l ,  and most often chaot ic .  New York was decided ly  not the 

u l tra-modern metropol i s  I had expected, but an i mmense, horizontal 

and vert ical d isorder attr ibutable to some spontaneous upheava l of the 

urban crust rather than to the del iberate plans of bu i lders. (levi

Strauss 1 985 : 258) 

Levi -Strauss's New York i s  a j uxtapos it ion of ancient and recent "strata," 
chaotic remnants of former "upheava ls ." As in Tristes tropiques meta
phors from geo logy serve to transform empi rical  surface i ncongru ities or 
fau lts i nto leg ib le  h i story. For Lev i-Strauss the j umble of Manhattan be
comes i ntel l ig ib le as an over lay of past and futu re, leg ib le  as a story of 
cu ltu ra l  deve lopment. Old and new are s ide by s ide.  The European ref
ugee encounters scraps of h i s  past as wel l  as a troub l ing prefigu rat ion of 
common dest iny. 

New York i s  a s i te of trave l and reverie u n l i ke the onei r ic c ity of 
B reton 's Nadja or Aragon's Paysan de Paris . For Par is ian emigres find ing 
the i r  feet on its streets and avenues it is  never a known place, someth ing 
to be made strange by a certa in  su rrea l i st and ethnograph ic  attention . 
I nstead they are ambushed by the fam i l iar-an o lder Paris i n  Greenwich 
Vi l lage, gl i m pses of the European world i n  immigrant neighborhoods, 
med ieva l bu i l d i ngs reassembled at the Clo isters . But these rem inders are 
masks, surviva ls ,  mere col lect ib les .  I n  New York one is permanently 
away from home, depayse, both i n  space and i n  t ime. Post- and pre
figu rative New York is fantastica l l y  suspended between a j umble of pasts 
and a un i form future. 

Whoever wanted to go hunt ing needed only a l i tt le culture, and fla i r, 

for doorways to open i n  the wal l  of industria l  c iv i l ization and revea l 

other worlds and other t imes . Doubtless nowhere more than i n  New 

York at that t ime were there such faci l it ies for escape. Those poss ibi l i-
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t ies seem a l most mythical  today when we n o  longer dare to dream of 

doors : at best we may wonder about n iches to cower i n .  But even 

these have become the stake in a fierce competit ion among those who 

are not w i l l i ng  to l i ve in  a world without friend ly  shadows or secret 

shortcuts known only to a few in i ti ates .  Los ing its old d i mensions one 

after another, this world has pushed us back i nto the one remain ing 

d imension : one wi l l  probe i t  i n  va i n  for secret loopholes. ( 1 985 :262) 

24 1 

The res igned "entropologist" of Tristes tropiques remembers New York as 
the fi na l  g low and prophetic d i s i ntegration of a l l  rea l cu l tura l  d ifferences . 
Soon even the loopholes w i l l  be gone. M i l lenn ia of human d iversity and 
i nvention seem to have been sh ipwrecked here, remnants and broken 
shards, good to evoke in escap ist reveries, good to col l ect as art (or an
t iques), and "good to th i n k  with" in salvaging the cu ltural structu res of a 
transh istorical esprit humain .  The chronotope of New York prefigures an
th ropo logy. 

Structu ra l i st anthropology at least was conceived and written there . 
It is hard to i magine a better sett ing .  Among New York's j umble of cu l 
tures, arts, and  trad it ions, as  a professor a t  the  Ecole  L ibre des Hautes 
Etudes, Levi -Strauss attended Roman Jakobson's celebrated lectu res on 
sound and mean i ng. On many occasions he has test i fied to the i r  revol u
t ionary i m pact. Jakobson's demonstration that the bewi lderi ng d iversity 
of mean ingfu l h u ma n  sounds cou ld be reduced to d i screte d ifferentia l  
systems  through the appl icat ion of  phonemic ana lys i s  offered an i m me
diate model for studyi ng the p lethora of human k insh i p  systems. More 
genera l ly Jakobson's approach suggested a research program-that of 
d iscoveri ng e lementary cogn it ive structu res beh i nd the many " language
l i ke" productions of h u man c u lture .  Amid the cu ltura l -h i stor ica l  j umble 
of  wart ime New York-too much i n  the same place at the same t ime
Levi-Strauss gl i m psed an u nderlyi ng order. 

The Elementary Structures of Kinship was researched i n  the New 
York Publ ic  L ibrary read i ng room, where, beside what seemed to be a 
parody of a feathered I nd ian  with a Parker pen , Levi-Strauss pored over 
accounts of tr ibal  marr iage ru les.  The found ing text of structu ral anth ro
pology was d rafted in a sma l l ,  d i lapidated stud io in Greenwich Vi l l age, 
down the street from Yves Tanguy and a few yards (through the wa l l s) 
from Claude Shannon,  who, u nknown to h i s  neighbor, "was creat ing 
cybernetics" ( 1 985 : 2 60) .  
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Uptown at the American Museum of Natural H i story Levi-Strauss cou ld 
wander and wonder among the i nt imate, hyperrea l d ioramas of African 
an i ma l  spec ies.  Or he cou ld marvel in the H a l l  of Northwest Coast I nd i 
ans ,  where Kwak iutl and Tl i ngit masks i n  the i r  glass cases whispered to 
h i m  of Baudela i rean correspondances (levi-Strauss 1 943 : 1 80) . I ndeed 
by the 1 940s a deep correspondence between pr im it ive and modern art 
was widely assumed i n  avant-garde m i l ieux.  The anthropologist friend of 
the su rrea l ists saw these magica l ,  archa ic objects as l um i nous examples 
of human creative gen i us .  He wrote i n  1 943 for the Gazette des beaux 
arts :  

These objects-beings transformed into th ings, human an i mals,  l iv ing 

boxes-seem as remote as possib le from our own conception of art 

s i nce the t ime of the Greeks. Yet even here one wou ld err to suppose 

that a s ingle poss ib i l i ty of the aesthetic l ife had escaped the prophets 

and virtuosos of the Northwest Coast . Several of those masks and stat

ues are thoughtfu l portraits which prove a concern to atta i n  not only 

physica l resemblance but the most subtle spir i tua l  essence of the sou l .  

The scu lptor of Alaska and Brit ish Columbia i s  not only the sorcerer 

who confers upon the supernatural a v is ib le form but a l so the creator, 

the i nterpreter who trans lates i nto eternal chefs d'oeuvre the fugit ive 

emotions of man . ( 1 943 : 1 8 1 )  

H uman art ist ic creation transcends location and t ime. To commu
n icate the i ncred ib le  i nventiveness he sees i n  the Northwest Coast Ha l l , 
Lev i-Strauss fi nds a revea l i ng comparison : "Th is i ncessant renovation, 
th i s  sureness which i n  no matter what d i rection guarantees defi n i te and 
overwhel m i ng success, th i s  scorn of the beaten path,  th i s  ceaseless dr iv
i ng toward new feats which i nfa l l i b ly  ends i n  dazz l i ng resu l ts-to know 
th i s  our c iv i l izat ion had to await  the exceptiona l dest iny of a Picasso . I t  
i s  not futi le  to emphasize that the dar ing ventu res of a s i ngle man which 
have left us breath less for th i rty years , were known and practiced dur
ing one hundred and fifty years by an ent ire ly i nd igenous cu l ture" 
( 1 943 : 1 75) . The passage i s  u ndoubted ly adapted to its occasion : the 
need to promote tr i ba l  works for an art-world pub l ic .  (E l sewhere Levi
Strauss wou ld  stress the systems l im it i ng and maki ng poss ib le  inventions 
by any loca l group or i nd ividua l  creator. ) Here he ins i sts only that tr ibal 
works are as inventive as that modern paragon of creat ivity, P icasso . Im
p l ic i t  i n  the conceit was a vis ion of h uman cu ltures as comparable to 
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creative art ists . As I have a l ready argued, the twentieth-century cate
gories of art and cu lture presupposed each other. 

The categories were, however, i nstitutiona l ly separated . If the sur
rea l i sts cou ld rec lassify tr ibal objects by mov ing them across town from 
an anth ropo logy m useum to an art ga l lery, the end poi nts of the traffic 
were not thereby u nderm i ned . The d i scourses of anth ropology and art 
were deve lop ing on separate but complementary paths .  Thei r  evo lv ing 
re lationsh i p  may be seen in  a legendary su rrea l ist journa l  of  1 942-43 
ed ited by David Hare and dom inated by i ts "ed i tori a l  advisers" Andre 
Breton,  Max Ernst,  and Marcel Duchamp. VV\1, accord ing to i ts subtit le, 
aspi red to cover the f ie lds of "poetry, p last ic  arts, anth ropo logy, soc io l 
ogy, psychology." I n  fact it d id  j u st ice to the fi rst two, with a spri nk l i ng of 
the th i rd .  (On ly fou r  issues of VVV appeared i n  two years . )  N umber 1 
conta i ned two short art ic les by Levi-Strauss, one on Kaduveo Ind ian face 
pa i nt ing,  the other an obituary for Mal i nowski . The fo l lowi ng number 
conta ined a note by Alfred Metraux on two ancestra l figur i nes from Easter 
Is land . And in the fi na l  i ssue Robert A l lerton Parker fancifu l ly i nterpreted 
complex l i ne d rawi ngs from the New Hebrides (extracted from A. B .  
Deacon 's ethnography) u nder the t it le "Cann iba l  Des igns ." I n  genera l  
materia l  from non-Western cu l tures was inc l uded as exot ic ism or na ive 
art .  There were occas iona l  photos of an Alaskan mask or a kach i na .  

I n  VVV anth ropo logy was part of  the  decor of  avant-garde art and 
writ i ng. Serious cu ltura l  ana lys is  made no rea l  i n roads in to what were by 
now canon ica l  su rrea l i st notions of gen i us, i nsp i ration, the i rrat iona l ,  the 
magica l ,  the exot ic ,  the prim it ive .  Few of those around Breton (with the 
poss i ble exception of Max Ernst) had any systematic in terest in ethno
logica l  sc ience. Levi-Strauss's contribut ions to VVV seem out of p lace. 
Essentia l l y  a jou rna l  of art and l i terature, VVV was preoccup ied with 
d reams,  archetypes, gen i us,  and apoca lyptic revol ution . I t  engaged in 
l i tt le of the u nsettl i ng, reflex ive ethnography practiced by the d i ssidents 
of the earl ier  jou rna l Documents (see Chapter 4) . "Ma instream" surrea l
i sm did not typ ica l l y  bri ng cu ltural analys is  to bear on i ts own categories.  

Su rrea l ist art and structu ral  anthropology were both concerned with 
the h u man sp i r it's "deep" shared spr i ngs of creat iv i ty. The common a im 
was to transcend-not, a s  i n  Documents, to  descr ibe cr it ica l l y  or sub
vert-the loca l orders of cu l ture and h istory. Su rrea l i sm's subject was an 
i nternat ional  and e lementa l  h u man ity "anth ropologica l "  i n  scope. I ts ob
ject was Man, someth i ng i t  shared with an emerging structura l i sm.  But a 
conventiona l  d iv is ion of l abor was so l id ify i ng. With i n  the project of 
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prob ing and extend i ng humani ty's creative esprit, the two methods d i 
verged, one p lay ing art to  the other's science. 

Modern pract ices of art and cu lture col lect i ng, scientific and avant
ga rde, have situated themselves at the end of a g lobal h istory. They have 
occupied a p l ace-apocalyptic, progress ive, revolutiona ry, or tragic
from which to gather the val ued i nheritances of Man . Concret iz ing th is  
tempora l setup, Levi-Strauss's "post- and prefigurative" New York ant ic i
pates human ity's entropic  future and gathers up its d iverse pasts i n  de
contextua l ized , col l ect ib le  forms .  The ethn ic  neighborhoods, the prov in
c ia l  rem i nders, the Ch i nese Opera Company, the feathered I nd ian i n  the 
l i brary, the works of art from other conti nents and eras that turn up i n  
dea lers' c losets : a l l  are surviva ls ,  remnants o f  th reatened o r  vanished tra
d it ions.  The world's cu l tu res appear in the chronotope as sh reds of hu
man i ty, degraded commodi ties, or e levated great art but a lways function
i ng as van ish i ng " loopho les" or "escapes" from a one-d imensional fate . 

I n  New York a jumble  of human ity has washed up i n  one vertigi nous 
place and t ime, to be grasped s imu ltaneously in a l l its prec ious d iversity 
and emergi ng un i form ity. I n  th i s  chronotope the pure products of human
ity's pasts are rescued by modern aesthetics on ly as subl i mated art .  They 
are sa lvaged by modern anthropo logy as consu ltable arch ives for th i nk
ing  about the range of human i nvention . I n  Levi -Strauss's sett ing the 
products of the present-becom i ng-future are shal low, impure, escapi st, 
and "retro" rather than tru ly d ifferent-"antiques" rather than genu i ne 
ant iqu it ies . Cu l tura l  i nvention is subsumed by a commod ified "mass cu l 
ture" ( 1 985 : 264-267) .  

The chronotope o f  New York supports a global a l legory of fragmen
tation and ru i n .  The modern anthropologist, lamenti ng the pass ing of 
h u man d ivers ity, col lects and va l ues i ts surviva l s, i ts endur ing works of 
art .  Levi -Strauss's most pr ized acqu i s it ion from a marvelous New York 
where everyth i ng seemed ava i l ab le was a near ly complete set of volumes 
1 through 48 of the Annual Reports of the Bureau of American Ethnology. 
These were, he te l l s  us i n  another evocation of the war years, "sacrosanct 
vol u mes, represent ing most of our knowledge about the American Ind i 
ans . . .  It was as  though the American Ind ian cu ltu res had sudden ly  
come a l ive and become a lmost tangib le through the physical  contact that 
these books, written and publ ished before these cu l tures' defin ite exti nc
tion, establ i shed between the i r  times and me" (Levi-Strauss 1 976 : 50) .  
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These prec ious records of h uman d ivers i ty had been recorded by an eth
nology sti l l  in what he ca l l s  i ts "pure" rather than "d i l uted" state (Levi
Strauss 1 960 :26) .  They wou ld form the authentic ethnograph ic  materia l  
from which structu ra l i sm's metacu ltural orders were constructed . 

Anthropo logical  col l ections and taxonom ies, however, are con
stant ly menaced by tempora l contingencies.  Levi -Strauss knows th is .  It is 
a d i sorder he  a lways holds at bay. For example in Tristes tropiques he is  
acute ly  aware that focus ing on a tr ibal past necessar i ly  b l i nds h im to an 
emergent present. Wandering through the modern landscape of New 
York, far from encounter ing less and less to know, the anthropologist i s  
confronted with more and mare-a heady m ix-and-match of  poss ib le  
h uman combi nations.  He  struggles to mainta i n  a u n ified perspective; he 
looks for order in deep "geo logica l "  structu res . But in Levi -Strauss's work 
genera l l y, the englob ing  "entropo logica l "  narrative bare ly conta ins  a cur
rent h i story of loss, transformation, i nvention,  and emergence. 

Toward the end of his bri l l iant i naugura l  lectu re at the Col l ege de 
France, "The Scope of Anthropology," Lev i -Strauss evokes what he ca l l s  
"anthropological  doubt," the inevitab le  resu l t  of ethnographic r isk
tak i ng, the "buffetings and den ia l s  d i rected at one's most cherished ideas 
and habits by other  ideas and habits best able to rebut them" ( 1 960 :26) .  
He  po ignant ly reca l l s Boas's Kwaki utl v i s i tor, transfixed by the freaks and 
automats of  Ti mes Square, and he wonders whether anthropology may 
not be condemned to equa l ly bizarre perceptions of the d i stant soc ieties 
and h i stories i t  se�ks to grasp. New York was perhaps Levi-Strauss's on ly  
t rue  "fieldwork" : for once he stayed long enough and mastered the local 
language .  Aspects of the p lace, such as Boas's Kwakiut l ,  have cont inued 
to charm and haunt h i s  anth ropo logical  cu lture co l l ect ing.  

But one New York native s its with spec ia l  d i scomfort i n  the chrono
tope of 1 94 1 . Th i s  i s  the feathered Ind ian  with the Parker pen work ing i n  
the Pub l i c  L ib rary. For Levi -Strauss the Ind ian i s  pr imari ly  assoc iated with 
the past, the "ext inct" soc ieties recorded i n  the prec ious B u reau of Amer
ican Ethnology Annual Reports . The anthropologist fee ls  h imse l f  "go ing 
back i n  t ime" ( 1 985 :266) .  I n  modern New York an I nd ian can appear 
on ly  as a survival  or a k i nd of i ncongruous parody. 

Another h i storica l v is ion m ight have pos it ioned the two scholars i n  
the l i brary d ifferently. The decade just preced ing Levi-Strauss's arriva l i n  
New York had seen a d ramatic turnaround i n  federal pol icy. Under John 
Co l l ier's leadersh i p  at the Bureau of Ind ian Affa i rs a "New Indian Po l i cy" 
act ively encouraged tr ibal  reorgan ization a l l  over the cou ntry. Wh i le 
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Levi-Strauss stud ied and col lected their  pasts, many "ext i nct" Native 
American groups were i n  the pmcess of reconstituting themselves cu ltur
a l ly and pol it ica l ly. Seen i n  th i s  context, d id  the I nd ian with the Parker 
pen represent a "go ing back in time" or a g l impse of another futu re? That 
i s  a different story. (See Chapter 1 2 . )  

Other Appropriations 

To te l l  these other stories, loca l h i stories of cu ltural survival and 
emergence, we need to res ist deep-seated habits of m ind and systems of 
authentic ity. We need to be suspicious of an a l most-automatic tendency 
to re legate non-Western peoples and objects to the pasts of an increas
ing ly homogeneous human ity. A few examples of cu rrent i nvention and 
contestation may suggest d ifferent ch ronotopes for art and cu ltu re col
lect ing.  

Anne Vita rt-Fardou l is ,  a cu rator at  the Musee de I ' Homme, has pub
l i shed a sensit ive account of the aesthetic, h i stor ica l ,  and cu ltura l  d i s
courses rout inely used to exp l icate i nd iv idual  museum objects . She d is
cusses a famous intricate ly  pa i nted an ima l  sk in ( its present name : M . H .  
34 . 3 3 . 5 ),  probably origi nati ng among the Fox Indians of North America. 
The ski n tu rned up  in  Western co l lecting systems some t ime ago in a 
"cabinet of curiosit ies" ;  it was used to educate aristocratic ch i ldren and 
was much adm i red for its aesthetic qua l it ies. Vitart-Fardou l is te l l s  us that 
now the sk in  can be decoded ethnographica l l y  in terms of its combined 
"mascu l i ne" and "femin ine" graphic sty les and understood in the context 
of a probable role  in spec ific ceremon ies. But the meani ngfu l contexts 
are not exhausted . The story takes a new tu rn : 

The grandson of one of the Ind ians who came to Par is  with Buffalo B i l l  

was search ing for the [painted skin ]  tun ic  h i s  grandfather had been 

forced to sel l to pay h i s  way back to the Un i ted States when the c i rcus 

co l lapsed . I showed him a l l  the tun ics i n  our col lection, and he paused 

before one of them . Contro l l i ng h i s  emotion, he spoke. He told the 

mean ing of th i s  lock of ha i r, of that design, why this color had been 

used , the mean ing of that feather . . .  Th is garment, formerly beautifu l 

and i nterest ing but pass ive and i nd ifferent, l i ttle by l ittle became mean

i ngfu l ,  active test imony to a l iv ing moment through the mediation of 

someone who d id not observe and analyze but who l ived the object 

and for whom the object l ived . I t  scarcely matters whether the tun ic is 

rea l ly  h i s  grandfather's . (Vitart-Fardou l i s  1 986: 1 2) 
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Whatever is happen ing in th i s  encounter, two th ings are c lear ly not 
happen i ng. The grandson is  not rep lac i ng the obj ect in its origi na l  or 
"authentic" cu ltural  context. That i s  long past. H i s  encounter with the 
pa i nted sk in  is part of a modern reco l lection . And the pa inted tun ic  is 
not be ing appreciated as art, as an aesthet ic object. The encounter i s  too 
spec ific, too enmeshed i n  fam i ly h i story and ethn ic  memory. 1 1  Some as
pects of "cu l tura l "  and "aesthetic" appropriation are certa in ly  at work, 
but they occ u r  with i n  a current tribal h istory, a d ifferent tempora l ity from 
that govern ing  the domi nant systems I d iagrammed earl ier. I n  the context 
of a present-becom i ng-future the old pai nted tun ic becomes newly, tra
d it iona l l y  mea n i ngfu l .  

The c u rrency of "tr iba l "  artifacts i s  becoming more v is ib le  to non
I nd ians .  Many new tr ibal recogn ition c la ims  are pend ing at the Depart
ment of the I nter ior. And whether or not they are forma l ly  successfu l 
matters less than what they make manifest : the h i stor ical  and pol i t ical  
rea l ity of Ind ian  survival  and resu rgence, a force that imp i nges on West
ern art and cu ltu re col lect ions .  The "proper" p lace of many objects i n  
m useum s  is  now subject to contest. The Zun i  who prevented the loan of 
the i r  war god to the Museum of Modern Art (see Chapter 9) were cha l 
lenging the dom i nant art-cu ltu re system, for i n  trad it ional  Zun i  bel ief war 
god figu res are sacred and dangerous .  They are not ethnographic art i
facts, and they are certa in ly  not "art." Zuni c la ims  on these objects spe
cif ica l ly  reject the i r  "promotion" ( i n  a l l  senses of the term) to the status 
of aesthetic or scientific treasu res. 

I wou ld not c l a im  that the only true home for the objects i n  question 

1 1 .  I n  his wide-ranging study "Ethn ic ity and the Post-Modern Arts of Mem
ory" ( 1 986) Michael F i scher ident ifies genera l  processes of cu l tura l  re invent ion, 
personal  search,  and futu re-oriented appropriat ions of trad it ion .  The specif icity 
of some Native American relations with col lected "triba l" objects is revea led i n  
a grant proposa l to the National Endowment for the Human it ies by the Oregon 
Art I nstitute (Monroe 1 986) . In preparation for a re instal l ation of the Rasmussen 
Col lection of Northwest Coast works at the Port land Art Museum a series of con
su ltat ions i s  envis ioned with the part ic ipation of Haida and Tl i ng i t  e lders from 
Alaska. The proposa l makes c lear that great care must be given "to match ing 
spec i fic groups of objects i n  the col lection to the c lan membersh ip  and knowl
edge base of spec ific elders. Northwest Coast Natives belong to specific c lans 
who have extensive oral  trad it ions and h i stories over which they have owner
sh ip .  E lders are respons ib le for represent ing their c lans as wel l  as thei r  group" 
(Monroe 1 986 :8 ) .  The rei nsta l l at ion "wi l l  present both the academic interpreta
tion of an object or objects and the interpretation of the same material as viewed 
and understood by Native elders and artists" (p .  5 ;  orig ina l  emphasis) . 
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i s  i n  "the tri be"-a location that, i n  many cases, i s  fa r from obvious.  My 
poi nt is j u st that the domi nant, i nter lock ing contexts of art and anthro
pology are no longer self-evident and u ncontested . There are other con
texts, h i stories, and futures in which non-Western objects and cu ltura l  
records may "belong." The rare Maori art ifacts that i n  1 984-85 toured 
museums in the U n ited States normal ly  res ide in New Zealand museums. 
But they are contro l led by the trad it ional Maori  authorit ies, whose per
miss ion was req u i red for them to leave the country. Here and e lsewhere 
the c i rcu lation of m useum col lections i s  s ignificantly i nfl uenced by re
su rgent i nd igenous commun it ies. 

What i s  at stake i s  someth i ng more than conventional museum pro
grams of commun ity education and "outreach"  (Alexander 1 979 : 2 1 5 ) .  
Current deve lopments question the very status of museums a s  h i stor ica l 
cu ltura l  theaters of  memory. Whose memory? For  what purposes? The 
Provi nc ia l  Museum of Br it ish Col umbia has for some time encouraged 
Kwaki ut l  carvers to work from models  in i ts col lection .  I t  has lent out old 
pieces and donated new ones for use i n  modern pot latches. Surveying 
these developments, Michael Ames, who d i rects the U n ivers i ty of Brit ish 
Col u mbia Museum,  observes that " I nd ians, trad it iona l l y  treated by mu
seums only as objects and c l ients, add now the role  of patrons." He con
t inues :  "The next step has a l so occurred . I nd ian commun ities establ i sh 
their own m useu ms,  seek the i r  own Nationa l  Museum grants, i nsta l l  the i r  
own cu rators, h i re the i r  own anthropologists on contract, and ca l l  for 
repatriation of the i r  own co l lections" (Ames 1 986 :57 ) .  The Quadra I s
land Kwaki utl Museum located i n  Quath raski Cove, Brit ish Co lumbia, 
d isp lays triba l work returned from the nat ional  col lections in Ottowa. 
The objects are exh i bited in  gl ass cases, but arranged accord i ng to the i r  
orig ina l  fam i l y  ownersh ip .  I n  Alert Bay, Br it ish Co lumbia, the  U 'm i sta 
Cu l tu ra l  Centre d i sp lays repatriated art ifacts i n  a trad it iona l Kwakiutl "big 
house" arranged i n  the sequence of the i r  appearance at the potlatch cere
mony. The new institutions fu nction both as publ ic exh ibits and as cu l 
tural centers l i n ked to ongoing tr ibal trad itions .  Two Ha ida museums 
have a lso been establ i shed i n  the Queen Charlotte I s lands, and the 
movement i s  growing e lsewhere in Canada and the U n ited States . 

Resourcefu l Native American groups may yet appropriate the West
ern museu m-as they have made the i r  own another European i nstitu
tion, the "tr ibe ." Old objects may aga in  part ic i pate in a tr iba l  present
becoming-futu re .  Moreover, it is worth briefly not ing that the same th i ng 
is poss ib le for written artifacts co l lected by salvage ethnography. Some 
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of these old texts (myths, l i ngu i stic samples,  lore of a l l  ki nds) are now 
being  recyc led as loca l h i story and tr iba l " l iteratu re ." 1 2  The objects of 
both art and cu lture col lecti ng are suscept ib le to other appropriations.  

Th is  d i stu rbance of Western object systems is reflected in  a recent 
book by Ra l p h  Coe, Lost and Found Traditions : Native American Art: 

1 965-1 985 ( 1 986) . (On inventive tr ibal work see a lso Macnai r, Hoover, 
and Neary 1 984; Ste inbright 1 986;  Babcock, Monthan,  and Monthan 
1 986) .  Coe's work i s  a col lector's tou r  de force. Once aga in  a whi te au
thority "d i scovers" true tr ibal a rt-but with s ign ificant d ifferences. H un
dreds of photographs document very recent works, some made for loca l 
use, some for sa le to I nd ians or wh ite outs iders. Beautifu l  objects-many 
formerly c lassified as cu r ios, fo l k  a rt, or tou r ist art-are located in on
goi ng, i nventive trad it ions.  Coe effective ly  questions the widespread as
sumption that fi ne tri bal work is  d i sappearing, and he th rows doubt on 
common criter ia for j udging pu rity and authent ic i ty. In his col lection 
among recogn izably trad it ional  kach i nas, totem poles, b lankets, and 
p la i ted baskets we find sk i l l fu l ly beaded tenn i s  shoes and baseba l l  caps, 
artic les deve loped for the cu rio trade, q u i lts, and decorated leather cases 
(peyote k i ts modeled on o ld-fash ioned too l boxes) .  

S i nce the N ative American Church ,  i n  whose ceremonies the peyote 
k i ts are used, d id  not exist in the n ineteenth centu ry, the i r  c la im to tra
d it iona l  status cannot be based on age . A stronger h i storical  c la im can i n  
fact b e  made for many productions o f  t h e  curio trade,  such a s  the beaded 
"fancies" (hang ing b i rds, m i rror frames) made by Mati lda H i l l ,  a Tusca
rora who sel l s  at N iagara Fa l ls : 

"just try te l l i ng Mati lda H i l l  that her 'fancies' (cat. no. 46) are tour ist 

curios," said Mohawk Rick H i l l ,  author of an unpubl ished paper on 

the subject. "The Tuscarora have been able to trade pieces l i ke that 

b i rd or beaded frame (cat. no. 47) at N iagara s ince the end of the War 

1 2 . The arch ives of james Wa lker, produced before 1 9 1 0, have become 
relevant to the teach ing of local h i story by S ioux on the Pine R idge Reservation 
(see Chapter 1 ,  n. 1 5 , and C l ifford 1 986a : 1 5-1 7) .  Also a corpus of translated and 
untrans lated Tolowa tales and l i ngu istic texts col lected by A.  L. Kroeber and P. E .  
Goddard are i mportant  evidence i n  a p lanned petit ion for tribal recogni t ion . The 
texts were gathered as "salvage ethnography" to record the shreds of a purport
ed ly van i sh ing cu lture .  But in the context of To Iowa persi stence, retranslated and 
interpreted by Tolowa e lders and the i r  Native American lawyer, the texts y ie ld 
evidence of tr ibal h i story, territor ia l  l i m its, group d isti nctness, and oral  trad it ion . 
They are Tolowa " l i terature" (Slagle 1 986) . 
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of 1 8 1 2 , when they were granted excl usive rights, and she wouldn't 

take kindly to anyone s l ighti ng her cu l ture ! "  

"Sure ly," Coe adds, "a trade privi lege establ i shed at  N iagara Fal l s  i n  1 8 1 6  
shou ld be acceptable as trad it ion by now" ( 1 986 : 1 7) .  He drives the gen
era l poi nt home1 3 :  "Another m isconception derives from our fa i l u re to 
recogn ize that Ind ians have a lways traded both with i n  and outs ide the i r  
cu l tu re ;  it i s  second natu re to  the way they operate in  a l l  th i ngs . Many 
objects are, and a lways have been,  created in the Indian world without 
a spec ific desti nation in m ind .  The h istory of Ind ian trad ing predates any 
white i nfl uence, and trad ing conti nues today u nabated . It i s  a fasc i nating 
instrument of soc ia l  cont inu ity, and in  these modern t imes its scope has 
been great ly  en larged" (p. 1 6) .  

Coe does not hesitate to commiss ion new "trad itiona l "  works, and 
he spends considerable  time e l ic it i ng the spec if ic mean ing of objects 
both as i nd iv idua l  possess ions and as tri ba l  art .  We see and hear part icu
lar  a rt ists ; the coexi stence of spi ritua l ,  aesthetic, and commerc ia l  forces 
is a lways v is ib le .  Overa l l  Coe's col lect ing project represents and advo
cates ongo ing  art forms that are both re lated to and separate from domi
nant systems of aesthetic-ethnographic va lue .  I n  Lost and Found Tradi
tions authent ic i ty is someth ing  produced, not salvaged . Coe's co l lection,  
for a l l  i ts  love of the past, gathers futures. 

A long chapter on "trad it ion" resi sts summary, for the d iverse state
ments quoted from pract ice art ists, o ld and young, do not reproduce 
preva i l ing Western defi n i t ions.  "Wh ites th i nk  of our experience as the 
past," says one of a group of students d i scuss ing the topic .  "We know it 
i s  r ight here with us" (p .  49) . 

1 3 . The common presumption that tribal art is essentially noncommercia l  
("sacred ," "spir i tua l ," "envi ronmenta l ," and so on) is  of questionable va l ue every
where. A revea l i ng case is the New Gu inea Sepik region, where customary ob
jects and lore have long been traded, bought, and sold .  To a sign i ficant degree 
the i nvolvement of loca l groups in the art markets of a wider world can be "tra
d it ional ." I nd igenous commod i ty systems interact with outside capita l ist forces; 
they do not s imply  give way to them.  The world system is thus dynamical ly and 
loca l l y  organ ized . A pers istent tendency to see non-Western societies as lacking 
h i storical agency i s  corrected by a growing number of academic stud ies; for ex
ample Rosa ldo 1 980, R. Price 1 983,  and Sah l i ns 1 985.  These works underm ine 
the bi nary ("Orienta l i st") divis ion of human groups into h i storical and myth ica l ,  
"hot" and "cold," d iachronic and synchronic, modern and archa ic .  Sa l l y  Price 
( 1 986) draws attention to the d iverse historical visions of non-Western, "triba l "  
peoples and to the role of  art i n  art icu lat ing these vis ions.  
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"We a lways begin  our  summer dances with a song that repeats only 

four words, over and over. They don't  mean much of anyth i ng in  En

gl ish,  'young ch iefs stand up. '  To us those words demonstrate our pride 

in our l i neage and our happiness i n  a lways rememberi ng i t .  It i s  a 

happy song.  Trad it ion is not someth ing you gab about . . .  I t's i n  the 

doing ." (p. 46) 

"Your  trad it ion i s  'there' always. You're flexib le enough to make 

of it what you want. I t's a lways with you . I pray to the old pots at the 

ru ins  and dream about making pottery. I te l l  them I want to learn it. 

We l ive for today, but never forget the past." (p. 47) 

"Our job as art ists i s  to go beyond, which imp l ies a love of 

change, [a lways accompl ished with] trad it ions i n  m ind, by tal k ing to 

the elders of the tr ibe and by being with your  grandparents. The stories 

they te l l  are j ust amaz i ng.  When you become exposed to them, every

th ing  becomes a reflection of those events. There's a great deal of sat

isfact ion being an art ist of trad it ions." (p .  47) 

"We've a lways had charms : everyth ing that's new is  old with 

us ." (p.  79) 
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Part Four � Histories 





There are many different kinds of Palestinian experience, 
which cannot all be assembled into one. One would therefore 
have to write parallel histories of the communities in 
Lebanon, the occupied territories, and so on. That is the 
central problem. It is almost impossible to imagine a single 
narrative: it would have to be the kind of crazy history that 
comes out in Midnight's Children, with all those little strands 
coming in and out. 

-EDWARD SAID, "ON PALES TINIAN IDENTITY, 

A CONVERSATION WITH SALMAN RUSHDIE" 

1 1 . On Orienta/ism 

IN 1 93 9  Aime Cesa i re pub l i shed h i s  seari ng long poem "Cah ier d 'un  
retou r  au pays nata l ." I n  i t  he wrote of  h i s  native Marti n iq ue, of  co lon ia l  
oppress ion ; of red iscovered African sou rces; he coined the term negri
tude. H is poem was written i n  the language of Lautreamont and R im
baud,  but  it was a F rench spattered wi th  neologisms, punctuated by new 
rhythms.  For Cesa i re a "nat ive land" was someth ing complex and hybr id ,  
sa lvaged from a lost  or igi n ,  constructed out of a squa l id present, articu
lated with i n  and aga in st a co lon ia l  tongue. 

By the ea r ly 1 950s the negritude movement was in fu l l  swing, thrust
ing  an a l ternative h u man ism back at Eu rope; and i n  th is  new context it 
became poss i b le to q uest ion European ideologica l pract ices i n  rad ica l  
ways.  M ichel  Le i ri s ,  who was a friend and col l aborator of Cesai re's, 
composed the fi rst extended analys i s  of the relat ionsh ip  between an
thropological  knowledge and colon ia l ism (Le i ri s  1 950) .  H is d i scourse 
opened a debate that has conti nued,  with varying degrees of i ntens ity, 
du ri ng the subsequent decades . How has European knowledge about the 
rest of the p lanet been shaped by a Western w i l l  to power? How have 
Western writers, both i maginative and sc ient ific,  been enmeshed in co-
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lon ia l  and neocolon ia l  s i tuations? How, concrete ly, have they ignored, 
res isted , and acq u iesced i n  these endur ing cond it ions of inequa l ity? 
Lei ri s  po i nted to a basic imba lance. Westerners had for centu ries stud ied 
and spoken for the rest of the wor ld ;  the reverse had not been the case. 
He announced a new situation,  one in which the "objects" of observation 
wou ld begin to write back .  The Western gaze wou ld  be met and scat
tered . S ince 1 950 Asians, Africans, Arab orienta ls ,  Pacific i s landers, and 
Native Americans have in a variety of ways asserted the i r  independence 
from Western cu ltura l  and po l it ical hegemony and establ i shed a new 
mu l tivocal  fie ld of i ntercu l tural  d i scourse . What w i l l  be the long-term 
consequences of such a s ituation-if  it endures ? How has it a l ready a l 
tered what one can know about others, the ways such knowledge may 
be formu lated ? It i s  st i l l early to j udge the depth and extent of the epi ste
mologica l changes that may be u nder way. (The l i terature on anth ropol
ogy and colon ia l ism is  q u ite large . A few important works are Maquet 
1 964; Hymes 1 969;  Asad 1 973 ;  F i rth 1 977;  Copans 1 974, 1 975 ; Lec lerc 
1 972 ;  and Nash 1 975 . I n  the field of Orienta l  and I s lamic stud ies see 
Ti bawi 1 963;  Abdei-Malek 1 963 ;  Houran i 1 967;  and Khatibi 1 976 . )  

Edward Sa id 's Orienta /ism ( 1 978a),  a crit ical study of  Western knowledge 
about the exotic, occupies th is  indeterm i nate h i storical context . If it pre
sents itse lf as part of the genera l "writi ng back" against the West that 
Le i r i s  announced, Orienta/ism's pred icament is  an ambiguous one that 
shou ld be seen not in terms of a s imple anti-imperia l ism but rather as a 
symptom of the uncerta i nties generated by the new global s ituation . It is 
important to s ituate Sa id's book with i n  th is  wide perspective, for i t  wou ld 
be a l l  too easy to d ismiss Orienta/ism as a narrow polemic dominated by 
immed iate ideological  goa l s  in the Midd le East struggle.  It cou ld  be seen 
too as mere ly the personal  protest of a Pa lesti n ian deprived of h i s  home
land by a "un ique ly pun i sh ing desti ny," sufferi ng from his externa l ly  i m
posed, abstract identity as "an Orienta l ," oppressed by "an a lmost u nan
imous consensus that pol it ica l l y  he does not exist" (pp. 26-2 7) .  I ndeed 
Sa id writes forthrightly and e loquently of this,  h i s  own pred icament; and 
he writes a l so from a convict ion that "pure" scholarsh ip  does not ex ist. 

- r  Knowledge in his view is  i nextr icably tied to power. When it becomes 
i institutiona l ized, cu l tura l l y  accumu lated,  overly restr ict ive in its defin i -
1 '  tions, it must be  active ly opposed by a counterknowledge. Orienta/ism 

is polemica l ,  its analys is  corrosive; but Said's book operates in a number 
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o f  regi sters, a n d  i t  wou ld  b e  wrong t o  restrict its s ign ificance undu ly. 
Orienta/ism is at once a serious exerc i se i n  textual cr it ic ism and, most 
fundamenta l l y, a series of i mportant if tentative epistemologica l reflec
tions on genera l styles and procedu res of cu ltura l  d i scourse . 

Sa id's top ic  is usua l l y  thought of as a rather old-fash ioned scholar ly 
d i sc i p l i ne a l l i ed with n i neteenth-centu ry ph i lo logy and concerned with 
the col lect ion and analys is  of texts i n  Eastern languages . Raymond 
Schwab's encycloped ic  Rena issance orienta le ( 1 950) i s  of course the 
c lass ic h istory of th i s  ensemble,  wh ich  inc l uded S inologists, l s lamic i sts, 
l ndo-European ists, l i terat i ,  travelers, and an ec lect ic host of afic ionados. 
Said does not attempt to revi se or extend Schwab's work, for h i s  ap- W 
proach is not h i stor ic i st or empi r ical  but deductive and constructiv ist .  H is 
study u ndertakes a s imu l taneous expansion and forma l izat ion of the 
fie ld ,  transform i ng Orienta l i sm i nto a synecdoche for a much more com
plex and ram i fied tota l i ty. Said ca l l s  th i s  tota l i ty a "d iscourse," fo l lowing 
Foucau lt .  I sha l l  d iscuss Said's adoption of  a Foucau ld ian methodology 
and its hazards .  For the moment, though, it is enough to say that the 
Orienta l i st "d iscourse" i s  character ized by an oppress ive systemat ic i ty, a 
"sheer kn i tted-together strength" (p .  6) that Said sets out to reveal  through 
a read i ng of representative texts and experiences.  

Although Sa id d iscovers "Orienta l i sm" i n  Homer, Aeschylus ,  the 
Chanson de Roland, and Dante,  he situates i ts  modern origi ns i n  Barthe
lemy d'Herblot's Bibliotheque orienta le. This  compend i u m  of or ienta l 
knowledge is cr i t ic ized by Said for i ts cosmological  scope and for its 
construction as a "systematic" and "rationa l "  orienta l panorama. It is s ig
n i ficant that Said's read ing  of Herb lot's seventeenth-century work makes 
no attempt to ana lyze i t  as Fouca u lt wou ld in Les mots et les chases

that is, "archaeologica l ly" - i n  relat ion to a synchron ic  epi stemologica l 
fie ld .  The approach of Orienta/ism i s  thus c lear ly i nd icated as genea log
ica l .  I ts centra l task is to descri be retrospective ly  and cont inuous ly  the 
structu res of an Orienta l i sm that ach ieved its c lass ical  form in the n i ne
teenth and early twentieth centu ries. Sa id 's two cr i t ic isms of Herblot are 
constitut ive of h is object : Orienta l i sm i s  a lways too broad ly and ab
stractly pitched, and i t  i s  a lways over ly systemat ic .  

Sa id proceeds to apply these reproaches, with vary ing degrees of 
p laus i b i l ity, to a d iverse range of authors, i nstitut ions, and typical  expe
r iences. There are ana lyses of Sy lvestre de Sacy, E rnest Renan and the 
Napoleon ic  exped it ion to Egypt's scho lar ly product, the mass ive De
scription de I'Egypte. The speeches of po l i t ic ians such as Ba lfour  and 
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Cromer (j uxtaposed with Henry Kiss i nger); the I nd ian journa l i sm of 
Marx; the orienta l  voyages of Chateaubriand, Lamarti ne, Nerval ,  and 
F laubert; the adventu res of Burton and Lawrence; the scholarsh ip  of 
H. A. R .  G i bb and Lou is  Mass ignon are a l l  woven i nto an i ntertextual 
un ity. This ensemble-though it leaves some room for h i storica l muta
tion, d ifferent nat ional  trad it ions, personal  id iosyncrasies, and the gen ius  
of  "great" writers-is designed to emphasize the systematic and i nvariant 
nature of the Orienta l i st d i scourse. There is no way to summarize the 
complex i nterweavings of Said's crit ical method-assoc iative, some
times bri l l i ant, someti mes forced, and in the end numbingly repetitive . It 
succeeds at least in isolati ng and d i scred it ing an array of "orienta l "  
stereotypes : the  eternal and u nchanging East, the sexua l l y  insatiable 
Arab, the "fem i n i ne" exotic, the teemi ng marketplace, corrupt despo
t ism, myst ical  rel ig ios ity. Said is part icu lar ly effective in h i s  critica l anal
ys is of Orienta l i st "authority" -the paterna l i st privi leges unhesitati ngly 
assumed by Western writers who "speak for" a mute Orient or reconsti 
tute its decayed or d i smembered "truth," who lament the pass ing of its 
authenticity, and who know more than its mere natives ever can .  Th is 
method ical suspic ion of the reconstitutive procedures of writ ing about 
others cou ld be usefu l l y  extended beyond Orienta l ism to anthropologica l 
practice genera l ly. 

If Oriental i sm, as Said describes it, has a structure, th i s  resides in its 
tendency to dichotomize the human continuum into we-they contrasts 
and to essentialize the resu l tant "other" -to speak of the oriental m i nd,  
for example, or even to genera l ize about " I s lam" or "the Arabs." A l l  of 
these Orienta l i st "vis ions" and "textua l i zations," as Said terms them, 
function to suppress an  authentic "human" rea l ity. This rea l i ty, he im
p l ies, i s  rooted i n  ora l  encounter and rec i procal  speech ,  as opposed to 
the processes of writ ing or of the v isua l  imagi nation . Said's l i m ited po
lemical  goa l is we l l  served by such an ana lys is .  "Authentic" human en
counter can be portrayed as subjugated to the dead book. (F iaubert does 
not, for example,  rea l l y  experience Egypt as much as he recopies a pas
sage from earl ier "voyages to the East .") The theoretical issues rai sed by 
Orienta/ism as a case study of a cu ltural d i scourse cannot be d isposed 
of, however, by means of any s imple contrast between experience and 
textua l i ty. 

Said is  not a s imple po lemic ist .  H i s  crit ical approach is  rest less and 
mordant, repeated ly push ing its ana lyses to epistemological l im its . Be
h i nd the i mmed iate i nfl uence of Foucau l t  l ies an ambivalent admi ration 
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for N ietzsche. At var ious moments i n  h i s  book Said i s  led to argue that 
a l l  cu ltura l  defin it ions must be restrictive, that a l l  knowledge i s  both 
powerfu l and fictiona l ,  that a l l  language d istorts . He suggests that "au
thentic i ty," "experience," " rea l ity," "presence" are mere rhetorica l con
ventions. The genera l i nfl uence of the French theory that Said has done 
so m uch to i nterpret for American readers i s  here most apparent (see 
part icu lar ly  h i s  "Abcdari u m  Cu lturae" in Said 1 975 : 2 7 7-344) . Wh i le he 
c i tes Levi -Strauss and Barthes as wel l as Foucau lt, at the same time Said 
makes frequent appea l s  to an old-fash ioned ex istentia l  rea l ism . I n  the 
mu lt ivoca l  world s ituat ion I have outl i ned th is  sort of uncerta inty i s  cru
c ia l . Shou ld cr i t ic ism work to counter sets of cu ltura l l y  produced images 
such as those of Orienta l ism with more "authentic" or more "human" 
representat ions? Or i f  cr i t ic ism must strugg le aga inst the procedures of 
representation itse lf, how i s  i t  to begin ?  How, for example,  i s  an opposi 
t iona l  cr i t ique of Orienta l i sm to avoid fa l l ing i nto "Occidenta l ism"?  
These are fundamental issues-inseparably pol it ical and epistemologi
ca l-ra ised by Sa id 's work. 

Said never defi nes Orienta l i sm but rather qua l i fies and designates it from 
a var iety of d i st i nct and not a lways compatib le standpoi nts. The book 
beg ins  by postu lat ing th ree loose "mean i ngs" of Orienta l i sm,  "h istor ical  
genera l i zations" that comprise the "backbone" of his subsequent ana ly
ses . F i rst, Orienta l i sm is what Orienta l i sts do and have done. An Orien
ta l i st i s  "anyone who teaches, writes about, or  researches the Orient . . .  
e ither i n  its spec i fic or its genera l aspects." I nc l uded i n  th i s  group are 
academics and government experts : ph i lo logists, soc iologists, h i storians,  
and anth ropo logists. Second, Orienta l i sm i s  a "sty le of thought based 
upon an onto logical  and epistemologica l d i st inction made between 'the 
Orient' and (most of the time) 'the Occ ident"' (p. 2 ) .  Any writ i ng, Said 
goes on to suggest, at any per iod i n  the h i story of the Occident that ac
cepts as its sta rt ing poi nt a bas ic  d ichotomy between East and West and 
that makes essentia l i st statements about "the Orient, its people, customs, 
'm i nd,' dest iny, and so on" i s  Orienta l i st. F ina l ly, Orienta l ism i s  a "cor
porate i nstitut ion for dea l ing with the Orient," wh ich,  during the colon ia l  
period fo l lowing rough ly the l ate e ighteenth century wie lds  the power of 
"dominat i ng, restructu ri ng, and havi ng authority over the Orient" (p. 3 ) .  
Th is  th i rd designation,  u n l i ke the  other two, is  p itched a t  a r igorous ly 
trans i nd iv idua l ,  cu l tu ra l  level and suggests "an enormously systematic" 
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mechan ism capable of orgall iz ing and large ly  determ in i ng whatever may 
be said or written about the Orient. 

One notices immed iate ly that i n  the fi rst and th i rd of Said's "mean
ings" Orienta l ism is  concerned with someth ing cal led the Orient, wh i le  
i n  the second the Orient exists mere ly as  the construct of  a questionable 
menta l  operation . This ambivalence, which sometimes becomes a con
fus ion,  informs much of Said's argument. Frequently he suggests that a 
text or trad ition d i storts, domi nates, or ignores some rea l  or authentic 
featu re of the Orient. E l sewhere, however, he den ies the existence of any 
"rea l Orient," and in th is  he i s  more r igorously fa ithfu l to Foucau lt and 
the other rad ical c r it ics of representation whom he c ites .  Indeed the ab
sence of anyth ing more than a brief a l l usion to the "brute rea l ity" of the 
"cultures and nations whose location is  in the East . . .  the i r  l ives, h i sto
ries and customs" represents a s ignificant methodological choice on h i s  
part .  Orienta l i st i nauthentic ity is  not answered by  any  authenticity. Yet 
Said's concept of a "di scourse" sti l l  vaci l lates between, on the one hand, 
the status of an ideological d i stortion of l ives and cu ltu res that are never 
concretized and, on the other, the cond ition of a persi stent structu re of 
sign i fiers that, l i ke some extreme example of experimenta l writ ing, refers 
so le ly and end less ly to itse lf. Said is thus forced to rely on near ly tauto
logical statements, such as h i s  frequent comment that Orienta l i st d i s
cou rse "oriental izes the Orient," or on rather unhe lpfu l spec ifications 
such as : "Orienta l ism can thus be regarded as a manner of regu lar ized 
(or Orienta l i zed) writ i ng, v is ion,  and study, domi nated by imperatives, 
perspectives, and ideological biases ostensib ly su i ted to the Orient" 
(p. 202) .  

I f  redundancy hau nts Said's account, th is  i s  not, I th ink, merely the 
resu lt of a hermeneutical short c i rcu it in  which the critic d iscovers in  h i s  
topic what he has  a l ready put  there. Nor  i s  it s imp ly  an effect of  h i s  
i ns istence on the sheer knitted-togetherness of  a textual u n ity that is con
stantly in danger of decomposi ng i nto its d i scont inuous functions, au
thors, i nst itutions, h i stories, and epistemologica l l y  d ist inct epochs .  Be
yond these problems (faced by any i nterpreter of constructed, complex 
cu l tu ra l  ensembles) l ies a substantial  and d isqu iet ing set of questions 
about the ways in wh ich d isti nct groups of h uman ity (however defi ned) 
imagine, descr ibe, and comprehend each other. Are such d iscourses u l 
timate ly condemned to redundancy, the prisoners of  the i r  own authori
tat ive images and l i ngu istic protocol s ?  Orienta l i sm-"enormous ly sys
tematic," cosmological in scope, i ncestuously se lf-referentia l-emerges 
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a s  much more than a mere i nte l l ectua l  or  even ideologica l trad it ion . Said 
at one po int ca l l s it "a considerable d imension of modern pol it ical
inte l l ectual  cu l tu re ." As such i t  "has less to do with the Orient than i t  
does with 'our '  world"  (p .  1 2) .  

The quotation marks p laced b y  Said around our may b e  understood 
to have generated h i s  enti re study. The reasons for th is  are not s imp ly  
personal  but  l ead us to what Sa id r ight ly identifies as  "the main i nte l l ec
tual issue ra ised by Orienta l  ism. Can one d ivide h uman rea l ity, as i ndeed 
h u man rea l i ty seems to be genu i ne ly  d ivided ,  i nto c lear ly d ifferent cu l 
tu res, h i stories, trad it ions, soc ieties, even races, and  survive the  conse
q uences h u man ly?"  (p .  45) .  The resu l t  of such d i sti nctions, he argues, i s  
to create invid ious and i m peria l ly  usefu l opposit ions that serve to " l im i t  
the  h u man encounter  between d ifferent cu ltures, trad it ions, and soc i 
eties" (p .  46) . ( I t  i s  worth not ing i n  pass ing that we-they d i st i nctions of 
the k ind Sa id condemns are a l so usefu l to anti - imperi a l i sm and nationa l  
l i beration movements . )  The key theoret ical  issue ra ised by Orienta/ism 
concerns the status of all forms of thought and representation for dea l i ng 
with the a l ien .  Can one u lt imately escape procedures of d ichotomiz ing, 
restructu ri ng, and textua l iz ing  in the making of interpretive statements 
about foreign cu l tu res and trad it ions? If so, how? Said frank ly adm its that 
a l ternatives to orienta l ism are not h is subject. He merely attacks the d i s
course from a variety of posit ions,  and as a resu l t  h i s  own standpoi nt i s  
not sharply defi ned or logica l l y  grounded . Sometimes h i s  analys is  fl i rts 
with a c ri t ique of representat ion as such;  but the most constant posit ion 
from which i t  attacks Orienta l i sm is  a fam i l iar set of va lues associated 
with the Western anth ropological h u man sciences-existent ia l  standards 
of "human encounter" and vague recommendations of "persona l ,  au
thentic, sympathet ic ,  h u man ist ic knowledge" (p .  1 97) .  

I n  Said's d i scussion of  the Orienta l i st as human ist these assumptions 
are thrown i nto sharp re l ief. There has, of course, been a sympathetic,  
nonreductive Oriental ist trad it ion, a strand that Said down p lays . He 
does, however, on one occasion grapple w ith th is  "good" Orienta l ism in 
the person of its most representative figure, Lou i s  Mass ignon .  Mass ignon 
must stand for those Orienta l i sts-one th i n ks of scholars such as Sylva in  
Lev i ,  Marcel Mauss, Henry Corb in-whose involvement with the  fore ign 
trad it ions they stud ied evolved into a deep personal  and d ia logica l quest 
for comprehension . Such writers have character istica l l y  presented them
se lves as spokesmen for orienta l  or prim it ive "wisdom" and a lso as dem
ocratic  reformers and human ist cr it ics of i mperia l i sm.  
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Sa id's d i scussion of Massignon, the most i nterest ing i n  h i s  book, i s  a 
cruc ia l  test case for the theory of Oriental i sm as a pervasive and coerc ive 
cu ltu ra l  d i scourse . Here Said can no longer genera l ize sweepingly and 
categorica l ly about "the Orienta l i st" and "Orienta l i sm ." ( I ndeed his crit
ical manner sometimes appears to m i m ic the essentia l iz ing d i scourse i t  
attacks . )  Said gives fu l l  and generous recogn it ion to Mass ignon's pro
found empathy with I s lamic mystic i sm,  to h i s  subtlety and range of 
express ion,  and to h i s  po l i t ical  commitment on behalf  of exploited ori
enta l s ;  but he argues that the great scholar's work i s  sti l l  fi nal ly  defined 
with i n  a restricted "d iscu rs ive cons istency." He deploys h i s  most N ietz
schean arguments to the effect that any representation must be " imp l i 
cated , i ntertw ined, embedded, i nterwoven with a great many other 
th i ngs bes ides the 'truth,' wh ich i s  i tse l f  a representat ion" (p. 2 72) .  

Sa id shows rather effective ly  the l im its of  Massignon's inte l lectua l  
worl d .  The most important of these i s  the scholar's tendency to perceive 
present M idd le Eastern rea l it ies with reference to trad it iona l ly defi ned 
cu ltural or sp i ri tual  va l ues . Mass ignon saw the earthbound experiences 
of colon ia l i sm,  econom ic oppress ion, love, death, and so on through the 
"dehu manized lens" of a quasi -metaphys ical  conception of Semit ic es
sence. He perceived the Pa lest in ian confl ict, for example, in terms of the 
quarre l between I saac and Ishmae l .  Here as e l sewhere Said makes short 
work of appea l s  beyond a corrupt present to an authentic trad it ion. Such 
appea ls ,  howeve r · sympathet ic,  are a lways suspect i n  thei r  d i sparage
ment of cu rrent processes of cu l tu ra l  and po l it ical  i nvention . U ltimate ly  
Mass ignon cou ld not avo id part ic i pation i n a "wi l l  to  knowledge over the 
Orient and on its beha lf" (p. 272 ) .  

I f  even a "gen i us" such  as  Mass ignon can  be so  restricted, i t  be
comes d ifficu lt to escape the bleak though r igorous conc l us ion that a l l  
human expression i s  u l timately determined by  cu ltura l  "archives," and 
that global truth must be the resu lt of a batt le of "d iscurs ive formations" 
i n  which the strongest prevai l s .  Said i s  uneasy with so Foucau ld ian a 
conc lus ion . He goes on to reassert a transcendent human i st standard, 
rescu i ng Mass ignon, who i s  after a l l  "a very human being" from an insti
tut ional  determ i nation now qua l i fied as on ly a "d imension" of his "pro
ductive capac ity." Massignon does in the end r ise above h i s  cu lture i nto 
a "broader h i story and anthropology." Massignon's statement "nous 
sommes taus des Sem ites" shows, accord ing to Sa id,  "the extent to which 
h i s  ideas about the Orient cou ld transcend the loca l  anecdota l c i rcum
stances of a Frenchman and of French society" (p. 274) . A very human 
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bei ng becomes a human ist .  But the priv i l ege of stand i ng above cu l tu ra l  
part icu lar ism, of  asp i r ing to the un iversal i st power that speaks for hu
manity, for the un iversa l experiences of love, work, death , and so on, i s  
a pr ivi lege i nvented by a tota l iz i ng Western l i bera l i sm.  Th i s  benevolent 
comprehension of the vis ions produced by mere " local anecdota l c i r
cumstances" is an authority that escapes Said's cr itic ism . 

Said somet imes presents h i s  cr it ical  postu re as "oppos it iona l "  (p.  
326), a stance of open attack on i m per ia l  power and knowledge (see Said 
1 976,  1 979) . More frequently, though, he qua l i fies h imself  posit ive ly as 
a human ist .  Th is  stance seems to presuppose a part icu lar ist, even ind i 
v idua l ist att itude combi ned with cosmopol itan i sm and a general va lori
zation of creative process. For example T. E .  Lawrence is  taken to task 
for writ i ng ( i n  a rather adm i rably self-conscious passage) of "Arabs" 
rather than of " i nd iv idual  Arabs with narratable l i fe h i stories" (p. 229) .  
Such genera l statements, Sa id  argues, "necessari ly  subord inate" an Ar
ab's spec ific fee l i ng of joy, of sadness, of i njustice i n  the face of tyranny, 
and so o n .  Sa id castigates Orienta l  ism for its construction of stat ic images 
rather than h i stor ical  or personal "narratives." The "human experience," 
whether that of the i nd iv idua l  Orienta l i st or of h i s  or her objects of study, 
is flattened in to an asserted authority on one s ide and a genera l ization 
on the other. Said character izes the h u man rea l it ies thus e l ided with quo
tations from Yeats-'"the u ncontro l lab le mystery on the besti a l  floor,' i n  
which a l l  h umans l ive,'' a n d  "the fou l  rag and bone shop o f  the heart" 
(pp. 230,  1 1  0) . 

It is sti l l  an open quest ion, of course, whether an African pastora l i st 
shares the same exi stentia l  "besti a l  floor" with an I ri sh poet and h i s  read-
ers. And it  i s  a general featu re of h u man i st common denom inators that 
they are mean ing less, s ince they bypass the loca l cu ltural codes that 
make persona l experience articu late . Sa id 's resort to such notions u nder-
l i nes the absence i n  h i s  book of any developed theory of cu l ture as a 
d ifferentiati ng and expressive ensemble rather than as s imply hegemonic . \ ' " · 

and d i sc ip l i nary. H i s  basic va l ues are cosmopol i ta n .  He approves as an 
a l te rnative to Orienta l i sm the cu ltura l  hermeneutics of Er ich Auerbach, 
Ernst Robert Curti us ,  and C l ifford Geertz . He appears to endorse the an
th ropologica l  commonplace that "the more one i s  able to leave one's 
cu l tu ra l  home, the more eas i l y  i s  one able to j udge it, and the whole 
world as wel l ,  with the spi ritua l  detachment and generos ity necessary for 
true v is ion" (p .  259 ) .  The anthropologist as outsider and part ic i pant
observer (ex istentia l  shorthand for the hermeneutical c i rc le) is a fam i l iar  
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modern topos . I ts wisdom-and authority-is expressed with a d i stu rb
ing  beauty by H ugh of St. Victor (quoted by Said from Auerbach ) :  "The 
man who f inds h i s  homeland sweet is sti l l  a tender beginner; he to whom 
every so i l  i s  as h i s  native one i s  a l ready strong; but he i s  perfect to whom 
the ent ire world is as a fore ign land" (p. 259) .  

Sa id's h uman ist perspectives do not harmon ize with h i s  use  of  methods 
derived from Foucau lt, who is of course a rad ical  cr it ic of human ism.  But 
however wary and i nconsistent its appea ls ,  Orienta/ism i s  a pioneeri ng 
attempt to use Foucau l t  systematica l l y  in an extended cu l tura l  analys is .  
I t s  d ifficu lt ies and successes shou ld thus be of interest to h i storians, cr it
ics, and anthropo logists . 

We have a l ready encountered the centra l  notion of d i scourse . For 
Said a d i scourse is  the cu ltura l-po l it ical  configu ration of "the textua l at
titude" (pp. 92-94) . The most extreme example of th i s  attitude is Don 
Quixote; i ts condensed modern formu lation is F laubert's Dictionnaire 
des idees rer;ues . People prefer order to d i sorder; they grasp at formu las 
rather than actual ity; they prefer the guidebook to the confusion before 
them . " I t  seems a common human fa i l i ng," Said writes, us ing the word 
human with s ign ificant ambivalence, "to prefer the schematic authority 
of a text to the d i sor ientations of d i rect encounters with the human" (p. 
93) .  In certa i n  cond it ions th i s  textua l  attitude hardens i nto a body of r igid 
cu ltura l  defi n i t ions that determ i ne what any indiv idual  can express about 
a certa i n  acuta l i ty. Th is  " rea l ity" coa lesces as a fie ld of representations 
produced by the d i scourse . The cond it ions for d i scurs ive harden ing are 
not c lear ly defi ned by Said, but they appear to be re lated to an ongoing 
imbalance of power that perm its-perhaps obl iges-a pol i t ica l ly and 
tech no logica l ly stronger cu lture or  group to defi ne weaker groups. Thus 
in Said's ana lys i s  occidental cu lture through the d i scourse of Oriental ism 
"suffused" the activity of orienta l s  with "mean i ng, i nte l l ig ib i l ity, and re
a l ity." The Orienta l i st d i scourse, which,  accord ing to Sa id,  d id not s ig
n i ficantly change after the late e ighteenth centu ry, generated a dumb 
show of  orienta l  images . "Actua l  human i nterchange between Oriental 
and Westerner" (p .  95) was systematica l ly repressed . Orienta ls  had no 
vo ice on the "Orienta l i st Stage ." 

Said's general attempt to extend Foucaul t's conception of a d i scourse 
i nto the area of cu ltura l  constructions of the exotic is a prom is ing one. 
Foucau l t's overa l l  undertak ing has of course been scrupulous ly ethno-
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centr ic .  I n  attempt ing to isolate the epi stemologica l strata of  European 
thought he has avoided a l l  comparative appea ls  to other worlds of mean
i ng. There are no evocations of pensee sauvage, of Hopi l i ngu i st ic 
categories, and the l i ke .  Foucau l t  probably bel ieves such appea l s  to be 
methodologica l l y  dubious, and he contrasts Western c iv i l ization on ly  
wh imsica l l y  to  Borges' "Chi nese encyc loped ia" a t  the  outset of  Les mots 
et les chases . Foucau l t  is i n terested i n  the ways i n  which a given cu l tu ra l  
order constitutes itse l f  by  means of  d iscurs ive defi n i t ions:  sane-mad, 
hea lthy-s ick,  lega l -cr im i na l ,  normal-perverse. The i l l ic i t  categories for 
Foucau l t  exist not as areas of an out law freedom but as cu ltura l l y  pro
duced, arranged experiences . 

Said extends Foucau lt's ana lys is  to i nc l ude ways i n  which a cu ltu ra l  
order is  defi ned externa l l y,  w i th  respect to  exotic  "others ." I n  an imperi
a l i st context defi n it ions, representations, and textua l izations of subject 
peop les and p laces play the same constitutive ro le as " i nterna l "  represen
tations (for example  of the cr im i na l  c lasses i n  n i neteenth-century Eu rope) 
and have the same consequences-d isc ip l i ne and confinement, both 
phys ica l  and ideo logica l .  Therefore "the Orient," in Said's ana lys is ,  ex ists 
un ique ly for the Occident. H is task in Orienta /ism is to d ismantle the 
d i scourse, to expose its oppress ive system,  to "clear the arch ive" of its 
received ideas and stat ic i mages. 

Foucau l t  i s  not eas i l y  i m itated . H is writ i ng has been a ser ies of ex
per iments and tactica l intervent ions rather than a method ical  program.  
Sa id's appropriat ion of  Foucau lt stri kes a committed , mora l  note . Con
trast ing (and preferri ng) Foucau lt  to Derr ida, Said notes that the latter's 
"end less worry ing of representation" from "with in"  canon ical Western 
texts does not perm it cr it ical  attention to move beyond the written (how
ever " i ndec idable")  to the soc ia l  and pol it ica l ,  to the institutions u nder
ly ing an i m per ia l  and hegemon ic  "Western thought." Foucau l t's brand of 
cr it ic i sm,  u n l i ke Derrida's, "reads" a prison or a hospita l ,  a lega l system, 
or-as Sa id does in Orienta/ism-a geopo l it ical  art ifact such as De Les
seps' canal  (seen as an Orienta l i st i nscri pt ion) .  "By v i rtue of Foucau l t's 
cr i t ic ism we are able to understand c u lture as a body of d i sc i p l i nes hav
ing  the effective force of knowledge l i n ked systematica l l y, but by no 
means i m med iate ly, to power." Cu lture as Said conceives it  i s  l i tt le more 
than "a massive body of se lf-congratulat ing ideas" and of "d isc ip l i nes" 
that the cr it ic must unmask and oppose without c l a im ing-by v i rtue of a 
system or sovereign method-to stand outs ide of "h istory, subjectivity, or 
c i rcumstance." 'The crit ical consc iousness . . .  havi ng i n i t i a l l y  detached 
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itse lf from the dom inant cu l ture" thereafter adopts " a  situated and re
spons ib le adversary pos it ion" (Said 1 978b: 709, 690, 7 1 3 ) .  

I t  i s  rather d ifficu lt, however, to qua l ify Foucau lt's restless guerri l l a  
activ ity on beha lf of  the  exc l uded ,  agai nst a// tota l iz i ng, defin ing, essen
tia l iz ing  a l l i ances of knowledge and power as "situated and respons ib le ." 
Said h imself deploys a rather loose co l lection of "adversary theoretical 
models" derived from Foucau lt, Gramsci ,  Lukacs, Fanon, and others 
( 1 9 79 : 1 6) . A key pol it ical term for Said is oppositional, and it is fa i r ly 
clear what th i s  means in the l i m ited context of a book such as Oriental
ism, which "writes back" at an i m perial  d iscou rse from the pos ition of an 
oriental whose actua l i ty has been d i storted and den ied . More genera l ly, 
however, it is apparent that a wide range of Western humanist assump
tions escape Said's oppos it iona l analys i s ,  as do the d iscurs ive a l l iances 
of knowledge and power produced by anticolonia l  and particu larly na
tiona l i st movements . 

I 

A 
Beyond h i s  overa l l  stance as "oppos it iona l "  cu l tu ra l  crit ic Said makes use 
of other Foucau ld ian approaches that should be d iscussed briefly. Most 
s ign ificant is h i s  adoption of the posture of cr it.i�aJ retrosQec.UQ.n that 
N ietzsche cal led genealogy. In th i s  Said is true to Foucau lt's later evolu
t ion away from the methodology of l ayered "archaeologica l "  d i sconti n
u i ty exempl ified in The Order of Things and The Archaeology of Knowl
edge and towards a presentat ion of the l i neages of the present, as 
exempl i fied in Discipline and Punish and espec ia l ly The History of Sex
uality, vol ume 1 .  

The fie ld of Orienta l i sm is  genealogica l ly  d istri buted i n  two ways : 
synch ron ica l ly (constitut ing in a un ified system a l l  Western textual ver
s ions of the Orient) and d iachron ica l l y  (plott ing a s i ngle l i neage of state
ments about the East, runn ing from Aeschylus to Renan to modern pol it
ical  soc iology and ;'area stud ies") .  L ike a l l  genealogies Said's grows more 
specific as it approaches the present it has been constructed to explai n 
and affect. Thus the bu l k  of h i s  account descr ibes the heyday of Orien
ta l i sm in the n i neteenth and early twentieth centu ries. Th is  is fol lowed 
by an attempt to generate mean ings i n  the current Middle East s i tuation 
with reference to this c lassical trad ition .  The aim here is not, of course, 
the one most usual  in genea logies-a new legitimation of the present
but rather, as in Foucau lt's History of Sexuality and Madness and Civili
zation, rad ical de- legitimation . A certa in  degree of anachron ism is 
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open ly  embraced . 1  Genea logy, l i ke a l l  h i storical descri ption and analy
s is ,  is constructive. It makes sense in  the present by making sense selec
t ive ly  out of the past. I ts inc l us ions and exc l usions, i ts narrative conti
n u it ies, i ts j udgments of core and periphery are f ina l l y  legitimated either 
by convention or by the authority granted to or arrogated by the genea l
ogi st .  Genealogy is perhaps the most pol i t ica l  of h i stor ical  modes ; but to 
be effective it cannot appear too open ly  tendentious, and Said's genea l
ogy suffers on th i s  score . To h is  cred it he makes no secret of the restrictive 
choices i nvolved . 

F i rst, Said l i m its h i s  attention a lmost exc l usively to statements about 
the Arab Middle East-omitting, regretfu l ly but fi rm ly, the Far East, Ind ia, 
the Pac if ic, and North Africa . The om iss ion of the Maghreb is cruc ia l ,  for 
it ensures that Said w i l l  not have to d iscuss modern French Orienta l i st 
currents . I n  a French context the k i nds of cr it ical  questions posed by Said 
have been fam i l iar  s i nce the Alger ian war and may be found strongly 
expressed wel l before 1 950 .  It  wou ld s imp ly  not be poss ib le  to castigate 
recent French "Orienta l i sm" in the way that he does the d i scourse of the 
modern American Middle East "experts," which is sti l l  shaped by Cold 
War patterns and by the po lar ized Arab-Israe l i  confl ict .  

Sa id 's second genea logica l  l im i tation restricts the national  trad it ions 
u nder cons iderat ion to the B ri t ish and French strands, with the add it ion 
of a recent American offspri ng. He i s  obl i ged to ru le out Ita l ian,  Span ish ,  
Russ ian,  and espec ia l ly  German Orienta l isms.  The h igh ly  developed 
n i neteenth-centu ry German trad it ion is cast as peri phera l  to French and 
Engl i sh p ioneers but, more i mportant, as not constituted l i ke these two 
i n  a c lose re lat ionsh i p  with co lon ia l  occu pation and dom i nation of the 
Orient (pp. 1 6-1 9) .  In effect, German Orienta l i sm i s  too d i s i nterested 
and thus atypical  of a genea logy that defines the d i scourse as essentia l ly  
colon ia l i st .  If Sa id's pri mary a im were to write an i nte l lectua l  h i story of 
Orienta l i sm or a h i story of Western ideas of the Orient, h i s  narrowing 
and rather obvious ly tendentious shap ing of  the f ie ld  cou ld be taken as a 

1 .  In Discipline and Punish ( 1 975 :35 )  Foucault wri tes of h i s  i ntention to 
produce a h i story of the prison : "Par un pur anachronisme? Non, si on entend 
par Ia fa i re l ' h isto i re du  passe dans les termes du present. Ou i ,  s i  on entend par 
Ia fa i re l ' h istorie du  present" (p.  35 ) .  His fu l lest statement on genealogy is 
"N ietzsche, Genea logy, H istory" ( 1 977) .  Th is  chapter d iscusses only those works 
by Foucau l t  that were avai lable at the ti me of publ ication of Orienta/ism. I do 
not consider h i s  refinements and transgressions of h i storical method fol lowing 
the fi rst vol ume of History of Sexuality. 
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fata l flaw. But h i s  u ndertaking i s  conceived otherwise and is open ly  an 
opposit ional genea logy. If Said's genea logy someti mes appears c lums i ly  
r igged (the fi na l  a l l -too-pred ictable zeroing i n  on the  Midd le East and 
abrupt j ump from Conti nenta l to American "Orienta l ism" is the least con
v inc ing of its "conti n u it ies") , one need not reject the enti re critical para
d igm. 

Said i s  perfectly corrett to identify retrospectively a "d iscourse" that 
d ichotomizes and essent ia l izes in its portraya l of others and that func
tions i n  a complex but systematic way as an e lement of colon ia l  domi
nation . I t  i s  important that th is  d i scourse be recognized wherever it ex
ists ; but the d i scourse shou ld not be c losely identified with the spec ific 
trad it ion of Orienta l i sm.  I ts field of appl ication has been far more gen
era l .  The problem with the book, at least from a theoretical standpoint, 
i s  i ts t i t le .  In attempting to derive a "d iscourse" d i rect ly from a "trad it ion," 
Said abandons the level of cu ltural cr it ic ism proposed by Foucau lt and 
re lapses in to trad it ional i nte l lectua l  h i story. Moreover, in  portray ing the 
d i scourse as based on essentia l ly n i neteenth-century modes of thought, 
Said gives h imself too easy a target. He does not q uestion anthropologi
cal orthodoxies based on a mythology of fie ldwork encounter and a her
meneutica l l y  m inded cu ltura l  theory-orthodox ies he often appears to 
share .  

I t  is  apparent that "d iscourse" analysis cannot safe ly be  founded on  
redefined "trad it ions." Nor  can  it be  derived from a study of "authors ." 
The general tendency i n  modern textua l  stud ies has been to reduce the 
occas ion of a text's c reation by an ind iv idual  subject to mere ly one of its 
generative or potenti a l ly  mean ingfu l contexts. Wh i le recogn iz ing the im
portance of th i s  separat ion of the text from the work (Barthes : "The work 
is held in the hand, the text in language") ,  Said has resi sted rad ical struc
tural ist attacks on phenomenology and on the essent ia l  (beginn ing and 
conti nu i ng) function of an author ia l  i ntention . Beginnings ( 1 975) ,  which 
preceded Orienta/ism, i s  a deta i l ed and perspicuous med itat ion on this 
set of issues. I t  i s  concerned precise ly with the prob lem, experienced by 
a wide range of modern ist writers, of bei ng an "author." Steering a com
plex course between i nd iv idua l ist conceptions of creativity on the one 
hand and on the other reductions of "the mov ing force of l ife and behav
iour, the forma informans, intention" (p .  3 1 9) to an externa l  system, 
whether cu ltural or crit ica l ,  Said suggests an i ntermed iate analytical to
pas that he cal l s  a "career." The modern author's i ntention is not so much 
to produce works as it is  to beg in  (and to cont inue beg inn ing) to write.  A 
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career is the ensemble of these complex h istor ica l l y  and cu l tu ra l l y  s itu
ated i ntent ions .  I t  i s  a lways i n  process, a lways being begun in speci fic 
s ituat ions, and never possess i ng either a stable essence or a shaped bio
graphica l  fi na l ity. The author i s  reconceived , and i n  the face of structur
a l ist d i sso l ut ion rescued . 

It is not surpr is i ng, then, that Said,  i n  d i scuss ing Orienta l ism as a 
d i scourse and a trad it ion, adopts what he ca l l s a "hybrid perspective." 
"Foucau l t  bel ieves that i n  genera l  the i nd iv idua l  text or author counts for 
very l itt le;  empi r ical ly, i n  the case of Orienta l ism (and perhaps nowhere 
e l se) I f ind th i s  not to be so" ( 1 978a :23 ) .  Th is  dogged ly empi r ical and 
cur ious ly qua l i fied assertion separates Said sharply from Foucau l t .  What 
is i mportant theoret ica l ly  is not that Foucau lt's author counts for very 
l i tt le  but rather that a "d iscu rs ive formation" -as opposed to ideas, c ita
t ions, i nfl uences, references, conventions, and the l i ke-is not produced 
by authoria l  subjects or even by a group of authors arranged as a "trad i
t ion ." Th i s  methodolog ica l (not empi rica l )  po i nt i s  important for anyone 
i nvolved in the k ind of task Said is attempti ng. One cannot combine 
with i n  the same analyt ic tota l ity both personal  statements and d iscurs ive 
statements, even though they may be lexica l ly identica l .  Said's experi
ment seems to show that when the analysis of authors and trad it ions i s  
i nterm ixed with the analys is  of d iscurs ive formations, the effect is  a mu
tua l  weake n i ng. 

None of the authors d iscussed in Orienta/ism i s  accorded a "career" 
in the complex sense pos ited by Beginnings, but a l l  are portrayed as i n 
stances of  Orienta l i st d i scourse. U n l i ke Foucau lt, however, for whom 
authoria l  names function as mere labels for d iscurs ive statements,  Sa id's 
authors may be accorded psychoh istorical  typical ity and are often made 
through thei r  texts to have representative Orienta l i st experiences. One 
example among many, chosen for the fam i l i arity of its subject, i s  Sa id's 
read ing of a passage from Marx-the end of h i s  art ic le  "The Brit ish Ru le  
i n  I nd ia" (Sa id  1 978a : 1 53-1 57 ) .  

Marx denounces an affront to  "human fee l i ng" -the spectac le of 
Ind ian  socia l  l i fe bruta l ly  d isrupted, "th rown i nto a sea of woes" by im
peria l i sm;  but he qu ick ly rem i nds h is  readers that "these idyl l i c  v i l l age 
comm u n it ies" have a lways been the fou ndation of "Orienta l  despotism ." 
They have "restra ined the human m i nd with i n  the sma l l est poss ib le  com
pass, making i t  the u n resist ing too l of superst it ion, ens laving it beneath 
the trad it iona l  ru les, depriv i ng it of a l l  its grandeur and h i stor ica l  ener
gies ." England,  Marx goes on to say, is h i story's agent; its task is to " lay 



270 H I S T O R I E S  

the mater ia l  fou ndations of Western Society i n  Asia ." Said scents Orien
ta l i sm in the reference to despotism and in a later citation of Goethe's 
Westostlicher Diwan. He identifies a "romantic redemptive project," 
which assumes the genera l Western pr ivi lege of putt ing the Orient-stag
nant, d ismembered, corrupt-back together. Marx is a l so convicted of 
subsuming " i nd iv idua ls" and "ex istent ia l  h uman identit ies" under "art i
fic ia l  ent it ies" such as "Orienta l ," "As iatic," "Sem itic," or with i n  col lec
tives such as " race," "menta l i ty," and "nation ." 

Here an effect ive read ing begins to get out of hand . It is unc lear why 
Said does not a l so conv ict Marx of subsuming indiv idua ls  under the "ar
tif ic ia l  entit ies" "class" and "h i story." Furthermore, if Marx's part ic ipat ion 
i n  Orienta l i sm derives from his inattention to ex i stent i a l ,  i nd ividual 
cases, one wonders how soc ia l  or cu ltura l  theory is  ever to be "human ly" 
bu i l t .  I n  add it ion, it is wel l  known that Marx heaped "Orienta l ist" scorn 
and condescens ion upon the " id iocy of rural l i fe" wherever he found it, 
be l ievi ng that such stagnant, repress ive s i tuations had to be violent ly 
transformed before they cou ld improve. Here Said sk i rts "unfa i rness" to 
Marx .  Whi l e  legit imately  iso lat ing Orienta l ist aspects of the text, he too 
qu ick ly sk ims over its rhetor ical  i ntentions.  Moreover, Said soon aban
dons any d i scussion of Orienta l ist statements and goes on to uncover i n  
the text a typica l  Orienta l i st experience. Marx, we are told,  at fi rst ex
pressed "a natura l  human repugnance" toward the sufferi ng of orienta ls ;  
he felt a "human sympathy," a "fe l low fee l i ng." Th is  "persona l  human 
experience" was then "censored" by a process of Orienta l i st label ing and 
abstract ion,  "a wash of sent iment" was repressed by "unshakable defi
n it ions." (Sa id writes in the past tense, as i f  th is  i s  what rea l l y  happened 
i n  Marx's m i nd . )  "The vocabu lary of emotion d i ss ipated as it submitted 
to the l ex icograph ical pol ice action of Orienta l i st science and even Ori
enta l ist art. An experience was d i s lodged by a d i ctionary defin it ion" (p. 
1 5 5 ) .  By now Said cou ld not be farther from Foucau lt's austere pages, 
where a l l psycholog iz ing is forbidden and where authors escape at least 
hav ing to go through such instructive "experiences ." Said's descr iptions 
of Orienta l i st d iscourse are frequently s idetracked by human ist fables of 
suppressed authenticity. 

Discourse analys is is a lways i n  a sense unfa i r  to authors .  I t  is not 
i nterested in what they have to say or feel  as subjects but is concerned 
mere ly  with statements as re lated to other statements in a field . 2  Escaping 

2 .  On the in i t ia l  defin it ion of this fie ld, which he ca l l s  a "discurs ive forma
tion," see Foucault's strictu res in The Archaeology of Knowledge ( 1 969 : chap. 
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an i mpress ion o f  unfa i rness and reduct ionism i n  th i s  k ind o f  analys is i s  a 
matter of methodological  r igor and sty l ist ic tact . Foucau lt, at least, does 
not appear unfa i r  to authors because he seldom appea l s  to any i nd iv idua l  
i ntent ional ity or subj ectivity. "Hybrid perspectives" such as Said's have 
considerably  more d i ff icu lty escapi ng reduction ism . 3  

I ndeed Said's methodologica l catho l i c ity repeated ly  b l u rs h i s  ana l 
ys i s .  I f  he i s  advanc ing anthropological arguments, Orienta l i sm appears 
as the cu ltura l  quest for order. When he adopts the stance of a l i terary 
cr it ic,  it emerges as the processes of writ ing, textual iz i ng, and i nterpret
i ng.  As an i nte l l ectua l  h i stor ian Said portrays Oriental ism as a specif ic 
series of i nfl uences and schools  of thought. For the psychohistor ian Ori
enta l i st d i scourse becomes a representative series of persona l -h i storical  
experiences . For the Marx ist cr i t ic of ideology and cu lture i t  i s  the expres
s ion of defi n ite po l it ical  and economic power i nterests . Orienta l i sm i s  
a l so at  t imes conflated wi th  Western posit iv ism, with genera l  defin it ions 
of the prim it ive ,  with evo l ution i sm,  with rac i sm.  One cou ld conti nue the 
l i st .  Said's d i scourse analys is  does not i tse lf  escape the a l l - inc l us ive "Oc
c identa l i sm" he speci fica l l y  rejects as an  a l ternative to Orienta l ism 
(p.  328 ) .  

Though Said's work frequently re lapses i nto the  essent ia l iz ing modes i t  
attacks and is  ambivalent ly enmeshed i n  the tota l iz ing habits of Western 
human ism,  it sti l l  succeeds i n  question i ng a number of i m portant anthro
pological categories, most i mportant, perhaps, the concept of cu lture .  I n  
th i s  fi na l  sect ion I sha l l sketch out some of these i ssues, the most far
reach ing  quest ions raised by Orienta/ism. 

The effect of Said's genera l  argument i s  not so much to u nderm ine 

2) .  Foucau l t's method ignores " infl uences" and "trad it ions," demotes "authors," 
and holds in suspense any criteria of d iscurs ive un ity based on the persistence or 
commona l i ty of "objects," "styles," "concepts," or "themes ." I t  may be noted that 
Said makes use of all these fam i l i a r  elements from the h i story of ideas. 

3. Said's critical approach can in fact be qu i te d i sturb ing, espec ia l ly  when 
he i s  uncovering Orienta l i sm in  lesser-known figures than Marx, among whom 
the d is juncture between d iscursive statements and persona l  express ions is  less 
i mmed iate ly apparent. A part icu lar ly b latant example may be seen in his use of 
the great Sanskrit scholar and humanist Sylva in  Levi in order to show the con
nection of Oriental ism with i m perial pol i t ics (Said 1 978 :249-250) .  The mis lead
ing image of someone intense ly  concerned with European " i nterests" in the Ori
ent (the word interest i s  i nserted in to Levi 's d i scourse) i s  nowhere qua l i fied . For 
an affi rmation that modern Orienta l i sts have been far less reductive than Said 
portrays them to be see Houran i  1 979.  
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the notion of a substantia l  Orient as it i s  to make problematic "the Oc
cident." I t  is less common today than it once was to speak of "the East," 
but we sti l l  make casual  reference to "the West," "Western cu l tu re," and 
so on. Even theorists of d i sconti nu ity and deconstruction such as Fou
cau lt and Derrida cont inue to set their analyses with in  and agai nst a 
Western tota l i ty. Said shares the i r  assumptions inasmuch as he portrays 
the Western cu l tu re of which Orienta l ism is an exemplar as a d iscrete 
ent ity capable of generat ing knowledge and i nstitut ional power over the 
rest of the p lanet. Western order, seen th is  way, is imperia l ,  unreciproca l ,  
aggressive,  and potentia l ly hegemon ic .  At t imes, though, Said perm its u s  
to see the function ing o f  a more complex d ia lectic b y  means o f  which a 
modern cu ltu re cont inuously consti tutes itse lf through its ideologica l 
constructs of the exot ic .  Seen in  th is  way "the West" itse lf becomes a 
play of projections, doub l i ngs, idea l izations, and rejections of a com
plex, sh ift ing otherness . "The Orient" a lways plays the ro le of origi n or 
a l ter ego . For example Renan worki ng in  h i s  "ph i lo logical laboratory" 
does not s imply  concoct the scholar ly topos of the Semit ic Orient but i n  
the  same process produces a conception of  what i t  means to be  European 
and modern (pp. 1 32 ,  1 46) . 

Here Said's argument re inforces Stan ley Diamond's ( 1 974) conten
tions that Western cu lture can conce ive of i tself c rit ica l ly only with ref
erence to fictions of the primi t ive .  To th is  d ia lectical view we may use
fu l ly add the overa l l  perspective of Marsha l l  Hodgson's h i storical work, 
which portrays "Europe" as, unti l the late eighteenth century, mere ly  "a 
fri nge area of the Afro-Euroas ian zone of agrarianate cit ied l ife" (see par
ticu lar ly Hodgson 1 974, 1 963,  and Burke 1 979, an excel lent su rvey of 
Hodgson's complex work) . If  we adopt along with these perspectives a 
genera l ly structura l i st suspicion of a l l  quests for origins (the origins of the 
West in G reece or in Chr ist ian ity), we are left with a tota l i ty in process, 
composed and recomposed in changing external relat ions.  

When we speak today of the West, we are usua l l y  referring to a 
force-tech nologica l ,  economic, pol itica l-no longer rad iat ing i n  any 
simple way from a d iscrete geographical  or cu ltura l  center. This force, if 
it may be spoken of in the s i ngu lar, i s  d i ssem inated in  a divers ity of forms 
from mu lt ip le centers-now inc lud i ng Japan, Austra l ia, the Soviet 
U n ion, and Ch i na-and is  art icu lated in a variety of "m icro
soc iologica l"  contexts (see Duvignaud 1 973) .  It is too early to say 
whether these processes of change wi l l  resu lt in globa l cu l tu ra l  homoge
n ization or in a new order of d ivers ity. The new may always look mono-
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l i th ic  to the o ld .  For the moment, i n  any event, a l l  d ichotom iz ing 
concepts should probably be held i n  suspicion, whether they be the 
West-rest ( "Th i rd World")  spl it or developed-underdeveloped, modern
premodern, and so on. I t  i s  at this level that Said's cr i t ique of the d i s
course he ca l l s  Orienta l ism becomes most s ign ificant. Moreover, if a l l  
essentia l iz ing modes o f  thought m ust a l so b e  held i n  suspense, then we 
shou ld  attempt to th i n k  of cu ltu res not as organ ica l ly  un if ied or trad it ion
a l ly  cont inuous but rather as negoti ated, present processes . From this 
standpo int Said's refusal to appea l to any authentic and espec ia l l y  trad i
t ional  orienta l rea l i t ies aga inst the fa l se stereotypes of Orienta l i sm i s  ex
emplary. H is ma in  concern is not with what was or even what is but with 
what is  becoming. A lthough of th i s  process he tel l s  us very l itt le, the 
fundamenta l  quest ion i s  posed : on what bas is  may human groups accu
rately  (and we must a l so add mora l ly) be d i st i ngu ished ?  

The concept of cu lture used by anthropologists was, of course, in 
vented by European theorists to  account for the  col lect ive art icu lations 
of human d iversity. Reject ing both evol ution ism and the overly broad 
entit ies of race and c iv i l i zation,  the idea of cu lture pos ited the exi stence 
of loca l ,  functiona l ly  i ntegrated u n its. For a l l  i ts supposed re lativ ism, 
though, the concept's model  of tota l ity, basica l l y  organ ic i n  structure, 
was not d ifferent from the n i neteenth-centu ry concepts it rep laced . On ly  
its p l u ra l i ty was  new (see Chapter 1 0, section 2) .  Despite many subse
quent redefin it ions the notion's organ ic ist assumptions have persi sted . 
Cu ltural systems hold together; and they change more or l ess cont inu
ous ly, anchored pri mari ly  by language and p lace . Recent sem iot ic or  
symbol ic models  that  conceive of  cu l ture as communication are a l so 
functiona l i st i n  th i s  sense (see Leach 1 976 : 1 , Geertz 1 973 ,  Schneider 
1 968) .4  

A submerged but cruc ia l  emphasis of Said's study is  h i s  rest less sus
pic ion of tota l ity. H is cr i t ique of Orienta l i st procedures for enclosing and 
character iz ing "the Orient" may be appl ied to the presumably more pre
c i se and even "natura l "  entity of cu l ture .  I have a l ready noted with the 
example of Massignon Said's d istaste for the most sympathetic appeal s  to 

4 .  Geertz offers a stri k ing and problematical image of cu l tu ral  organ ization 
not as a spider or a p i le  of sand but as an octopus "whose tentac les are i n  a large 
part separate ly  integrated, neura l ly  q u i te poorly connected with one another and 
with what in  the octopus passes for a bra i n ,  and yet who nonetheless manages 
to get around and to preserve h imse lf, for a wh i le anyway, as a viable, if some
what unga in ly  entity" ( 1 973 :407-408) . Cul tu re rema ins, bare ly, an organism.  
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trad ition . Having stressed so thorough ly that the Orient i s  a constituted 
entity, he goes on to suggest "that the notion that there are geographica l  
spaces with i nd igenous, rad ica l ly 'different' i nhabitants who can be de
fi ned on the bas is  of some re l igion, cu l tu re or rac ia l  essence proper to 
that geograph ica l space is  equal ly a h igh ly  debatable idea" ( 1 978a :332 ) .  
I n  h i s  fina l  pages he asks the most important theoretica l questions of  h i s  
study. " How does one represent other cu ltu res? I s  t he  notion of  a d i sti nct 
cu lture (or race, or re l ig ion, or c iv i l ization) a usefu l one?" (p. 325 ) .  

Such  q uest ions need to  be posed and need to be a l lowed to  stand i n  
sharp rel i ef. Having asked them, one does wel l  to avo id q u i c k  recou rses 
to a l ternate tota l i ties . (As we have seen,  Said h i mself has recourse to 
human ist cosmopo l i tan ism and conceptions of personal integr i ty as wel l  
as to a notion of authentic development a l ternate ly  g lossed as "narrative" 
or as a vaguely Marxist "h istory.") I t  is h igh t ime that cu l tu ra l  and socia l  
tota l ities are subjected to the k ind of  rad ical  question ing that textua l en
sembles have u ndergone in recent crit ica l practice (for example Derrida 
1 970; Barthes 1 977 ;  Said 1 978b and 1 975) .  Said's attack on essences 
and oppositiona l d i sti nctions is here very much to the point; but col l ec
t ive ly  constituted difference is  not necessari ly  static or posit ional ly  d i 
chotomous i n  the manner  of  Orienta l  i sm as  Sa id descr ibes it .  There i s  no 
need to d i scard theoretica l l y  a l l  conceptions of  "cu ltu ra l "  d ifference, es
pec ia l l y  once th is  is seen as not s imp ly  received from trad it ion, language, 
or envi ronment but a l so as made in new pol i tica l-cultu ra l  cond it ions of 
globa l  re lationa l ity. 

How are these new condit ions to be conceived now that the "si
lence" of the Orient i s  broken;  now that ethnography, as Lei ri s  suggested , 
can be m u lt id i rectiona l ;  now that authentic ity, both personal  and cu l 
tural , i s  seen as  someth ing constructed vi s-a-v i s  others ? I n  these c i rcum
stances shou ld our ideas of re lationa l ity be drawn from the metaphors of 
conversation, hospita l i ty, and exchange, as h uman ists such as Massi
gnon, Sylva in  Lev i ,  and Mauss have u rged ? Or mu.st we prefer the figu res 
of m i l i tary maneuver someti mes i nvoked by Foucau lt .  It may be true that 
the cu ltu re concept has served its t ime. Perhaps, fo l lowi ng Foucau lt, it 
should be rep laced by a vis ion of powerfu l d i scurs ive formations globa l l y  
and strategica l l y  deployed . Such entit ies wou ld a t  l east no longer be 
c lose ly t ied to notions of organ ic  un ity, trad it ional cont inu i ty, and the 
enduri ng grounds of language and loca le.  But however the cu l ture con
cept is  fina l l y  transcended , it  shou ld,  I th i n k, be replaced by some set of 
re lations that preserves the concept's d ifferentia l  and re lat iv ist functions 
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and that avo ids the pos i t ing of  cosmopol itan essences and human com
mon denominators . 

It shou ld be poin ted out that these prescr iptions are i n  the nature of 
what Conrad u rged i n  Heart of Darkness-a "de l i berate be l ief." The 
p lanet's cu ltura l  future may indeed res ide in  the entropy Levi-Strauss la
ments in  Tristes tropiques or in  the ideological hegemony Said portrays 
in h i s  b leaker passages ( 1 978a : 3 23-325 ) .  L ike Sa id's comm itment to the 
h u man,  any res idua l  fa ith in cu l tu re-that is, in the cont inu ing abi l ity of 
groups to make a rea l d ifference-is  essenti a l l y  an idea l i st ic choice,  a 
po l it ical  response to the present age i n  which,  as Conrad wrote, "we are 
camped l i ke bewi ldered travel lers i n  a garish ,  un restfu l hote l "  ( 1 9 : 1 1 : 1 ) . 
It is the v i rtue of Orienta /ism that it obl iges i ts readers to confront such 
issues at once persona l l y, theoretica l ly, and pol it ica l l y. For i ts author, as 
for Conrad , there can be no natural sol ut ions.  Pa lest ine i s  perhaps the 
twentieth centu ry's Po land,  a d i smembered nation to be re i nvented . 
Sa id ,  l i ke the Po l i sh-Engl ish writer whom he admi res and frequently 
quotes, recogn izes that persona l and cu l tu ra l  identit ies are never g iven 
but must be negotiated . Th is  i s  an important emphas is  of Said's fi rst book, 
a penetrat ing study of Conrad ( 1 966) . I t  wou ld be wrong to d ismiss th i s  
k ind of  situation as aberrant, as the cond it ion of  exi les . The unrestfu l 
pred icament of Orienta/ism, i ts methodological ambivalences, are char
acterist ic of an i ncreas i ng ly genera l  global experience. 

I ts author's complex cr it ica l  postu re may i n  th i s  sense be taken 
as representative . A Pa lest in ian nationa l i st educated in Egypt and the 
U n i ted States, a scholar  deeply imbued with the European human it ies 
and now professor of Engl i sh  and comparative l i terature at Col umbia,  
Said writes as an "oriental ," but on ly to d i sso lve the cateogry. He writes 
as a Pa lesti n ian  but takes no support from a spec ifica l l y  Pa lesti n ian cu l
ture or identity, tu rn ing to European poets for h i s  expression of essenti a l  
va l ues and  to  French ph i losophy for h i s  ana lytical too l s .  A rad ica l cr it ic 
of a major component of the Western cu l tu ra l  trad it ion, Said derives most 
of h i s  standards from that trad ition . The poi nt i n  saying th is  is to suggest 
someth ing  of the s i tuation with i n  which books such as Orienta/ism m ust 
i nevitab ly be written .  It is a context that Sa id has e l sewhere ( i n  d iscuss i ng 
George E l iot and the roots of Zion ism) cal led "a genera l ized cond ition of 
homelessness" ( 1 979 :  1 8) .  Such a s i tuation generates d ifficu l t q uestions. 

What does it mean,  at the end of the twentieth centu ry, to speak l i ke 
Aime Cesa i re of a "native land" ? What processes rather than essences are 
i nvolved i n  present experiences of cu ltura l  identity ?  What does it mean 
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to write as a Pa lest in ian?  As an American ? As a Papua-New Gu inean ?  As 
a European?  From what d i screte sets of cu ltura l  resources does any mod
ern writer  construct h i s  or her d i scourse? To what world aud ience (and i n  
what language) are these d i scourses most genera l l y  addressed ? Must the 
i nte l lectua l  at least, in a l i terate global s i tuation, construct a native land 
by writ i ng l i ke Cesa i re the notebook of a retu rn ? 



Lo, a people dwelling alone, and not reckoning itself among 
the nations! -NUMBERS 2 3 : 9  

1 2 .  Identity in Mashpee 

IN A U G U ST 1 976 the Mashpee Wampanoag Triba l  Counc i l ,  Inc . ,  sued 
i n  federal court for possess ion of about 1 6, 000 acres of land constitut ing  
th ree-quarters of  Mashpee, "Cape Cod's I nd ian Town ." (The townsh i p  of 
Mashpee extends i n land from the Cape's southern shore, fac ing Martha's 
Vineyard ,  between Falmouth and Barnstab le . )  An u n precedented tr ia l  
ensued whose pu rpose was not  to  sett le the  q uestion of  land ownersh ip  
but  rather to  determ i ne whether the  group cal l i ng itse lf  the  Mashpee Tribe 
was i n  fact an  I nd ian tr ibe,  and the same tr ibe that i n  the mid-n i neteenth 
centu ry had lost its l ands through a series of contested legi s lative acts . 

The Mashpee s u it was one of a group of land-c la im actions fi l ed i n  
the late 1 960s and 1 970s, a re lat ive ly  favorable period for redress of 
Native American grievances in the courts . Other c la ims  were being i n i 
tiated by the Gay Head Wampanoag Tri be on Martha's Vineyard ;  the Nar
ragansets of Char lestown ,  Rhode I s land;  Western Pequots, Schaghti
cokes, and Mohegans in Connecticut; and Oneidas, St. Regis Mohawks, 
and Cayugas in New York. The Mashpee action was s im i lar  in concep
tion to a much-pub l i c ized suit by the Passamaquoddy and Penobscot 
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tri bes laying c la im to a la rge portion of the state of Maine.  The i r  su i t, 
after i n i t ia l  successes i n  Federal D istrict Court, d i rect i ntervention from 
Pres ident j immy Carter, and five years of hard negotiation, resu l ted i n  a 
favorable out-of-court sett lement. The tribes received $81 . 5  m i l l ion and 
the authority to acq u i re 300,000 acres with Indian Country status .  

The lega l bas is of the Penobscot-Passamaquoddy su it, as conce ived 
by the i r  attorney, Thomas Tureen,  was the Non-I ntercourse Act of 1 790. 
Th i s  paterna l i st leg is lat ion, designed to protect triba l groups from spo l ia
t ion by u nscrupulous whites, decl ared that a l i enation of Ind ian lands 
cou ld be lega l l y  accompl ished on ly  with perm ission of Congress . The act 
had never been resci nded , a lthough throughout the n ineteenth centu ry it 
was often honored in  the breach .  When in  the 1 970s I nd ian groups ap
pea led to the Non-I ntercourse Act, they were attempti ng, in  effect, to 
reverse more than a centu ry of attacks on Ind ian lands.  The a l ienations 
had been part icu lar ly  severe for eastern groups, whose c la im to col lec
t ive land was often unc lear. When court dec is ions confi rmed that the 
Non-I ntercourse Act appl ied to nonreservation Ind ians, the way was 
opened for su its, l i ke those of the Mai ne tri bes, c la im ing that near ly two 
centu r ies of I nd ian  land transfers, even ord i nary purchases, were inva l id 
s i nce they had been made without perm ission of Congress. 

Although the Mashpee c la im was s im i lar  to the Maine I nd ians' ,  
there were cruc ia l  d ifferences . The Passamaquoddy and Penobscot were 
genera l ly recogn ized Ind ian tribes with d i st inct commun ities and c lear 
abor ig ina l  roots in  the area . The Mashpee pla i ntiffs represented most of 
the nonwh ite i nhabitants of what, for over three centu ries, had been 
known as an  " Ind ian  town" on Cape Cod ; but their  inst i tutions of tr ibal 
governance had long been e l us ive, espec ia l l y  during the century and a 
ha lf  preceed i ng the su it. Moreover, s i nce about 1 800 the Massachusett 
language had ceased to be common ly spoken in Mashpee . The town was 
at fi rst la rge ly Presbyter ian then Baptist in its publ ic  re l igion . Over the 
centuries i n habitants had i ntermarried with other I nd ian groups, whites , 
b lacks, Hess ian deserters from the Br it ish Army dur ing the Revol utionary 
War, Cape Verde i s landers .  The inhabitants of Mashpee were active i n  
the economy and  soc iety of  modern Massachusetts . They were busi ness
men, schoolteachers,  fi shermen, domestic workers, smal l contractors . 
Cou ld these people of I nd ian ancestry fi le  su it as the Mashpee Tribe that 
had, they c la i med , been despo i led of col lectively held lands dur ing the 
m id-n i neteenth century ?  Th i s  was the question a federa l  j udge posed to 
a Boston j u ry. Only  if they answered yes cou ld  the matter proceed to a 
land-c la im tria l . 
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The forty-one days of test imony that unfolded i n  Federa l D istr ict 
Cou rt du ring  the l ate fa l l  of 1 977  bore the name Mashpee Tribe v. New 
Seabury et a/ . ,  shorthand for a complex,  mu lt i part ied d i spute .  Mashpee 
Tribe referred to the p la i nt iffs,  the Mashpee Wampanoag Tribal  Counc i l ,  
I nc . ,  described b y  its members a s  a n  arm of the Mashpee Tribe .  A team 
of l awyers from the Native American R ights Fund ,  a nonprofit advocacy 
group,  prepared thei r  su it .  Its ch ief arch i tects were Thomas Tureen and 
Barry Margo l i n .  In cou rt the p la i nt iffs' case was argued by the tria l  l awyer 
Lawrence Shubow, with ass i stance from Tureen, Margo l i n , Ann G i lmore, 
and Moshe Genauer. New Seabury et a l .  referred to the New Seabury 
Corporat ion (a l arge development company), the Town of Mashpee (rep
resenting over a hundred i nd iv idua l  landowners), and var ious other 
c lasses of defendant ( i nsurance compan ies, bus i nesses, property own
ers) . The case for the defense was argued by james St. C la i r  (R ichard 
N ixon's Watergate attorney) of the large Boston fi rm Hale and Dorr, and 
A l l an Van Geste l of Goodwi n ,  Proctor, and Hoar. They were assi sted by 
a team of eight other lawyers . 

The presence of the Town of Mashpee among the defendants re
qu i res explanat ion . It was not u nt i l 1 869 that the commun ity l iv i ng i n  
Mashpee was accorded formal towns h i p  status .  F rom 1 869 unti l 1 964 
the town government was overwhe l m i ngly i n  the hands of Ind ians .  Dur
ing  th i s  period every se lectman but one was an Ind ian or marr ied to an 
I nd ian .  Genea logica l evidence presented at the tr ia l  showed that the 
fam i l ies of town officers were c losely i nterre lated . No one contested the 
fact that before the 1 960s Mashpee was governed by Ind ians.  The d i s
agreement was over whether they governed as an " I nd i an tri be." 

Th is  bas ic  demograph ic  and pol it ical  s ituat ion, wh ich had not a l 
tered drast ical ly for over th ree centu r ies, was revo lut ion ized dur ing the 
early 1 960s. Before then census figu res showed a popu lat ion in Mashpee 
f luctuat ing in the neighborhood of 350  I nd ians and "negroes," "col
oreds," or  "mu lattoes" (the offic ia l  categories sh ifted) ,  and 1 00 or fewer 
wh ites . A rel iab le count of 1 859,  wh ich served as a benchmark in the 
tri a l ,  l i sted on ly  one white res ident. After 1 960 for the fi rst t i me wh ites 
were recorded i n  the major ity, and by 1 970 whites outnumbered I nd ians 
and other people of color by 982 to 306.  By 1 968 two of the town's 
selectmen were whi tes, the th i rd Ind ian .  Th i s  proport ion was i n  effect at 
the ti me of the l awsu it .  Mashpee's wh ite selectmen voted that the town 
should lega l l y  represent the non- I nd ian major ity of property holders who 
were th reatened by the land c la im . 

"Cape Cod's I nd ian Town" had fi na l l y  been d iscovered . For centu-
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ries a backwater and a cur iosity, i n  the 1 950s and 1 960s Mashpee be
came des i rable as a s i te for ret i rement, vacation homes, condomin i ums, 
and l uxury deve lopments . Fast roads now made it  accessi ble as a bed
room and weekend suburb of Boston .  The new i nfl ux of money and jobs 
was fi rst we lcomed by many of Mashpee's I nd ian res idents, i nc lud i ng 
some of the leaders of the land-c la im su it . They took advantage of the 
new s ituation .  The town government, sti l l  run by Ind ians, enjoyed a 
su rge i n  tax revenues. But when loca l government passed out of I nd ian  
contro l ,  perhaps for good, and as  the sca le of  deve lopment increased , 
many I nd ians began to fee l qua lms .  What they had taken for granted
that th i s  was the i r  town-no longer held true. Large tracts of undevel
oped land formerly open for hunt ing and fish ing were sudden ly r inged 
with "No Trespassi ng" s igns.  The New Seabury development, on a 
choice stretch of coast l i ne, with i ts two go lf courses and expans ionist 
p lans, seemed particu lar ly egregious.  Tensions between trad it ional res i 
dents and newcomers i ncreased, fi na l ly  lead i ng to the su it, fi led with  the 
support of most, but not a l l ,  of the Ind ians in Mashpee . The land c la im,  
wh i le focus ing on a loss of  property i n  the n i neteenth century, was actu
a l l y  an attempt to rega i n  control of a town that had s l i pped from Ind ian 
hands very recently. 

Earl Mills 

Earl Mills has taught high school in the Falmouth Public School sys
tem for over twenty-five years . 1  Between 1 952 and 1 967 he lived in Fal
mouth, ten miles from Mashpee. Mills has taught physical education, 
health, and social studies . He advises the student council and directs 
various other extracurricular activities . 

In Mashpee he shares ownership of the town s best restaurant with 
his ex-wife, Shirley. He is its principal cook. 

Since the mid-fifties Mills has held the title of Chief Flying Eagle of 
the Mashpee Wampanoag Tribe. 

On the witness stand he is earnest, engaging, very much the coach 
or Boy Scout leader. Forty-eight years old, trim, athletic-looking, he 
wears a striped necktie, blue blazer, loafers . 

Mills recalls his youth in Mashpee during the thirties and forties . He 

1 .  The descr ipt ions of persons and places date from the fa l l  of 1 977.  Readers 
shou ld bear in m i nd that ind ividuals'  l i ves have changed s i nce then, as have 
aspects of the s i tuation i n  Mashpee. 
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was never a s  good a hunter a s  h is brother, Elwood, s o  h e  often skipped 
the frequent hunting trips . Early on he asked questions and read books . 
He questioned his grandmother, "the strong arm" behind his uncle (who 
had held the formal  title of chief and was "a drifter'), and also his mother, 
the treasurer and tax collector of the town, "the strong arm behind me:' 

In the th irties, Mills recalls, some townspeople wore regalia occa
sionally, and a few spoke a little Indian dia lect. He remembers the festive 
atmosphere of a close community-selling corn at town meetings, the 
yearly beach outings, the annual herring run .  

As a child h e  was shown the location o f  "Indian taverns:' These were 
not drinking places, according to Mills, but just places where paths 
crossed. You would pick up a stick, spit on it, and throw it on a heap to 
appease spirits in the area . 

Mills says he can s till identify two "Indian taverns;' but most have 
long since been cleared away because the sticks, piled high, were a fire 
hazard. 

This is the extent of the Indian rituals Mills reports . Raised a Baptist, 

he does not now consider h imself a Christian; but he believes in a crea
tor, "something greater than me." 

Mills says that  when he inquired after Indian artifacts, especially the 
traditional Mashpee pla ited baskets, he was told by his father that "those 
fellows up around Cambridge m ust've taken them" (a reference probably 
to the Harvard Anthropology Department). His father showed him how 
to plait bark baskets, a skill he had acquired as a young man from Eben 
Queppish, a master basket maker in Mashpee. 

Mills recalls that  as a boy he made fun of the old-timers, including 
the medicine man of the period, William ]ames . 

In Falmouth High School Mills excelled in athletics . ("You had to be 
a scrapper to make it:') Sports were a road to confidence in a threatening 
environment. Outside of school, like h is father and other Mashpee Indi
ans, he served as a guide for hunting and fishing parties in the region . 

Q. : "How was your youth different from that of any small-town 
youth ?" 

A . :  "We were different. We knew we were different. We were told 
we were different:' 

Only in the late forties did Mills learn Indian dancing-in the army. 
On a lonely even ing during basic tra ining at Fort Dix two comrades, a 

Montana Chippewa and a New York Iroquois, performed their dances. 
Mills was chagrined to admit that he knew none himself. 

Earl Mills tells about h is five children-four by his first wife, who is 
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part Navajo, and one by his second wife, who is Caucasian.  The eldest, 
Roxanne, is married to a Choctaw. Earl Jr. (called "Chiefy'') lives in Fal
mouth and in recent years has become a champion drummer at various 
Indian gatherings and powwows. Shelly, also a fine drummer, attends 
Native American festivals all over the Northeast. Robert lives on Com
monwealth Avenue in Boston . "He's into quill work, leather work, skins:' 
Nancy, the child of Mills 's second marriage, is now six years old. She 
does Indian dances. Her parents agree that she is a Wampanoag. 

Mills explains his duties as tribal chief. He teaches beadwork, leath
erwork, and basketry in Mashpee. Overall his job is to be a mediator, to 
keep h is people "on balance:' 

Under questioning he cannot or will not give any specific examples 
of his mediations . Mills tells how in the late fifties and early sixties he 
and three whites formed a committee to restore the Old Indian Meeting 
House in Mashpee. The meeting house, which had fallen into disrepair, 
had for many years been the most visible symbol of Indian life in the 
town . 

During the fifties there had been a tribal constitution of some sort 
(the document is introduced into evidence), but Mills testifies that the 
tribe did not follow the constitution as written . Tribal meetings were held 
irregularly, with notice passed by word of mouth. (Where, St. Clair asks 
on cross-examination, are the minutes for these purported tribal meet
ings ?) 

In the early seventies, Mills says, he attended a grant-writing seminar 
at Dartmouth College, along with Amelia Bingham, a state employee 
(s ister of john Peters, the tribal medicine man, and Russell Peters, chair
man of the Tribal Council, Inc.) .  Mills says he had little originally to do 
with the land suit. As chief he simply approved the action of the incor
porated body on behalf of the tribe. It was discussed in his restaurant 
kitchen. 

Earl Mills testifies that he respects john Peters. The two of them rep
resent the Mashpee traditionalist wing. The modernists, he says, people 
like Russell Peters, are the legal arm of the tribe and represent its interests 
in dealings with the government, the courts, and foundations . 

St. Clair's questions portray Chief Flying Eagle as an opportunist fol
lowing rather than leading his people. They reveal that Mills 's traditional 
authority was recently challenged by Russell Peters and others who 
wanted to sell beer at the annual Mashpee powwow, a festival attended 
by a considerable number of tourists and other outsiders . Over the chief's 
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objections beer was sold. St .  Cla ir harps on this evidence of lack of lead
ership. Rebutta ls follow, concerning different tribal responsibilities and 
roles . There are references to President Carter's inability to control the 
(beer-related) behavior of h is brother, Billy. 

On the stand Chief Flying Eagle often sounds like a social studies 
teacher; his speech is larded with pat anecdotes and homilies . 

Only once, toward the end of his testimony, does he do something 
unexpected. Asked whether he often wears Indian regalia, Mills answers 
no, only at powwows . Then he suddenly tugs at his necktie, pulling two 
thin strings of beads from under h is shirt. One, he says, is turquoise, from 
the Southwest. The other small strand was a gift from his father. 

Many  people in the courtroom are surprised by this apparently spon
taneous revelation-surprised and, as Mills stuffs the beads back into his 
sh irt and fumbles to readjust h is tie, a little embarrassed. 

Images 

At the end of the tr i a l  Federa l J udge Walter j. Sk inner posed a num
ber of  specific quest ions to the j u rors concern ing tri ba l  status  at  certa i n  
dates i n  Mashpee h i story; b u t  throughout the proceed i ngs broader ques
tions of Ind ian identity and power permeated the courtroom.  Although 
the l and c la im was formal ly  not at issue, the l awyers for New Seabury et 
a l .  sometimes seemed to be playing on a new n ightmare .  At the door of 
you r  suburban house a stranger i n  a busi ness suit appears . He says he is 
a N ative America n .  You r  land has been i l lega l l y  acq u i red generations 
ago, and you m ust re l i nqu ish your  home. The stranger refers you to h i s  
l awyer. 

Such fears, the th reat of a "giveaway" of private lands, were much 
exploited by pol it ic ians and the press i n  the Penobscot-Passamaquoddy 
negotiat ions.  Actua l l y  sma l l  ho ld ings by private c it izens were never i n  
danger; on ly  l arge tracts o f  undeve loped land h e l d  by t imber compan ies 
and the state were in q uestion . In Mashpee the p la i nt iffs reduced thei r 
c la im to e leven thousand acres, forma l ly  exc lud ing  a l l  pr ivate homes and 
lots up to an acre i n  s ize. Large-sca le development, not smal l ownersh i p, 
was man ifestly the target; but the i r  opponents refused pretr ia l  compro
mi ses and the ki nds of negotiation that had led to sett lement of the Mai ne 
d i spute .  

Accord ing to  Thomas Tureen the  sorts o f  land c l a ims  pu rsued i n  
Mai ne, Mashpee, Gay Head, a n d  Charlestown were a lways drastica l l y  
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c i rcumscribed . At that h istorica l moment th� courts were re l ative ly open 
to Native American c la ims, a s ituation u n l i ke ly  to l ast. In a decis ion of 
1 985 perm itt ing Oneida, Mohawk, and Cayuga Non-I ntercourse Act 
su its the Supreme Court made it abundantly clear, in Tu reen's words, 
"that I nd ians a re dea l ing with the magnan im ity of a r ich and powerfu l 
nation,  one that is not about to d ivest itse lf or its non- I nd ian c i tizens of 
large acreage in the name of its own laws . In short, the U n ited States wi l l  
perm it I nd ians a measure o f  recompense through the l aw-indeed, i t  has 
done so to an extent far greater than any other nation in  a comparable 
s ituation-but it  u l t i mate ly  makes the ru les and arbitrates the game (Tu r
een 1 985 : 1 47 ;  a l so Barsh and Henderson 1 980:289-293) .  

Seen i n  th i s  l ight, the Mashpee t r ia l  was s imply  a c lar ification of  the 
ru les in an ongoing struggle between parties of greatly unequa l  power. 
But beneath the exp l ic it  fear  of white c itizens losing thei r homes because 
of an obscure past injustice, a troub l ing uncerta i nty was find i ng its way 
into the domi nant image of I nd ians in America. The p la i ntiffs in the Non
Intercourse Act su its had power. In Ma i ne pol it ic ians lost office over the 
issue, and the Mashpee case made nationa l  head l i nes for severa l months .  
Scandalous ly, it now paid to be Ind ian . Acti ng aggress ive ly, tr iba l  groups 
were doing soph ist icated, "nontrad it ional" th i ngs . A l l  over the country 
they were becoming involved in a variety of businesses, some c lai m i ng 
exemption from state regu lat ion.  To many whites it was comprehensible 
for Northwest Coast tri bes to demand trad it ional  salmon-fish i ng privi
leges; but for tribes to run h igh-stakes bingo games in  violation of state 
l aws was not. 

Ind i ans had long fi l led a pathetic imagi native space for the dom inant 
cu l ture ;  they were a lways survivors, noble or wretched . Thei r cu ltures 
had been stead i l y  erod i ng, at best hanging on in museum l i ke reserva
tions.  Native American soc ieties cou ld not by defn ition be dynam ic, in
ventive, or expansive. Ind ians were lovingly remembered in  Edward Cur
tis' sepia photographs as proud, beautifu l ,  and "vanish i ng." But Curt is,  
we now know, carried props, costumes, and wigs, frequently d ress ing up 
h i s  mode ls .  The image he recorded was carefu l ly staged (lyman 1 982) .  
I n  Boston Federa l Court a j u ry of white c itizens wou ld be confronted by 
a co l l ection of h igh ly ambiguous images . Cou ld a group of fou r  women 
and eight men (no mi norities) be made to be l ieve i n  the pers istent " In
d ian" exi stence of  the Mashpee p la i ntiffs without costumes and props ? 
This  question su rrounded and in fused the tria l 's techn ical focus on 
whether a particu l ar form of po l it ical-cultural  organ ization ca l l ed ,a tribe 
had exi sted conti nuous ly in Mashpee s ince the sixteenth centu ry. 
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The i mage of  Mashpee I nd ians,  l i ke that of  severa l other eastern 
groups such as the Lumbee and the Ramapough, was compl icated by 
issues of race ( B i u  1 980; Cohen 1 974) . S ign ificant i ntermarriage with 
blacks had occurred s i nce the m id-eighteenth centu ry, and the Mashpee 
were, at times, widely identified as "colored ." I n  court the defense oc
casiona l l y  suggested that they were rea l ly blacks rather than Native 
Americans .  L i ke the Lumbee (and, less successfu l ly, the Ramapough) the 
Mashpee p la i nt iffs had struggled to d isti ngu ish themselves from other mi
norit ies and ethn ic  groups,  assert ing tr iba l status  based on a d i st inctive 
pol it ica l -cu ltura l  h i story. I n  court they were not he lped by the fact that 
few of them looked strongly " I nd ian ." Some cou ld pass for b lack, others 
for wh ite. 

Hazel Oakley, Hannah Averett 

Mrs . Oakley is membership chairman of the tribe; Mrs .  Averett, who 
is an active member of the Mashpee Baptist Church, works with Indian 
children in the public schools . 

These women wear no Indian jewelry. They speak simply with New 
England accents about their childhood experiences, their values, their 
parents and grandparents . 

They look like what they are:  ordinary pillars of the community, 

churchwomen . 
They describe their activities on behalf of the tribe. Mrs . Oakley has 

recently been establishing a membership list. It includes people living 
out of town as well as Indians who oppose the suit and who will testify 
for the defense in court. 

Mrs . Averett looks to be in her fifties . She says that her earliest mem
ories of community life in Mashpee were the powwows. She also recalls 
regular Sunday school picnics at a place called Daniel's Island, attended 
by Mashpee Wampanoags and their children . They played games and 
sang hymns . Her mother, grandfather, and relatives in the town told her 
Indian legends and stories-about Granny Squanett and Mausop and 
one about "some Indian maiden that swam in the lake with the trout:' 

English was spoken in the family, but Mrs . Averett recalls that some 
of her older relatives knew "Wampanoag language:' The only time she 

heard her grandfather speak the old tongue was once when his mother 
was sick and he held a long conversation with her in her room. Mrs . 
Averett's mother sa id to h im, "Dad, why didn 't you tell me you could 
speak "indian ?" When he made no reply, Hannah asked, "Grandpa, why 
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didn 't you tell us you could speak Indian ? Why didn 't you teach us ?" He 
said, "I just want my children to learn the English language and learn it 
as well as they can:' 

Mrs . Averett recalls her mother's herbal remedies-teas and cough 
medicines, skunk grease rubbed on for a chest cold-some of which she 
still uses . 

Mrs . Averett has done housework for a living since she was a girl. 
During the war years, however, she went to New Bedford to do defense 
work in a Goodyear plant, then to the Boston Naval Yard, where she was 
a rope maker. From there she went to the Hood Rubber company, did a 
few years in Boston shoe factories, and then went back to housework. In 
1 952 she married William Averett. He died in 1 958, and she returned to 
Mashpee. "I had two sons to bring up. I felt I could do it better down 
there. I felt that if anything should happen to me, my people were there. 
If I needed help, my people would be there to help me:' 

Three years ago Mrs .  Averett joined the Mashpee Wampano?g Tribal 
Council, Inc ., and became active in federally funded Indian education 
programs. She testifies that the immediate motiva tion for her involvement 
came from her youngest son . He used to take walks in the woods after 
school-she didn 't know where. "One day he came in and he asked me, 
he said, 'Why don 't you do something about this ?'" He explained that he 
often went to a favorite spot where deer grazed. "He said, 'It was the 
most beautiful sight you could ever see . Now they're putting up a golf 
link, and I 'll never see it again ."' 

Since 1 974 Mrs . Averett has been chairperson of the Indian Educa
tion Parent Committee, a federa lly funded Indian education program to 
help Mashpee Wampanoag children in the schools .  The committee or
ganizes tutoring, arts and crafts programs, local and general Indian his
tory classes, sess ions with Chief Mills and Medicine Man Peters, visits 
from other native groups, field trips to the United Nations in New York, 
to the Museum of the American Indian, to historic sites in Cay Head. 
"Th is is to expand the culture of our people, to see how other tribes, other 
people live:' 

Mrs. Averett is also chairperson of the board of trustees of the Mash
pee Baptist Church . 

On cross-examination she is asked about possible inconsistencies in 
her claim to Indian identity: You don 't eat much Indian food, do you?  
Only sometimes. You use regular doctors, don 't you ? Yes, and herbs as 
well. 



I D E N T I T Y  I N  M A S H P E E  287 

How do you know your ancestors ? My mother, grandparents, word 
of mouth .  Have you traced your ancestry? Did you use the 1 859 census ? 
(introduced as evidence at the tria l). What about being a devout Baptist 
and an Indian ? 

Mrs . Averett testifies tha t  she respects the medicine man, John Peters 
(calling him a "counselor''). She respects Indian beliefs :  the Great Spirit, 
the land, "grandmother moon and the earth and all those things . . .  They 
are very dear to me, and I respect them. But I also respect God through 
my Christian belief. And to me God and the Great Spirit are the same:' 

She has recently received an Indian name, Bright Star, from the med
icine man.  She isn 't sure she is allowed to go into details about her nam
ing ceremony: there is a prayer, a circle formed. "Everything is round, as 

our lives :' 
She likes to see drumming and dancing being taught to today's chil

dren. They do it the way other kids skip rope. 

Outside the courtroom during a recess some of the Mashpee women 
talk fondly about their children 's Indian activities . "But he's got to cut that 
hair!" "If only they took care of it, but, you know . : :' "He looks like a 
wild man!" 

The Sea 

Ramona Peters is a co/lege-educated woman in her twenties . After 
participating in a training program at the Children 's Museum in Boston, 
she has recently returned to Mashpee, where she teaches classes in In
dian language and lore. During her testimony she relates a myth about a 

giant who swims over to the Wampanoag tribe at Gay Head on Martha 's 
Vineyard. On h is return the giant turns into Moby Dick, the great white 
whale. 

(I suddenly realize that the Indians in th is courtroom are descendants 

of Tashtego, the Gay Head harpooner of Melville 's Pequod .  This connec
tion somehow gives everything a strange reality and depth grafted now 
onto my own literary mythology.) 

A good deal of testimony at the trial concerns Cape Cod Indians ' 
closeness to the sea-long traditions of shellfish ing and work on whaling 
vessels in the n ineteenth century. Vernon Pocknett, an activist and 
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nephew of Mabel Avant, the town 's leading traditionalist and historian 
during the forties and fifties, tells of a federal CETA program Title 3 grant 
to encourage modern aqua-farming by Mashpee Indians. 

Would the jury see aqua-farming as a "traditional" activity ? 

Borderlines 

Mashpee Ind ians  suffered the fate of many sma l l  Native American 
groups who remained in the origi na l  th i rteen states . They were not ac
corded the reservations and sovereign status (stead i l y  eroded) of tri bes 
west of the Mississ ippi . Certa in  of the eastern commun ities, such as the 
Seneca and the Semi noles, occupied genera l ly recogn ized tribal lands.  
Others-the Lumb·ee, for example-possessed no col lect ive lands but 
c l u stered in  d iscrete regions, ma inta in i ng ki nsh i p  t ies,  trad it ions, and 
sporad ic tribal i nstitutions .  In al l  cases the bou ndaries of the commun ity 
were permeable .  There was i ntermarriage and routi ne m igration i n  and 
out of the tri ba l center-sometimes seasona l ,  sometimes longer term . 
Aborigi na l  languages were much d im in ished , often ent ire ly  lost. Re l i 
gious l ife was d iverse-sometimes Christ ian (with a d i st inctive twist), 
sometimes a transformed trad it ion such as the I roquois Longhouse Rel i
gion . Mora l and spi ritua l  va l ues were often Native American amalgams 
compounded from both loca l trad itions and pan- Ind ian sources . For ex
ample the ritua l and rega l i a  at New England powwows now reflect Sioux 
and other western tr iba l i nfluences; i n  the 1 920s the feathered "war bon
net" made its appearance among Wampanoag leaders. Eastern Indians 
genera l l y  l ived i n  c loser prox im ity to wh ite (or b lack) society and in 
sma l ler groups than thei r  western reservation counterparts. I n  the face of 
i ntense pressu re some eastern commun ities have managed to acqu i re 
offic ia l  federa l  recognit ion as tri bes, others not. Dur ing the past two dec
ades the rate of appl ications has r isen dramatical ly. 

With in  th is  d iversity of local h i stories and i nstitutional arrangements 
the long-term res idents of Mashpee occupied a gray area, at least in the 
eyes of the su rround i ng soc iety and the law. The Ind ian identity of the 
Penobscot and Passamaquoddy was never seriously chal lenged, even 
though they had not been federa l l y  recogn ized and had lost or adapted 
many of their trad it ions. The Mashpee were more problematic. Partisans 
of the i r  land c la im,  such as Pau l  Brodeur ( 1 985) ,  tend to accept without 
question the right of the tri ba l cou nc i l ,  i ncorporated i n  1 974, to sue on 
behalf  of a group that had lost its lands in  the m id-n ineteenth century. 
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They see the q uest ion of tr ibal status as a lega l red herri ng, or worse, a 
calcu lated p loy to deny the tribe its b i rthr ight. However procrustian and 
colon ia l  in origin the lega l defi n it ion of tr ibe,  there was nonethe less a 
rea l issue at stake i n  the tr ia l . Although tr iba l  status and Ind ian identity 
have long been vague and pol it ica l l y  constituted , not j ust anyone with 
some native b lood or c l a im to adoption or shared trad it ion can be an 
Indian;  and not j ust any Native American group can decide to be a tr ibe 
and sue for lost col lective lands .  

I nd ians i � Mashpee owned no tr iba l  lands (other than fifty-five acres 
acq u i red j u st before the tr ia l ) .  They had no survivi ng language, no c lear ly 
d i st i nct re l ig ion,  no b latant po l it ica l  structu re . The i r  k insh i p  was much 
d i l uted . Yet they d id  have a p lace and a reputation . For centu r ies Mash
pee had been recognized as an I nd ian town.  Its boundaries had not 
changed s i nce 1 665 ,  when the land was formal ly deeded to a group 
ca l l ed the South Sea I nd ians by the neighbori ng leaders Tookonchasun 
and Weepqu ish .  The Mashpee p la i ntiffs of 1 977 cou ld offer as evidence 
surv iv ing p ieces of Native American trad it ion and po l it ical structures that 
seemed to have come and gone. They cou ld a lso poi nt to a sporad ic 
h i story of Indian reviva l s  cont inu ing into the present. 

The Mashpee were a border l ine  case. In the course of thei r pecu l iar 
l i t igation certa i n  underly ing structu res govern ing the recogn it ion of iden
tity and d ifference became v is ib le .  Looked at one way, they were Ind ian;  
seen another way, they were not. Powerfu l ways of looking thus became 
i nescapably problematic .  The tri a l  was less a search for the facts of Mash
pee Ind ian cu lture and h istory than i t  was an experiment i n  trans lat ion, 
part of a long h i stor ical  confl ict and negot iat ion of " Ind ian" and "Ameri
can" identit ies . 

(Th i s  is how I came to see the Mashpee case, and the account I give of i t  
reflects my way of see i ng. As a h i stor ian and cr it ic of anth ropology I tend 
to focus  on the ways in which h i stor ical  stories are to ld ,  on the a l ternate 
cu ltu ra l  models  that have been appl ied to human groups.  Who speaks 
for cu ltural  authenticity? How i s  col lective identity and d ifference repre
sented ? How do people defi ne themselves with,  over, and in spite of 
others ? What are the changing loca l and world h i storical cond it ions de
term i n i ng these processes? 

At the Mashpee tri a l  these were the k inds of quest ions that i nterested 
me and that now organ ize my accou nt. I am not fictiona l iz ing or i nvent-
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ing anythi ng, nor am I presenting the whole picture .  The rea l ity pre
sented here is the rea l i ty of a specific interest and field of vis ion . 

I attended most of the tria l ,  and I 've used my courtroom notes as a 
gu id ing th read . I 've read what has been publ i shed about the h istory of 
Mashpee and the l i t igation , notably F rancis Hutch ins' Mashpee: The 
Story of Cape Cod's Indian Town ( 1 979),  Pau l  B rodeur's Restitution : The 
Land Claims of the Mashpee, Passamaquoddy, and Penobscot Indians of 
New England ( 1 985) ,  and Wi l l iam S immons' Spirit of the New England 
Tribes ( 1 986) .  I 've had access to Rona Sue Mazur's Ph . D . thes is  in an
thropology at Col u mbia Un ivers ity, "Town and Tribe in  Confl ict :  A Study 
of loca l -level Pol it ics in Mashpee, Massachusetts" ( 1 980) . And I have 
consu l ted the tria l  record . But I haven't systematica l l y  i nterviewed par
t ic ipants or done fi rsthand research in the arch ives or in Mashpee. 

It shou ld be c lear from what fo l lows that I am portraying primari ly  
the tria l ,  not the complex l i ves of Indians and other ethn ic  groups in  
Mashpee. Sti l l , i n  the  process I make strong gestures toward truths m issed 
by the domi nant categories and stories in the courtroom .  Thus I i nvoke 
as an absence the rea l i ty of Mashpee and part icu lar ly of its Ind ian l ives . 
I do th i s  to mainta in  the h i storical and ethnograph ic seriousness of the 
account, a seriousness I wish both to assert and to l imit .  

I accept the fact that my vers ion of the tria l ,  i ts  wi tnesses, and i ts 
stories may offend people on severa l s ides of the i ssue. Many i nd iv idual  
pos it ions are more complex than I have been able to show. My account 
may be objectionable to Native Americans for whom cu lture and trad i
tion are cont inu it ies, not i nventions, who fee l stronger, less compro
mi sed ties to abor ig ina l  sou rces than my analysis a l l ows. For them th is  
vers ion of " identity i n  Mashpee" may be about rootless people l i ke me, 
not them . 

It i s ,  and is not on ly, that. 
When I report on witnesses at the tria l ,  the impress ions are m ine .  

Others I spoke with saw thi ngs d ifferently. The tria l  record-wh ich sten
ograph ica l ly preserves, by a prec ise but not i nfa l l i b le techn ique, the 
mean i ngfu l ,  spoken sounds of the tria l-provides a check on my impres
s ions.  I t  does not, of course, provide much information on the effect of 
witnesses or events in the courtroom.  It omits gestu res, hesitations, c loth
ing, tone of voice, laughter, i rony . . .  the sometimes devastati ng s i 
lences. 

I offer v ignettes of persons and events in  the courtroom that are ob
vious ly composed and condensed . Testi mony evoked in a page or two 
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may run to hundreds of pages i n  the transcr i pt .  Some witnesses were on 
the stand for severa l days. Moreover, rea l testimony a l most never ends 
the way my vignettes do; i t  tra i l s  off in the q u i bb les and corrections of 
red i rect and rec ross-exam ination . Wh i l e  I have i nc l uded for comparison 
a verbati m excerpt from the transcript, I have genera l l y  fol lowed my 
courtroom notes, checked aga i nst the record, and have not hesitated to 
rearrange, select, and h igh l ight. Where quotation marks appear, the 
statement i s  a fa i r ly  exact quotation ;  the rest i s  paraphrase . 

Overa l l ,  if the witnesses seem flat and somewhat e lus ive, the effect 
is i ntentiona l .  Us ing the usual  rhetor ical  techn iques, I cou ld have g iven 
a more i nti mate sense of peoples' personal it ies or of what they were 
rea l l y  try ing  to express; but I have preferred to keep my d i stance. A cou rt
room i s  more l i ke a theater than a confess ional . 

M i strustfu l of transparent accou nts, I want m i ne to man ifest some of 
its frames and angles,  i ts wavelengths . )  

John Peters 

Peters is about fifty years old. He wears a sport jacket with a turtle
neck sweater. He is graying, dignified, and appears somewhat taciturn . 
He speaks with broad New England vowels . 

Peters is medicine man of the Mashpee Wampanoag Tribe. 
He testifies that whereas he and Earl Mills, Chief Flying Eagle, are 

leaders of the tribe, they are not alone. All elders are leaders . Women are 
leaders : Mary Lopez, Hannah Averett ("in the education field"), Mrs . 
Mills (Earl Mills 's mother), Hazel Oakley. 

He describes a growing interest in Native American religion . Asked 
about traditiona l  ritua ls in Mashpee, he recalls participating in the peace 
pipe ceremony, offerings to the Great Spirit, "for as long as I can remem
ber:' 

Newpaper notices from 1 93 6  are introduced as evidence. They re
port tribal meetings and "Indian Day" services at the Old Indian Meeting 
House. Peters remembers these services . He and his father were in the 
choir. Reverend Redfield (the Baptist minister) and William james (the 

medicine man) both participated. Christian hymns were sung. The peace 
pipe was smoked. 

Peters tells of his youth and training as a medicine man . There were 

no specific ceremonies or rites of passage. An old man, Russell Mingo, 
talked at Saturday dinners about Indian matters . "We kids didn 't under-
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stand:' In his late teens Peters approached William james with questions, 
and he learned "things about Mother Earth :' Neither james nor his par
ents ever spelled much out. "A medicine man doesn 't force th ings 
on you:' 

Peters is a strong, understated presence. Also a savvy witness. Under 
cross-examination he pauses for a long time after hostile or baited ques
tions. Often he slowly repeats the question before answering, turning it 
over in public view. 

Peters recalls his school days . The Mashpee were called "thieving 
Indians" or "Womps" (from Wampanoag). The latter was not always pe
jorative, he adds . The school basketball team was called the Womps, the 
cheerleaders the Wompettes . 

On cross-examination Peters is reminded that the traditional cere
mony "Indian Day" was proclaimed by the governor of Massachusetts, 
who was not an Indian . Reverend Redfield was not an Indian either. And 
smoking the peace pipe was not limited to Indians. The Mashpee parish 
and the Old Mashpee Meeting House Corporation all depended on non
Indian participants .  How can he cla im, as he does, that they are "arms of 
the Mashpee Tribe" ? 

Q. : What does it take to be a member of the Mashpee Tribe ? A . :  

Tracing ancestry back to your great-grandfather or great-grandmother. 
How do you know? We know each other. Who was your great
grandmother?  (Peters cannot recall her first name.) Was she an Indian ? 
Yes .  Have you traced this specifically? No. Who was your great
grandfather? Charles Peters . Wasn 't he a preaching Indian from Martha 's 
Vineyard? Yes .  Not a Mashpee Wampanoag Indian ? No . 

Peters is asked about the years he has lived away from Mashpee 

while still serving as medicine man. In 1 964 he worked for more than a 
year in Hawaii as a private detective. Between 1 973 and 1 976 he was 
based on Nantucket. He testifies that from the latter residence he was 
able to stay in touch . He employed Mashpee people in his various busi
ness ventures . 

With a brother and nephew he is currently part owner of Peters Fuel 
Oil. The concern owns two trucks and does a moderate business . Q. : 
This is a private, not a communal tribal business ? A . :  Yes .  

Peters testifies about a /and-development plan proposed some years 
back by a company he founded with various family members, the Ashers 
Path Development Corporation . He is confronted with blueprints for the 
development that was submitted to the town but never carried through . 
The blueprints show an extensive subdivision into thirty-seven Jots . 



I D E N T I T Y  I N  M A S H P E E  293 

Peters is reminded of h is years in business as a general contractor 
and of making bids on projects for the New Seabury Corporation (now a 
symbol to many Indians of excessive development). He is unclear about 
whether he has since left contracting and real estate. 

When pressed on the conflict between business activities and his 
role as medicine man, he comments that  the art of making money is 
probably inconsistent with being an Indian; but a ll Mashpee Indians 
make money. It depends on how you do it. 

He is asked, Was what you were doing as a developer a destruction 
of the earth ? Exactly what  part of your business was consistent with In
dian values ? Peters offers no clear answers . But, he adds, "if I had devel
oped that plan, I 'd have been violating my principles:' 

Peters testfies that  until recently he didn 't spend enough time as 
medicine man counseling people. Early in his career he was much less 
conscientious than he is now. During the last five years he has changed 
"totally:' 

Peters is asked about current Indian religious practices in Mashpee. 
He can specify no customary rites at birth or at puberty. He has himself 
been married and divorced twice without any special Indian ceremony. 

He was married in a Baptist church by a white minister. Asked whether 
it was a typical Baptis t  ceremony, Peters replies that he can 't say, since 
all Christian marriages seem the same to h im .  

How many "followers o f  traditional religion" are there now in Mash
pee ? Peters won 't guess and questions the word fo l lowers . It's not a ques

tion of authority, he says, of leaders and followers . A person can be very 
religious without worshipping in a building or participating in a formal 
gathering. 

Who are the "traditionalists" in Mashpee? It's hard to be sure. Maybe 
there are a hundred or so. His brother Russell (chairman of the Tribal 
Council, Inc .) is not a traditionalist. As for h is other brothers and s isters, 
he hasn 't formed an opinion . 

Peters testifies that the Supreme Sachem, Elsworth Oakley, a Mash
pee, has recently designated him Supreme Medicine Man of the Wam

panoag Nation. He has passed his local duties to a young man, Skip 
Black. "He's been in my mind for some time:' 

Peters says tha t  he and Oakley are currently helping groups of Wam
panoags in New Bedford and Brockton to form tribal structures . 

Q . :  "Do the new tribes you 're creat ing there have any plans to bring 
lawsuits ?" 

A . :  "You mean, taking over New Bedford and Brockton ?" 
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History I 

The case aga inst the p la i ntiffs was stra ightforward : there never had 
been an I nd ian tri be in Mashpee. The commun ity was a creat ion of the 
colon ia l  encounter, a co l lection of d isparate I ndians and other m inorities 
who sought over the years to become fu l l  c i tizens of the Commonweal th 
of Massachusetts and of the Repub l i c .  Dec imated by d i sease, converted 
to Chr ist ian ity, des i rous of freedom from paterna l i st ic state tutelage, the 
people of mixed I nd ian descent in Mashpee were progressive ly ass im i 
lated into American soc iety. The i r  I nd ian  identity had been lost, over and 
over, s i nce the mid-seventeenth centu ry.2 

The plague. When the Eng l i sh P i lgr ims arrived at Plymouth i n  
1 620, they found a region devastated by a d i sease brought b y  white sea
men . The sett lers wa l ked i nto empty Ind ian v i l l ages and p lanted in a l 
ready c leared fie lds .  The  region was serious ly underpopu lated . I n  the 
years that fol lowed Puritan leaders l i ke Myles Standish pressed stead i ly  
to l i m it I nd ian territor ies and to estab l i sh c lear "propert ies" for the grow
i ng n umber of newcomers . Misunderstandings i nev itably ensued : for ex
ample wh ites c la imed to own unoccupied l and that had been ceded to 
them for temporary use. 

Richard Bourne of Sandwich,  a farmer near what is now Mashpee 
Pond and a tenant . on Ind ian lands, studied the l anguage of h i s  land lords 
and soon became an effective med iator between the soc ieties. He was 
friend ly  to the area's i nhabitants, remnants of earl ier groups, who came 
to be cal led South Sea Ind ians by the sett lers to the north . He be l ieved 
that they needed protect ion;  becoming thei r advocate, he negotiated for
mal  t it le to a large tract adjoi n i ng h i s  farm (wh ich in the meantime he 
had managed to purchase) . H i s  a l l y  in these transactions was Paupmun
nuck,  a leader of the nearby Cotachesset. 

2. The two "h i stories" that fol low represent the best brief i nterpretive ac
counts I cou ld construct of the contending versions of Mashpee's past . They draw 
selectively on the expert test imony presented at the tria l-testimony much too 
long, complex, and contested to summarize adequately. The overa l l  shape of the 
two accounts reflects the summation provided at the end of the test imony by each 
s ide's princ i pa l  attorney. "H i story I" owes a good deal to Francis Hutch ins' book 
Mashpee: The Story of Cape Cod's Indian Town ( 1 979). This book takes a some
what more moderate posit ion than the courtroom testimony on wh ich i t  is based . 
"H i story I I " owes someth i ng to the genera l approach of James Axte l l 's book The 
European and the Indian ( 1 98 1  ) . Axte l l  was witness for the p la int iffs. 
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Bourne's "South Sea I nd ian P lantat ion" was to become a refuge for 
Christ ian converts, for as white power increased , it became i ncreasi ngly 
dangerous for I nd ians  to l ive around Cape Cod u n l ess they came together 
as a com m u n ity of "pray ing Ind ians ." Under Bourne's tutelage the Mash
pee p lantat ion was a center for the fi rst I nd ian church on the Cape, or
gan ized i n  1 666.  

Thus Mashpee was origi na l l y  an artif ic ia l  commun i ty, never a tribe. 
I t  was created from I nd ian  su rvivors in an area between the tradit ional  
sachemdoms of Manomet and Nauset-the former centered on the pres
ent town of Bourne at the Cape's western edge, the l atter near its t ip .  

Conversion to Christianity. Bad ly  d i sorgan ized after the p lague 
and confronted by a growing  number of determi ned sett lers, the Cape 
Cod I nd ians made accommodations.  L ive and let l i ve was not the Pur itan 
way, espec ia l l y  once thei r  power had been conso l idated . Tensions and 
confl icts grew, lead ing  to war i n  1 675 with the forces of the Wampanoag 
Supreme Sachem Metacomet ( "K ing Ph i l i p" ) .  After Metacomet's defeat 
I nd i ans  who sympath ized with h i m  were expel led from thei r  lands.  
Many, i nc l ud ing some who had remai ned neutra l ,  were sold in to s lavery. 

The price for l iv ing  on ancestra l lands i n  eastern New England was 
cooperation with whi te soc iety. The Mashpee, u nder Bourne's tute l age, 
became model Chr ist ians .  By 1 674 n i nety Mashpee inhabitants were 
cou nted as baptized , and twenty-seven were admitted to fu l l  commu
n ion .  The "pray ing I nd ians" were enteri ng a new l ife . They stopped con
su l t ing "powwows" (med ic ine men, in seventeenth-century usage) ; they 
respected the Sabbath and other holy days, severed t ies with "pagans," 
a l te red c h i l d-rear ing practices, dressed i n  new ways, washed d ifferently. 
The changes were gradua l  but te l l i ng. They reflected not on ly  a tact ica l  
accommodation but a l so a new be l i ef, born of defeat, that the powerfu l 
wh ite ways m ust be superior. When Bourne d ied i n  1 68 2 ,  h i s  successor 
as Protestant m i n i ster was an I nd ian ,  S i mon Popmonet, son of Bourne's 
o ld  a l l y  Pau pmu n n uck.  Th is was a fu rther s ign that the I ndians were wi l l 
ing ly givi ng u p  their  o l d  ways for the new fa ith . 

"Plantation" status. Once the South Sea I nd ian P lantation had 
been establ i shed, its i n habitants' c l a im  to the i r  land rested on a written 
deed and on Eng l i sh  law rather than on any aborig ina l  sovereignty. L i ke 
other "p lantations" i n  New England,  the commun ity at Mashpee was a 
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joi nt-ownersh ip  arrangement by a group of "proprietors." Under Engl i sh 
law proprietors were l i censed to develop a vacant portion of land,  re
serv ing part for commons, part for the church,  and part for i nd iv idua l  
ho ld i ngs. Al l  transfers of l and were to be approved col lect ive ly. Th i s  
p lantation-proprietary form, as appl ied to early Cape Cod sett lements 
such as Sandwich and Barnstable,  was i ntended to evolve qu ickly i nto a 
townsh ip where freemen held ind iv idual  private property and were rep
resented in the General Court of the colony. The white p l antations 
around Mashpee did evo lve d i rect ly i nto towns. From the late seven
teenth century on the i r  common lands were converted into private ind i
v idua l  hold i ngs i n  fee s imple .  Mashpee fo l lowed the same course, but 
more s lowly. As l ate as 1 830 its lands were the jo int property of proprie
tors . 

For complex h i storica l  reasons Mashpee's progress toward fu l l  c it i 
zensh i p  lagged a lmost two centur ies beh i nd that of i ts neighbors . An 
endur ing  prej udice aga i nst Indians and the i r  supposed l ack of "civi l ity" 
certa i n ly p layed a part, for d u ri ng the early and mid-eighteenth centu ry 
the I nd ian p lantation was governed i n  hum i l iat ing ways by white "guard
ians ." Nonetheless, development toward autonomy, wh i le delayed , d id  
occur. I n  1 763,  after a d i rect appeal to K ing  George I l l ,  Mashpee won 
the right to incorporation as a d i strict, a step on the road to townsh ip 
status and a l i beration from oppressive medd l i ng by wh i te outsiders .  
Then, begi nn ing i n  1 834 and cu lm inating i n  1 870, a series of acts of  the 
Massachusetts legi s lature changed the Mashpee plantat ion i nto an incor
porated town.  Its i nhabitants had overcome the prejudice and paternal
ism that had so long hemmed them in .  They were now fu l l -fledged c i t i
zens of Massachusetts . 

Taking the colonists' side.  From early on the I ndian inhabitants 
of Mashpee gave s igns of active identification with the new white society. 
Dur ing K ing Ph i l i p's War a certa in  Capta in  Amos, probably a Nauset from 
near Sandwich,  led a group of I nd ians aga inst Metacomet. Amos became 
a promi nent i nhabitant of Mashpee after the confl ict ended . A century 
later the d i strict of Mashpee sent a conti ngent to fight in the Revo lution
ary War aga i nst the Brit ish ,  a comm itment of troops even greater than 
that of the surround ing wh ite towns. Rel iable accounts est imate that 
about half the adu lt male popu lation d ied i n  the war. A Mashpee I nd ian,  
Joshua Pocknet, served at  Va l ley Forge with George Wash ington .  At these 
crit ica l moments, therefore, the descendants of the South Sea Ind ians 
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showed someth ing more than s imple acqu iescence under co lon ia l  ru le .  
The i r  enthus iastic patr iot ism strongly suggests that they had identified 
with white society, re l i nqu ish ing any sense of a separate tr ibal pol it ical 
identity. 

Intermarriage. Mashpee's popu lation showed two s ign ificant pe
riods of expans ion . Dur ing the 1 660s and 1 670s there had been an i nfl ux 
of I nd ians from e lsewhere on the Cape. Then after a centu ry of rel ative 
equ i l ibri u m  the popu lation rose aga in  in the 1 760s and 1 7 70s. Census 
f igures are i nexact and subject to interpretation, but it  seems clear that 
before 1 760 the pri nc ipa l  newcomers were a steady tr ickle of New En
gland I nd ians :  Wampanoags from Gay Head and Herri ng Pond, Narra
gansets and Moh icans from Connecticut, Long I s land Montauks.  Immi
gration was restra i ned by the  tutelage of  outside "guard ians," some of 
whom had an i nterest in keeping Mashpee sma l l  so that "unused" Ind ian 
lands cou ld be made ava i lab le for wh ites . After 1 763,  however, the 
newly i ncorporated d i str ict opened its borders to a variety of new sett lers .  
A few wh ites entered b y  marriage but mainta i ned a separate lega l status .  
Thei r progeny, i f  one  parent was  Ind ian ,  cou ld become proprietors . At 
least one wh ite man "went native," l iv ing in a wigwam-j ust as the In
d ian  res idents of Mashpee were abandon i ng the l ast of theirs .  Four Hes
s ian mercenaries stayed on after the Revo l utionary War and married 
Mashpee women .  It is recorded that they accepted I nd ian manners. 

The 1 7 76 census counted fou rteen "negroes" in a tota l popu lation 
of 341 . S ign if icant i ntermarriage with freed black sl aves occurred i n  th i s  
period, but  i t  i s  d ifficu l t  to  say how much s i nce common par l ance, re
flected in the census, sometimes mixed d iverse peoples of brownish sk in  
co lor i n  categories such as " Ind ian ," "mu latto," or "negro." I ntermarriage 
between blacks and I nd ians  was encouraged by a common soc ia l  mar
g ina l ity and by a relative shortage of men among the Ind ians and of 
women among the b lacks.  The loca l rac ia l  m ix  a l so inc l uded Cape Verde 
is landers and exot ic imports resu lt ing from the employment of Mashpee 
men i n  the far-fl ung  sa i l i ng  trades and women i n  domestic service: a 
Mexican and an Ind ian  from Bombay are mentioned i n  the written 
sources . 

By 1 789 Mashpee's wh ite m i n i ster, the Reverend G ideon Hawley, 
had become so concerned about Mashpee bei ng overrun by bl acks and 
foreigners that he engineered a return to p lantat ion status,  with h i mse lf  
as  guard ian  of the town's th reatened authentic ity. Th is  retu rn to a restric-
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t ive paterna l ism was a setback for Mashpee's abi l ity to grow and develop 
into a d i st i nctive, independent nonwh ite community. It was not unt i l  the 
1 840s, after a long conf l ict with Hawley's successor, the Reverend Ph in
eas F ish ,  that loca l leaders fina l ly rid themselves of outside tutelage . The 
struggle for c i t izensh ip  had been s lowed but not stopped . By the ti me of 
the fi na l  transit ion from p lantation to townsh i p  status in the fou r  decades 
after 1 830 the American cit izens of Mashpee had become a complex 
mix-"colored" i n  contemporary par lance-that i nc l uded severa l Amer
ican I nd ian ,  black, and foreign ingred ients . 

Mashpee becomes a town. I n  1 834, fo l lowing a popu lar rebel 
l ion  aga inst the outs ide authority of  the Presbyterian m in i ster F ish,  d istrict 
status was aga in  accorded by the Massach usetts Genera l  Court .  The 
Mashpee were no longer wards of the state and, l i ke other towns, were 
governed by th ree e lected selectmen .  But fu l l  c i t izensh i p  d id  not fol low, 
large ly  because the proprietors of Mashpee wished to preserve trad it ional 
restra i nts on the sale of lands to outsiders.  Leaders such as Daniel  Amos 
argued that many i nhabitants of Mashpee were not yet ready for the re
spons ib i l it ies of c it izensh i p  and u nrestricted property rights. They might 
sel l  the i r  lands i r respons ib ly or be maneuvered into debt; the community 
wou ld  be invaded and broken up .  I n  practice the enta i lment on property 
d id  not sea l off Mashpee from growth.  To qua l ify as a landowner one had 
to trace ancestry to at least one Ind ian proprietor; and by the mid
n i neteenth century qu ite a few indiv idua ls  around the Cape cou ld make 
th is  c la im .  I n  1 84 1-42,  at the urging of I nd ian entrepreneurs such as 
Solomon Attaqu i n ,  who had returned to Mashpee with the end of "state 
tute l age, most of the d i strict's common lands were d ivided among its 
ind iv idua l  proprietors-men, women,  and ch i ldren . Lands cou ld  now 
be free ly bought and sold, but sti l l  on ly  among proprietors . 

Th is  progress d id not go u ncontested . Mashpee was d ivided among 
those who, l i ke Attaqu i n-self-made men reflect ing the era's domi nant 
la i ssez-fa i re capita l i st ethos-wanted to move qu ickly to remove all bar
riers to ind iv idual  i n it iat ive and others who wanted to move more s lowly 
or who saw in  the o ld p lantation enta i lments a guarantee of commun ity 
i ntegrity. In 1 868 matters fi na l ly came to a head . A petit ion to the Gen
era l Court from two of Mashpee's th ree se lectmen and twenty-n ine res i
dents requested an end to al l  land-sa le restrict ions and the granti ng of 
fu l l  state and federa l  voti ng r ights.  Th is petit ion was promptly countered 
by a "remonstrance" s igned by the th i rd se lectman and fifty-seven Mash-
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pee res idents u rg ing that the d i str ict's status not be a ltered . A publ ic hear
i ng was ca l led to a i r  the d iffer ing v iews . 

The hear ing, which took p lace i n  ear ly 1 869, marks a crucia l  turn i ng 
poi nt i n  Mashpee h istory. Records of its d isagreements offer a rare access 
to a d iversity of local voices and opi n ions .  Those who spoke in favor of 
the proposed changes evoked centu ries of degrad ing state tutel age and 
second-c lass status .  I t  was t ime, they sa id,  for Mashpee i nhabitants to be 
fu l l  c i t izens, to stand on the i r  own .  I f  th is  meant that some wou ld fai l  or 
be d isp laced from the i r  lands,  so be it .  They spoke a l so of the commer
c ia l  advantages to the region of making portions of its l and ava i lab le for 
outside capital i nvestment. Representatives of Mashpee's "colored non
proprietors" (a status that gave certa i n  m u lattoes and b lacks a l l  r ights of 
proprietors h i p  except title to land) a l so favored the changes in lega l sta
tus .  As va l ued members of the comm u n ity they fe lt the restriction on 
landhold ing  to be an i n su lt and a rem i nder of an i nfer ior cond ition they 
had in every other  respect left beh ind .  

Others opposed the  changes . They a rgued that the  i nfl ux of  outs ide 
capita l  wou ld be a very m i xed b lessi ng, and without the present protec
t ions many who were not wea lthy and wise to the ways of busi ness 
wou ld soon be d i sp laced . They wou ld find themselves, in the words of 
one speaker, "ducking and dodgi ng from one c ity to another, and gai n  
n o  res idence." Some proprietors d id  not th ink  the right to vote i n  state 
and federa l  e lections worth the r isk; the present system, prov id ing rea l 
control over Mashpee's government, seemed suffic ient to loca l needs .  
The Reverend Joseph Amos ( "B l i nd joe " Amos), the communi ty's most 
i nfl uenti a l  spi r i tual  voice and leader of a successfu l I nd ian Baptist move
ment th ree decades earl ier, opposed the changes. He said that another 
generation of preparation was needed before the proposed step cou ld 
safe ly  be taken . Solomon Attaqu i n ,  who owned the Hotel Attaq u i n ,  a 
renowned hunt ing lodge in Mashpee, spoke for abandon i ng the d i strict's 
spec ia l  status .  H e  evoked a l ife long dream of fu l l  c it izensh ip  and equa l
ity, a dream shared with others i n  the commun i ty. Those who had worked 
long and hard for th is  day shou ld not have to d ie without gain i ng the 
status of free men in the commonwea l th and the nation .  

A vote was taken . E ighteen favored part ic i pat ion i n  federa l and state 
e lections, e ighteen were opposed . The remova l of land restrictions was 
sharply rejected, twenty-s ix  to fou rteen .  Despite th is  vote by a m i nority 
of the tota l popu lation the recorded d i scussions c lear ly showed a con
sensus in  favor of u l timate ly  end i ng Mashpee's spec ia l  status,  with d is-
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agreements on ly on the ti m ing. The Massachusetts General Court, rec
ogn iz ing th is  fact and more impressed by Mashpee's "progressive" 
voices, in 1 870 forma l ly abol ished the status of "Mashpee proprietor." 
A l l  l ands were henceforth held in fee s imp le  with no restrictions on a l ien
ation .  A l l  res idents, whatever the i r  ancestry, now enjoyed equa l status 
before the l aw. The transfer of town lands to outsiders began immed i
ately. 

Th is  turn i ng po int marked the end of Mashpee's d i st inctive institu
tiona l status stemm i ng from its I nd ian past. Though the commun ity was 
d ivided on the change, the most dynam ic, forward-looking leaders fa
vored it ;  whatever thei r hes itations on t iming, commun ity members wi l l
i ngly embraced thei r future as Massachusetts and Un ited States c itizens .  

Assimilation. During the years between 1 870 and the 1 920s In
dians throughout the nation were forced to abandon tr iba l  organizations 
and to become indiv idual  c it izen-farmers, workers, and busi nessmen . 
Th is  was the period of the Dawes Act with its extensive l and-a l lotment 
projects west of the Miss i ssi ppi . Not unti l the twenties was there much 
evidence anywhere of tri ba l  dynam ism.  Mashpee res idents conti nued to 
l ive as before, working as hunting and fish ing gu ides, servants, and la
borers i n  various trades. The town remained a backwater. To find steady 
work people often had to move to nearby towns or even farther afield . 
The h i storical record conta ins l i tt le evidence of any d ist i nctly Ind ian l ife 
in  Mashpee before the Wampanoag revival movements of the twenties. 
The town apparently d id not undergo any major demographic or soc ia l  
changes and remai ned a rather cohes ive commun ity of  long-term resi
dents, most of whom were of vary ing degrees of I nd ian descent. S ignifi
cantly, between 1 905 and 1 960 the category " Indian" d isappeared from 
Mashpee's federa l  census records .  The more than two hundred ind ivid
uals who had previous ly been so c l assified were now l i sted as either 
"colored" (d isti nct from "negro") or  "other." Only in  1 970 wou ld they 
aga in  be cal led Indian . In the eyes of the state the majority of Mashpee's 
i nhabitants were s imp ly  Americans of color. 

Some of these Americans part ic ipated in the found ing of the Wam
panoag Nation in the late twenties. At that t ime various more-or- less the
atrical reviva l s  of I nd ian institutions were under way. People in Mashpee 
showed i nterest, but the da i ly  l ife and government of the town were not 
materia l l y  affected . The Wampanoags d id  not, l i ke many other Indian 
groups in  the th i rties, take advantage of the turnaround in  po l icy at  John 
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Col l ier's Bu reau of Ind ian  Affa i rs (B IA) to reorgan ize themse lves as a fed
era l l y  recogn i zed "tr iba l "  u n it .  The new sense of lnd ianness around 
Mashpee was a matter of county fa i r l i ke powwows, costumes, and fo l k
lor ic dances. 

The i nd iv idua l s  of I nd ian ancestry from Mashpee who fi led su it  i n  
1 976 were American c it izens s i m i lar  to I r ish- o r  Ita l ian-Americans with 
strong ethn ic attach ments .  I nd iv idua ls  such as Earl M i l l s and John and 
Russe l l  Peters had s imp ly  taken advantage of the latest wave of pan
I nd i an reviva l i sm and the prospect of fi nanc ia l  ga i n  to constitute them
se lves as a Mashpee Tri be .  Mashpee's d i st i nctive h i story was in fact a 
story of I nd ian-Chr ist ian remnants who over the centu ries had repeated ly  
given u p  the i r  customs and sovereignty. The i rs had been a long, hard 
struggle for equa l ity and respect i n  a mu lt iethn ic  America . 

Vicky M. Costa 

Vicky Costa is seventeen years old; her father is Portuguese, her 
mother Indian .  She considers herself an Indian.  She looks like any Amer

ican teenager. 
Q. : How do you know you 're an Indian ? A . :  My mother told me. 
She speaks softly. judge Skinner asks her to speak up so the court 

can hear. "Th ink of yourself shouting across a field to those people;' in
dicating the jury, "over there:' (The "field" is a courtroom cluttered with 
lawyers ' tables, paper.s, documents, items of evidence.) 

Vicky Costa does not shout, and everyone listens closely. She tells 
about the values she is currently learning in Mashpee: "To walk on 
Mother Earth in balance, and to respect every living thing:' 

Q. : How often do you dance ? A . :  All the time. Q. :  When did you 
dance most recently ? A . :  Last n ight. 

She describes her Indian dancing. She says she first learned at a 

powwow "a long time ago:' Now she attends powwows regularly. 
She names the dances : animal names, "blanket dance;' "fancy 

dance." In the "round dance" they turn and dance to the good and bad 

spirit, moving in both directions so neither of the spirits will be offended. 
Is there music ? Singing? just the round-dance song. The purpose of the 
animal dances ? To imitate the animals, mocking them. To thank the Cre
ator for that animal. 

(The mood in these questions and answers is conversational, quiet. 
Is it partly because this time Ann Gilmore of the plaintiffs '  trial team is 
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conducting the examination ? It is one of the rare moments in the trial 
when a woman speaks directly with another woman . For whatever rea
sons the prevailing sense of contest and performance is gone.) 

Costa testifies that she has been studying what she calls the "Wam
panoag language" for one-and-a-half years . She says that as a girl she 
had to go to the Baptist church but now believes in Indian values . 

On cross-examination she assents to hostile questions with the dev
astating American teenage shrug: "Yeah . . .  yeah . . .  yeah . .  :' 

History II 

The case aga inst the Mashpee p la i ntiffs was based on a read ing of 
Cape Cod h istory. Documents were gathered, interpreted, and arranged 
in a coherent sequence. The story emerged of a sma l l  mixed commun ity 
fight ing for equa l i ty and c itizensh i p  wh i le  abandoni ng, by choice or 
coercion,  most of i ts  aborig ina l  heritage. But a d ifferent, a l so coherent, 
story was constructed by the p la intiffs, d rawi ng on the same documen
tary record . In th i s  account the res idents of Mashpee had managed to 
keep a l ive a core of Ind ian ident ity over three centuries agai nst enormous 
odds.  They had done so in supple,  sometimes surreptit ious ways, a lways 
attempting to contro l ,  not reject, outside infl uences. 

The plague. Aborigi na l ly  the concept of tr ibe has l itt le  mean ing. 
The "pol it ica l "  institutions of Native American groups before contact 
with Eu ropeans varied widely. Cape Cod I nd ian groupi ngs seem to have 
been f lex ib le ,  with s ign ificant movement across territories. Communi t ies 
formed and reformed . In th is  context it is unc lear whether the elders of 
loca l vi l lages or sachems or  supreme sachems shou ld be identified as 
"tri ba l "  leaders. These i nd ividua ls  had supreme power in some situa
tions, l i m ited authority i n  others . The plague was a d i saster, but it d id not 
dec imate the Cape to the extent that it did the Plymouth area. In any 
event the response of the su rvivors at Mashpee, regrouping to form a 
cohesive u n it, was a trad it ional po l it ica l response, a lbeit to an unusual  
emergency. Wri tten sources reflect on ly  the v iews of wh ites, such as the 
evange l ist Bourne, who saw h i s  "praying I nd ians" paterna l i st ica l l y  as 
passive rem nants. The i ntentions of leaders such as Paupmunnuck and 
h i s  k in  are not recorded . 

Thus it is anachron istic to say that the commun ity gathered at what 
wou ld l ater be cal led Mashpee was not a tr ibe .  It is wel l  known that the 
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pol it ica l  i n st itutions of many bona fide American I nd ian "tribes" actua l l y  
emerged d u ring the  n i neteenth and  twentieth centuries in  response to 
white expectations and power. Neat analytic categories such as "pol it ica l 
organ izat ion," "k insh ip," " re l ig ion," and "economy" do not reflect Ind ian 
ways of see i ng th i ngs. The s imp le  fact rema ins that Bourne's South Sea 
I nd ian  P lantation was a d iscrete commun ity of Cape Cod I nd ians l iv ing 
on trad it ional  I nd ian land-an arrangement that, th rough many mod ifi
cations, su rvived u nti l the m id-twentieth centu ry. 

Conversion to Christianity. Accounts of convers ion as a process 
of "giving up o ld ways" or "choos ing a new path" usua l ly  reflect a wish
fu l evange l i sm rather than the more complex rea l it ies of cu ltura l  change, 
res istance, and trans lation . Recent ethnoh i storical  scholarsh i p  has 
tended to show that Native Americans' response to Chr ist ian ity was syn
cret ic over the long run, a lmost never a rad ica l  either-or choice. More
over, in s ituations of d rastica l ly u nequa l  power, as on Puritan Cape Cod, 
one shou ld expect the fam i l iar  response of colon ized persons : outward 
agreement and i n ner  res istance. 

The d i s ru ptions caused by d isease, trade,  and m i l itary conquest 
were extreme.  A l l  I nd ian  soc iet ies had to adjust, and they deve loped 
varyi ng strategies for do ing so. Some passed through revita l ization move
ments in the late e ighteenth and ear ly n i neteenth centuries, led by mes
s ian ic  figures : the Delaware Prophet or Handsome Lake .  These move
ments i ncorporated Christ ian featu res in a new "trad it iona l "  rel igion . 
Other groups renewed native cu l ture by us i ng Christian ity for thei r own 
purposes. The wh ite man's re l ig ion cou ld  be added on to trad itiona l  de
ities and rites . Be l iefs that appeared contrad ictory to Pu ritan evange l i sts 
coexisted i n  da i ly  l i fe .  Nat ive American rel ig ions are genera l l y  more to l
erant, pragmat ic ,  and i nc l us ive than Christ ian i ty, a strongly evange l ica l ,  
exc lus ive fa ith . 

Th is  is not to say that groups such as the South Sea Indians d id  not 
embrace Chr ist ian ity in good fa ith or find there a source of spi r itua l  
strength . I t  i s  on ly  to  caution aga inst the  either-or logic of  conversion as 
seen by the outsiders whose accounts domi nate the written record . The 
ga i n  of Chr ist ian bel i efs d id not necessari ly  mean the loss of I nd ian spi r
i tual ity. I t  i s  easy to be i mpressed by surface transformations of c loth ing 
and pub l ic  behavior  and to forget that conti nuous k in ties and l i fe on a 
fam i l ia r  p iece of land a l so carry potent " re l igious" va l ues . 

Adopt ing Christ ian ity i n  Mashpee was not mere ly  a survival strategy 
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i n  an i nto lerant, host i l e  environment. The fa ith of the "pray ing Ind ians" 
kept a d i st i nct ly  i nd igenous cast. Begin n i ng with Richard Bourne's suc
cessor, S imon Popmonet, I nd ian m i n i sters in Mashpee preached in Mas
sachusett, a pract ice that conti n ued throughout the e ighteenth century. 
When white m i ss ionaries were imposed from outs ide, they were forced 
to use some Massachusett or to compromise,  l i ke G ideon Hawley, who 
conducted b i l i ngual services in tandem with a respected I nd ian pastor, 
Solomon Briant.  Moreover, the h i storical record before 1 850 is fi l l ed with 
confl ict between authoritar ian m i ss ionaries and I nd ian church members .  
Hawley, who served from 1 75 7  to 1 807,  progressive ly a l ienated h i s  pa
r ish ioners, espec ia l l y  after Solomon Br iant's death in 1 775 . H i s  succes
sor, Ph i neas F i sh ,  lost v i rtua l l y  a l l loca l support and in 1 840, after a pro
tracted struggle, was physica l l y  ejected from the Old I nd ian Meet ing 
House by i rate I nd ian Chri sti ans.  

Bapt ist reviva l i sm had a l ready won over most of the congregation, 
a change t ied to a pol it ica l  assert ion of Indian power. As i n  many nat iv ist 
revita l izat ion movements, an Ind ian  outsider took a lead ing ro le-i n  th i s  
case Wi l l iam Apes, a young Pequot Baptist preacher. B l i nd joe Amos had 
a l ready acq u i red a larger fo l lowing for h i s  a l l - Ind ian Bapt ist meet i ngs 
than the Congregationa l i st m i n ister, F i sh .  

The s ituat ion was vo lat i l e .  Apes, a f irebrand with a v i s ion  of  u n ited 
act ion by "colored" peoples agai nst wh ite oppressors , stimu lated a 
Masphee " Declaration of Independence" i n  1 833  on behalf  of a sover
e ign Mashpee Tri be .  (Th i s  was one of the few ti mes before the twentieth 
centu ry that the word tribe appears in the h i stor ical  record . )  The effect of 
the declaration and of the pol it ical  maneuvers that ensued was to wrest 
control of the town's re l ig ion from the outsider F ish,  rec la im ing the Meet
i ng House and funds from Harvard U n ivers i ty support ing I nd ian Chris
t ian ity for the majority fa ith, which was now Bapt ist. Mashpee returned 
to d i strict status, free of outs ide governors. 

Over the centu ries I nd ians in Mashpee fought to keep contro l fi rst of 
the i r  Presbyter ian and then the i r  Bapt ist i nstitutions .  Rel igion was a po
l i t ical as we l l  as a spir i tua l  issue. Wel l  i nto the 1 950s the New England 
Bapti st Convention habitua l ly referred to Mashpee as "our Ind ian 
church ." The exact nature of Mashpee Christ ian bel ief and practice over 
the centu ries is  obscure .  The h i storical record does not i nform us, for 
example,  of exactly what took p lace in B l i nd joe Amos' i nsurgent Bapti st 
services dur ing the 1 830s; but even the part ia l  written record makes i t  
c lear that Chr ist ian ity in Mashpee, symbo l ized by the Old Ind ian Meet-
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i ng  House, was a s ite of local  power and of res istance to outs iders. At 
recurr ing interva l s  it was a focus of open ly  I nd ian ,  or "tr iba l ," power. 

"Plantation" status. Leaders of the South Sea Ind ians probably 
recogn i zed, with Bourne, that t i t le to land under white law was needed 
if it was not to be despo i led by an aggressive colonization ; but seven
teenth-centu ry Engl i sh  proprietary forms did not u ndu ly  restr ict the i r  abi l 
i ty  to function as an I nd ian commun i ty. Co l lective ownersh ip  of  l and, 
with ind iv idual  use r ights, cou ld be mai nta i ned . The legal status that to 
some appeared an i m ped i ment to progress i n  fact protected the trad i
t ional l i fe ways of I nd ian proprietors . 

Although eastern I nd ians  were not accorded reservation lands, 
Mashpee's p lantation status created a de facto reservation.  U n l i ke a l l  its 
neighbors Mashpee did not qu ick ly become a town but had the status 
forced on i t  i n  1 869 .  The p lantation was widely considered to be I nd ian  
land he ld  col lective ly  i n  a d i st i nctive manner. The reasons for keeping 
Mashpee "backward," a pup i l  of the state, were often rac ist and pater
nal i st; but from the v iewpoint  of a sma l l  group strugg l ing to mai nta in  its 
col lective identity, the proprietorsh ip  arrangement was an effective way 
of having lega l status wh i l e  a l so ma inta i n i ng a d i fference. Wh i le there 
was i nterna l  d isagreement at times, the majority of Mashpee proprietors 
cons i stent ly favored keeping the p lantation land system . Th is  was 
changed on ly  by legi s lat ive fiat in 1 969, aga i nst the i r  expressed wishes. 
Unt i l then an  "archaic" status had been effective ly  used to preserve In
d ian lands in a col lective form through rap id ly  changing  t imes. The land
c la im  s u it a i med to restore a situation i l lega l l y  a l tered by the Massachu
setts legis lature .  

Taking the colonists' side. The fact that some South Sea I nd ians 
fought aga inst Metacomet in King Ph i l i p's War does not prove that they 
were abandon ing  the i r  I nd ian sovere ignty or i ndependence. More d id  
not fight, and the motivations of  those who d id  are a matter of  specu la
tion . There was noth i ng new about I nd ians making war on other Ind ians .  
Moreover they may have had l i ttl e  choice. Pur itan authorit ies were on 
the warpath , and even " loya l "  I nd ians were pun ished duri ng and after 
the war by loss of lands and s l avery. 

As for the war aga i nst England, aga in  we shou ld be wary of imputing 
motives . The Mashpee I nd ians who served i n  the Revo l utionary Army 
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may not have done so pr imari ly  as "American" patriots . They were, 
among other th ings, rebe l l ing aga i nst the authority of thei r missionary 
Hawley, an ardent Tory. Moreover, as Indian status has evolved i n  the 
Un ited States, i t  has been lega l ly recogn ized that the privi leges of c iti
zensh ip  ( i nc l ud ing the dec is ion to un ite i n  war agai nst a common enemy) 
do not contrad ict other arrangements estab l i sh ing specia l  group identity 
and status.  One can be fu l l y  a c itizen and fu l l y  an I nd ian .  

To expect Cape Cod Ind ians to  ho ld  themselves apart from the  h is
tor ical  cu rrents and confl icts of the domi nant soc iety wou ld be to ask 
them to commit  su ic ide. Survival i n  changing c i rcumstances meant par
t ic i pation , wherever poss ib le  on their own terms .  Stay ing separate or un
involved wou ld  be to yield to the dangerous fantas ies of protectors, l i ke 
Hawley, who worked to keep the Mashpee pure-and under h i s  tutelage . 
The i n hab itants of Mashpee aga in  and aga in  res i sted th is  restrictive "au
thentic i ty." The record confi rms that they wanted integrity but never i so
lation . 

Intermarriage. There was a good deal of rac ia l  m ixing i n  Mash
pee, but the exact extent is  hard to determ ine, given the sh i ft ing cate
gories of d ifferent censuses and doubts about how race was actual ly mea
sured . Mashpee was a refuge for m i sfits, refugees, and marginal  groups. 
At certa i n  times a natu ra l a l l iance aga inst dominant white society formed 
between the town's Ind ian "su rvivors" and newly freed blacks. The cru
cial i ssue is  whether the core Ind ian commun ity absorbed the outsiders 
or were themselves absorbed i n  the American melt ing pot . 

H istorical evidence supports the former concl usion . S i nce whites 
and people of co lor who sett led in Mashpee during the e ighteenth and 
most of the n i neteenth centu ries cou ld  not become proprietors, th is  l im
ited the i nf lux;  non- I ndians remained a sign ificant but sma l l  m inority. 
Ch i ld ren with one Ind ian parent cou ld become fu l l  commun ity mem
bers . Intermarriage frequentl y occu rred , and thus the pur ity of Ind ian 
blood was much d i l uted ; but the lega l and soc ia l  structure consistently 
favored Ind ian identification . With land enta i l ment and the maintenance 
of c lose k in  ties among property holders a core was mainta ined . In any 
event blood is  a debatable measure of identity, and to arrive at quotas for 
determ in ing "tri ba l"  status is a lways a prob lematic exerc ise. There are 
federa l l y  recogn ized tri bes as mixed as the Mashpee, and organ ized I n
d ian groups vary widely i n  the amount of traceable ancestry they actua l ly  
requ i re for membersh ip .  
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Ethnoh istorical stud ies show that in  New England the mixing of d if
ferent commun ities was common wel l  before the P i lgr ims' arriva l .  Adop
tion was frequent, and it  was customary to captu re and i ncorporate op
ponents in war. I nd ians were in th i s  respect color b l i nd .  In colon ia l  ti mes 
a large number of wh ite captives stayed with thei r captors, adopt ing In
d ian ways, some even becomi ng ch iefs . Mashpee's later openness to out
s iders-as long as the newcomers i ntermarried and conformed to I nd ian 
ways-was a conti nuation of an abor ig ina l  trad it ion , not a loss of d i st i nct 
identity. 

I n  1 859,  after more than a century of i ntermarriage and sporad ic  
population growth (the d i l ut ion of  Ind ian stock lamented by the miss ion
ary Hawley), a deta i led report by the commiss ioner for I nd ian affa i rs , 
John Earle, offered a census of the "Marshpee Tribe" that inc l uded 3 7 1  
"nat ives" and 3 2  "foreigners ." The latter were people l iv ing o n  the land 
without proprietary r ights and not l i neal  descendants of I nd ians .  They 
were descri bed as "Africans" and "colored ." Only  one "wh ite" was 
l i sted . The names of "natives" l isted on the 1 85 9  census served in the 
tria l  as a benchmark of cont inuous "tr iba l "  k insh i p  t ies.  

Mashpee becomes a town. There is strong documentary evi
dence that most of the proprietors between 1 834 and 1 869 wanted to 
hold on to Mashpee's spec ia l  land restr ict ions . Commissioner Ear le as
serts th i s  in h i s  report. " Progress ives" such as Attaqu i n  were more voca l ,  
a n d  their  testimony t h u s  receives more we ight i n  t h e  record than the less 
artic u late majority who in 1 869 voted dec is ive ly  agai nst townsh i p  status .  
Spokesmen (note how few female voices are "heard" by h i story, a lthough 
the ro le of women at the center of comm u n ity l i fe was undoubted ly cru
c ia l )  such as B l i nd Joe Amos and h i s  brother Dan iel  u rged postponing the 
trans it ion . They argued that most people i n  Mashpee were too " imma
tu re," not "ready" to d i spose of thei r  land i nd iv idua l ly. G ive us  just one 
more generat ion,  Danie l  Amos asked in  the 1 830s.  His brother asked the 
same th ing  in the late 1 860s. What do these arguments s ign ify? 

For those who see Mashpee's "development" and ass im i l at ion as 
i nevitable,  such statements requ i re no interpretation : they s imply show 
that even the trad it iona l i sts i n  Mashpee were ready eventua l l y  to give up 
the i r  spec ia l  status .  But th is  i s  to  assume the h i storical outcome. The 
I nd ian proprietors of Mashpee va lued commun ity i ntegrity and possessed 
effective pub l i c  and i nformal leadersh ip .  They had shown m uch strength 
and i n i t iat ive in deal i ng with the i r  var ious "protectors ." The early h istor-
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ica l  record reveals  a steady stream of petit ions- 1 748, 1 75 3 ,  1 760-on 
beha l f  of the "poor I nd ians of Marshpee ca l led the South Sea Ind ians" 
protest ing abuses by the agents appoi nted to watch over them . More 
recently they had successfu l ly asserted the i r  autonomy aga inst the m is
s ionaries Hawley and F i sh .  They were hard ly  " immature." Yet throughout 
the mid-n i neteenth century Mashpee proprietors temporized, hesi tated 
in the face of an " i nevitable" progress .  The i r  ab i l ity to protect the i r  com
mun ity from the coerc ions and enticements of wh ite society was evi
dently precious to them . 

The mod ified p lantation status they had secured i n  1 834 gave them 
a way of keeping col lect ive control over land and immigration wh i l e  not 
isolati ng the commun ity from interaction with the surround ing society. 
Even the "a l lotment" of lands sanctioned at that t ime reproduced an abo
r igi na l  l and arrangement. Parcels were trad itiona l l y  given to fam i l ies for 
exc l us ive use wh i le u l ti mate col lective ownersh ip  was mainta i ned .  ( I n  
1 834, moreover, th ree thousand acres were formal ly kept as  common 
land . )  Conti n u i ng enta i l ments on land sales outside the commun ity guar
anteed a flex ib le  n i neteenth-centu ry tr iba l i sm.  I n  th is context pub l ic  ar
guments about Mashpee's " i mmatu rity" shou ld be seen as ways of ad
d ress i ng an outs ide audience, the Massachusetts Genera l  Court, which 
st i l l  thought of the p lantation as a ward of the state and which had a l 
ready decided and aga in  wou ld arbitrar i ly dec ide i t s  fate. I t  wou ld be 
impol i t ic in address ing th is  body to say that Mashpee rejected fu l l  town
sh ip  status in the name of a d i st i nctive v is ion of Ind ian commun ity and 
c itizensh ip .  An argument for delay couched in  paterna l i st rhetoric was 
more l i ke ly  to succeed . 

Th is  i nterpretat ion of the debates i n  1 869 is at least as p laus ib le as a 
l itera l read ing of the recorded publ ic  utterances . Mashpee, l i ke Ind ian 
commun ities throughout the i r  recent h istory, was spl it between modern
ists and trad it iona l i sts . The tradit iona l i sts prevai led in the vote, but the 
modern ists swayed the authorit ies. In changing Mashpee's l and enta i l 
ment the  legi s lature v io lated both s imp le  democracy and the  Federal 
Non-I ntercourse Act of 1 790. But even the forced change-although it 
u lt imate ly  brought much land i nto non- I nd ian hands-was not fatal .  The 
Mashpee I nd ians used the i r  new imposed status as they had thei r former 
one. For a l most a centu ry local government was kept firm ly in the hands 
of a c lose ly  i nterre lated group of town officers. Mashpee remained "Cape 
Cod's Ind ian Town ." 
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Assimilation. The Mashpee I nd ians did not "ass im i l ate." The 
term's l i near, e i ther-or connotations cannot account for reviva l ism and 
for changes in the cu ltu ra l  and pol it ical  c l imate between 1 869 and 1 960. 
There have been better and worse times in the U n ited States to be pub
l ic ly  I nd ian .  The late n i neteenth and early twentieth centur ies were 
among the worst. Government pol icy strongly favored tr ibal term i nation 
and the d ispersa l of col lective l ands . It was not u nti l the late 1 920s that 
the fa i l u re of a l lotment schemes was recogn ized and a " New I nd ian Po l 
icy" instituted at  the  BIA that favored tr ibal reorganizat ion . If  there is  l i tt le  
evidence i n  the h i storical record of "triba l "  l ife i n  Mashpee between 
1 869 and 1 920, it is no su rprise. Many groups a l l  over the nation that 
wou ld emerge later as tri bes kept a low profi le  du ri ng these years . Mash
pee seemed to be s imp ly  a s leepy town run by Ind ians, known for its 
good hunt ing and fis h i ng .  There was no pol it ica l  need or any wider con
text for them to d i sp lay the i r  l nd ianness in spectacu lar  ways.  Everyone 
knew who they were. A few attended the Carl i s le  I nd ian School in Penn
sy lvan ia  duri ng th i s  period . Trad it ional  myths and stories were to ld 
around k itchen tables; the pi les of  st icks at  Mashpee's " I nd ian  taverns" 
or  "sacr ifice heaps" grew i nto enormous mounds; l i fe c lose to the land 
went o n .  

T h e  h i story o f  I nd i an tribes i n  the U n ited States h a s  been punctuated 
by revival movements . The 1 920s saw the organ ization of the Wampa
noag Nation,  w ith various expl ic i t  tri bal institutions inc lud i ng a supreme 
sachem and a renewed i nterest in  more pub l ic I nd ian d i sp lays:  dances, 
rega l ia, powwows, and the l i ke .  As in a l l  revita l ization movements "out
s ide" i nfluences from other I nd ian  groups p layed a major ro le .  Eben 
Queppish ,  who had once ridden with Buffalo B i l l 's Wi ld  West Show, 
taught trad it ional basket maki ng and on demand donned h i s  Sioux war 
bonnet. I nd iv idua ls  from Mashpee part ic ipated in nationa l l y  known 
groups such as the Thunderb i rd I nd ian  Dancers .  The effects of these re
viva l s  were large ly cu l tura l .  There was l i tt le need for pol it ical  reorgani
zation  i n  Mashpee, for the town was sti l l  governed by an uncha l l enged 
Ind ian majority. Pol it ical  reorgan ization of a more expl ic i t  "tri ba l "  struc
tu re wou ld occu r  dur ing  a l ater reviva l i st period, the ferment spu rred by 
the loss of town contro l  after 1 968.  

L i ke other tri bal groups the Mashpee have been opportun ists, tak ing 
advantage of propit ious h istor ica l  contexts and u ndergoing external i nflu
ences . They have survived as I nd ians because they have not conformed 
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to whi te stereotypes . They have l ived si nce aborig ina l  times i n  a trad i
t ional  loca le .  They have maintai ned thei r own hybrid fa ith . Over the 
centuries they have contro l l ed the rate of i ntermarriage and have fought 
for the pol it ical autonomy of the i r  commun ity. Exp l ic it ly tr ibal pol it ical 
structu res have sometimes been vis ible to the outside world, as i n  1 833 ,  
the  1 920s, and  the  1 970s, bu t  for the most part these structures have 
been informa l .  Often the "tribe" in Mashpee was s imply people decid ing 
th i ngs by consensus, i n  kitchens or at larger ad hoc gatheri ngs where no 
records were kept. The ch ief in  Mashpee, when there was one,  shared 
authority with a variety of respected leaders, women and men . Po l it ics 
was not h ierarch ical  and did not need much in  the way of i nstitutional 
forms. The "tri be" i n  Mashpee was s imp ly  shared I nd ian k insh ip ,  p lace, 
h i story, and a long struggle  for i ntegrity without isolat ion .  Sometimes the 
Baptist parish served as an arm of the tr ibe;  so did the town government. 
When the Mashpee Wampanoag Tribal Counci l ,  I nc .  fi led suit in 1 976, 
it d id so as a new lega l a rm of the tribe. 

Russell Peters 

Dressed in a blue three-piece business suit, Russell Peters is indistin
guishable from a half-dozen lawyers in the courtroom. He is clean-cut, 
and his speech is sprinkled with technocratic jargon : he says "utilize" 
instead of "use;' he "provides input:' Brother of the tribal medicine man, 
John Peters, the witness is president of the Mashpee Wampanoag Tribal 
Council, Inc. 

After graduating from college, Peters did military service in Korea 
and Europe. He then held jobs in Philadelphia and Boston, living away 
from Mashpee for a total of eighteen years. In 1 974 he left a job at 
Honeywell Laboratories and returned to Mashpee to work for the coali
tion for Eastern Native Americans (CENA), a private organization heavily 
dependent on federal funds. At CENA he earned $ 1 4,000, a $9,000 cut in 
salary from his former employment. The project soon ended, and he and 
others were out of work. In 1 974 he participated in the founding of the 
Tribal Council, Inc., becoming its first president. 

Currently Peters is project director of a television series on eastern 
Native Americans. As president of the Tribal Council, Inc ., he receives 
no salary. 

He testifies that the council is "the business arm of the tribe:' It does 
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what the tribe should not do: "No self-respecting tribe would become 
incorporated:' 

He says that before bringing suit on behalf of the Mashpee Indians 
the council was primarily concerned with securing grants from the fed
eral government, usually through CENA, such as the 1 976 grant for aqua

farming. Various employment programs have also been funded. Peters 
mentions a CENA Title 3 Indian project in which his input led to a distinc
tion between Mashpee Wampanoag and Gay Head Wampanoag groups. 

The Tribal Council, Inc., has helped with funds for clearing fifty-five 
acres acquired for tribal use. It has helped organize powwows and a 
clambake to dedicate this first acquisition of tribal land. Peters testifies 
that two unity conferences have been held there in the last year and a 
half. At these events the council participates, but the leaders are the chief 
and the medicine man. 

Currently the council is operating on a $30,000 federal grant. Its 
headquarters is the parsonage. Peters says that he is serving a term as one 
of three members of the parish committee. The council pays $50 or $60 

a month rent for its headquarters . 
Peters admits that there have been conflicts with the ch ief, Earl Mills, 

problems of defining roles; but these are being worked out. Naturally, he 
says, we consulted with our chief in preparing the land-claim suit. 

Since 1 968 Peters has been licensed as a real estate broker, but he 
has sold only a couple of houses .  His wife, a lso a broker, has sold six and 
a few parcels of land. Peters Enterprises, comprising Russell and three 
siblings, developed a fifteen-acre subdivision . Of the five houses built 
two are now occupied by Peters and his brother john, the other three by 

non-Indians . Peters Enterprises no longer functions . 
The witness adds that, with his son, he is involved in the early ex

perimental s tages of developing a new product called "Reflecto-Shield:' 

Russell Peters testifies that he has several times run for public of
fice-the planning board, the board of assessors-but without success. 

Peters is asked about his percentage of Indian ancestry. He cannot 
say. He thinks that h is fa ther, Stephen Amos Peters, came to Mashpee 
sometime before he was born . His father had formerly lived in Boston 

and New Bedford and was involved in real estate. Some of h is fa ther's 
forebears may have lived on Martha's  Vineyard. He cannot trace exactly 
the genealogy he cla ims goes back to 1 859 in Mashpee. His mother, born 
in Georgia and raised in Boston, is not a member of the tribe. He knows 
very little about Blind Joe Amos, a possible relation through his father. 
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Q.:  Had he been substantially involved with the plaintiff group be
fore formation of the Tribal Council? A . :  No, he had been absent for 
almost twenty years.  Had he participated in powwows ? Yes, by attending. 
Like hundreds of others ? No. A Mashpee Indian participates differently. Is 
he a religious person ? No. A traditionalist? Well, traditional  va lues, yes . 
But not exhibited too much. 

The witness is asked about a sworn deposition taken before the trial 
in which he had joked about having to wear a "$200 hippie suit." 

Peters says he is not comfortable wearing Indian regalia . 

History III 

The fol lowing excerpt from the cross-exam ination of Ramona Peters 
by J ames St. C la i r  is quoted d i rect ly  from the tri a l  record . 

Q. : All right. Now, you 've told us that when you've been here, 
with in the last year or two, as I understand it, you have organized a 
singing society comprised roughly of about eight people, is that right?  

A . :  I didn 't say that I organized it. 
Q. : Well, did you ? 
A . :  jointly with another singer. 
Q. : Who is the other s inger? 
A . :  Well, two other singers . 
Q. : Who were the other singers ? 
A . :  Tony Pollard and Earl Mills, ]r. 

Q. : Tony Pollard is the same one that comes from New Bedford? 
A . :  Yes .  
Q. : He is  not  a Mashpee, member of the Mashpee group, is  he?  
A. :  He is  now. 
Q. : He is now? 
A.: The Mashpee group, he lives there. 
Q. : I 'm sorry, I can 't hear you.  
A . :  He lives there now, yes . 
Q. :  He lives there now. He lives in Mashpee, is that right? 
A.: Yes .  

Q. : Therefore, you say he's a member of the Mashpee group because 
he lives in Mashpee? 

A . :  Because you say Mashpee group. 
Q. : All right. You understand that I 'm referring to the pla intiffs in this 

case when I say the Mashpee group ? 
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A . :  No, I 'm sorry. 

The Court: There is a little bit of a problem here. Mr. St. Cla ir 

refuses to say "tribe;' so he says "group;' and we worked th is out 

with Mr. Pocknett yesterday. What he refers to as a group is what 

you refer to as a tribe. Now, the question is, is the gentleman 

from New Bedford part of what you refer to as a tribe? 

The Witness : No. 

Q. (By Mr. St. Clair) :  Now, since you 've been in Mashpee-let's see, 

you returned from Boston about when ? 

A . :  I commuted to Boston.  

Q. : But you spent your time in Boston, as I understrand it. 

A . :  I worked it so I could work at home as practical experience, my 

la tter part of the tra ining program.  

Q. : When you say this s inging society that you, Mr. Pollard, and 

another person organized, when was that done, 1 976 ? 

A . :  Yeah, thereabouts .  

Q. : When you say  you 've been teaching young people, that  is under 

thirty, how to make things such as totems, regalia, traditional clothing 

and giveaways, over what period of time have you been doing th is ? 

A . :  Oh, probably since I was 1 5, there in Mashpee. 

Q. :  No, but I understand you are now engaged in some sort of in-

formal classes . 

A . :  Yes, I 'm doing that now. 

Q. : Is that  right ?  

A . :  Yes .  

Q. : Teaching people to do these things, is that  right? 

A.: Yes .  

Q. : You say  about half of  the members of the group that you would 

call a tribe have participated? 

A . :  In making things with me? 

Q. : Yes .  

A . :  No, I don 't believe I said half. 

Q. : How many people attended these informal classes ? 

A . :  If I include the making of a canoe, that would encompass nearly 

the entire tribe. They all participated in it. 

Q. : Well, you testified that you were engaged in teaching people 

how to make drums, totems, regalia, traditional clothing, and giveaways ?  

A . :  I don 't think I said I teach them, I said we do th is together. 

Q. :  I see. You also conduct a language class ? 
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A. : Tony conducts the class, I attend. 

Q. : You are learning, you are trying to learn the language, right? 

A . :  Yes. 

Q. : That's been within the last year, is that so? 

A. :  That's true. 

Q. : And then you have been conducting informal history classes ? 

A. : Yes .  

Q. : In th is last year? 

A.: Yes, during this last year and other years as well. 

Q. : Well, you told us, did you not, that you've been conducting 

history classes, and about half of the people have shown up ? 

A . :  They are informal  classes and not all done in one place. There is 

no formal thing about it, no students, I don 't call them students, they are 

my people. We talk to each other, therefore, educational teaching hap

pens.  

Q. : You are in the role of a teacher, are you not? 

A . :  No. Sometimes-what do you mean "role of a teacher?" 

Q. : Haven 't you done a lot of study of h istory? 

A . :  I 've done a lot of studying, and I 've been taught, yes . 

Q. : Didn 't you study when you were in Boston, history? 

A . :  I studied museum training, museum-

Q. : Didn 't you tell us you studied history? 

A . :  I told you I did research when I was here, yes . 

Q. : All right. You studied history when you were in college as well, 

didn 't you, too? 

A . :  Sometimes. 

Q. : And you 've done a lot of studying about the people in Mashpee 

recently, haven 't you ? 

A. : Not recently, no. 

Q. : Well, in any event, you were in effect telling others about what 

you had learned, isn 't that right? 

A . :  That is correct. 

Q. : That's because they hadn 't known about it, isn 't that right? 

A . :  Not in all cases, no. 

Q. : Well, if they had already known about it, there would be no 

point in you telling them about it, would there ? 

A . :  We like to talk about ourselves . 

Q. : No, please. If you were telling them about it, it would be be

cause they didn 't know about it, isn 't that  right? 
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A . :  Not a t  all times, no. 

Q. : Well, most of the time, isn 't that  so ? Can 't you answer that ques

tion ? 

A . :  For the young people, yes . 

Q. : Sure. And if it hadn 't been for you, they wouldn 't have known 

anything about it, isn 't that  right? 

A.:  No. 

Q. : I see. You were telling them something they a lready knew? Is 

that  your testimony, Miss Peters ? 

A . :  No. 

Q. : And when you organized the singing society, there wasn 't any

th ing there before that, either, was there, of that nature ?  

A . :  Not the same group, not the same songs . 

Q. : And you had to teach the people how to make drums and to

tems and regalia because they didn 't know how to make them, isn 't that 

right? 

A.:  No. 

Q. : Is it your testimony that they taught you ? 

A . :  Some of them did, yes . 

Q. : I see. You had gone taking courses out West in a program called 

the teepee program, right ?  

A . :  Yes, sir. 

Q. : And then you had gone upstate New York and spent how many 

months ? 

A . :  Nine or ten . 

Q. : Traveling around with groups up there, how long? 

A . :  Well, 1 0  months, 9 months. 

Q. : Would it be unfair for me to suggest, Miss Peters, that you are an 

activist in the Indian movement? 

A.:  What kind of movement?  

Q. : You are not aware of  an Indian movement?  

A . :  There is  an organization that has a name Indian Mov�ment. 

Q. : Is it unfair of me to ask you whether or not you are an activist in 
that group? 

A . :  Unfair? 

Q. : Yes .  

Mr. Tureen : Counsel has not  made clear what group he i s  asking 

about. 

The Court: You are objecting to the question ? 
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Mr. Tureen: I am, your Honor. 

The Court: The objection is sustained to the question in that 

form . 

Q. : You have been very active in Indian affairs, have you not? 

A. : Yes, I have. 

Q. : Principally in the Far West?  

A. :  Well, I was there, but-

Q. : And in upstate New York? 

A . :  Indian affairs of what nature, any particular nature ? 

Q. : Didn 't you tell us you traveled around with a number of Iroquois 

groups ? 

A . :  I traveled around in a spiritual caravan. 

Q. : And you have been personally in Mashpee then for about a year 

now, right?  

A . :  Yes .  

Q. : Now, where you went to  school out  West in  Oklahoma, I assume 

you told people there, the students there, where you came from ? 

A. : Yes .  

Q. : And what group you said you were affiliated with ? 

A . :  Yes .  

Q. : And their knowledge of that group you said you were affiliated 

with was based on what you told them, wasn 't it? 

A.: And a lumni. 

Q. : Well, let's see, your mother went there ? 

A . :  Yes, and Eleanor Sturgis went there. 

Q. : How many people from Mashpee went to Bacone College to 

your knowledge, junior College ? 

A . :  I think five or six. 

Q. : You, your mother, and who ? 

A . :  Eleanor Sturgis . 

Q. : Is she a relative of yours ? 

A . :  No. 

Q. : And who are the others, if you know? 

A . :  Robert Alan Maxim, Gail Marcellino Andras, Errol Hicks, and 

myself. 

Q. : And now, before you went away to school-Incidentally, is that 

a private institution, if you know? 

A . :  Private ? 

Q. : Is it owned and operated by the state or federal government or 

is it owned and operated on a private basis, if you know? 
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A . :  Private. 

Q. : Do you know or are you guessing? 

A . :  I am not sure what they call themselves, Daughters of American 

Revolution, and some Christian organizations involved in it. 

Q. : Let 's see, the Daughters of the American Revolution is not an 

organization that you would associate with Indians, is it ? 

A . :  In our h istory, yes . 

Q. : Pardon ? 

A . :  I said in our history, yes, Wampanoag history-Mashpee Wam

panoag h istory. 

Q. : Daughters of the American Revolution, in your understanding of 

what you say is your history, have an Indian origin ? 

A . :  It is not our h istory, but we were involved with that revolution 

and 1 4 9  of our Mashpee people died in that fighting for your indepen

dence. 

Q. : Fighting for what? 

A. :  Independence. 

Q. : But it is your understanding that the Daughters of the American 

Revolution have an Indian origin or are in some way related to persons 

of Indian descent? 

A.: They embrace me as a member. 

Q. : Pardon ? 

A . :  I said the women that I met that  were involved with the Daugh

ters of American Revolution felt a kinship with me because of the Mash

pee Wampanoags that had died in the war. 

Q. : All right. Now when you attended schools on Cape Cod . . .  

The Experts 

Expert test imony by professional  anth ropologists and h i storians 
p layed a major ro le  i n  the Mashpee tr ia l .  The defense rested much of its 
case on the h i storica l testi mony of a s i ng le scho lar, wh i le the p la i ntiffs 
depended more on anthropologists . I ndeed the tri a l  can be seen as a 
strugg le between h istory and anthropology. 

The pr i nc ipa l  expert witnesses were, for the p la i ntiffs,  james Axte l l ,  
a wel l -known ethno-h istorian ,  and jack Campis i ,  an anth ropologist who 
had written on the Oneida of New York State . They were seconded by 
Wi l l i am Stu rtevant of the Sm ithson ian I nst itution and the Sioux scholar
activist Vi ne Delori a .  Ann Borden Hard i ng, a profess ional  genealogi st, 
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traced at least one ancestor from the 1 859  "Marshpee Tribe" census to 
near ly a l l  the cu rrently c la imed tr ibal members . The defense re l ied on a 
soc io logist, Jean G u i l lem in ,  who had written an ethnography of Micmac 
I ndians in Boston (Gu i l lem i n  1 975) ,  and Franc is Hutch i ns, a h i storian . 
Tra i ned i n  pol it ica l  science and the author of respected works on I ndia,  
H utch ins  had recently sh ifted h is  research to Native American h i story. 

A l l  of the experts gave deta i led testimony whose fine po i nts I cannot 
represent here .  On the stand, as m ight be expected, many subt leties and 
qua l ifications were lost: l awyers pressed the scholars for sharp, unambig
uous opin ions.  As i n  a l l  long tria l s  the sequence of test imony mattered . 
Axte l l 's testi mony from ear ly i n  the proceed ings was on ly  d im ly  remem
bered by the t ime H utch i ns wrapped up the case for the defense. 

I have a l ready summar ized a good dea l of Axte l l 's testimony i n  the 
H istory I I section and that of H utch i ns in H i story I .  Both experts based 
their  test imony on essentia l ly  the same corpus of h i storical documents 
u nearthed by research teams from both camps. The defense, advised by 
Hutch i ns, devoted major resources to h i storica l  research,  bu i ld i ng its 
pos it ive case largely around the presentat ion of a "complete" docu
mented record of Mashpee h istory. 

The p la i ntiffs p laced more re l iance on the ora l  testimony of l iv ing 
Mashpee Ind ians and on anthropologica l accounts of Native American 
l i fe in Mashpee and other comparab le cu ltures. Campis i  d id a sti nt of 
ethnograph ic  "fieldwork" on the Cape, but because of professional and 
budgetary constrai nts he was restricted to short periods of part ic ipant 
observation and i nterv iewing .  (H i s  f ie ldwork was repeated ly parod ied by 
St. C la i r  as "twenty-four days and n ights in Mashpee ." There was occa
s ional  ta l k  of i ssu i ng a subpoena for h i s  f ield notes . )  Campis i  made no 
c la ims for the profess ional adequacy of h i s  research ;  but as a resu l t  of 
what he had seen,  heard, and read, as a professional anthropologist he 
felt able to assert that elements of an Ind ian way of l ife and a rea l i f  
m i n i mal  t r iba l  organ ization d id  exist i n  Mashpee . 

Over strenuous defense objections the crucia l question is posed: 

Campisi:  I believe they are a tribe. 

judge: Your belief is one thing. Is it your professional opinion as an 

anthropologist that they are a tribe? 

Campisi: Yes .  

What does a professional anthropologist mean by tri be? Campisi lists 
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five criteria : ( 1 )  a group of Indians, members by ascription-that is, by 

birth, (2) a kinship network, (3) a clear consciousness of kind- "we" ver

sus "they;' (4) a territory or homeland, and (5) a political leadership. 

Campisi testifies tha t  he asked Indians in Mashpee about their rela

tives and found evidence of "a very close interrelated network of kins

men:' He found "a lot of people who did not live in Mashpee but who 

retained a contact:' Relatives from Falmouth, Marston Mills, Yarmouth, 

Hyannis, even from California regularly return to Mashpee for the 

powwow or other community events .  

Campisi  testifies that  the Mashpee Baptist church is  a force neither 

for nor aga inst cohesion and a sense of Indian identity. The Indian com

munity currently contains Christians and "traditionalists :' While the latter 

probably form a numerical majority, the picture is complicated by syn

cretic relationsh ips between the two belief systems. Asked to define the 

term syncretic he answers with a story about an old Oneida man, a de

vout Baptist, shaking the pumpkin at a water cure and explaining: "Didn 't 

Jesus cure ? Didn 't he give us the power to cure ?" 

He expla ins that events such as the powwows or summer "home

coming" are ways of identifying Mashpees as a distinct group. Although 

the powwow caters to outsiders and tourists, it also operates on other 

more exclus ive levels . Gatherings of this sort have a socia l function, 

drawing together the dispersed community, and also a spiritual, educa

tional  function (their pageants and ceremonies are concerned with moral 

subjects and Indian h istory; they teach reverence for the earth) . Parts of 

the unity conferences are sacred and closed to outsiders . During his visits 

in Mashpee Campisi found evidence of a naming ceremony and planting 

and harvesting ceremonies (informal, at the family level) .  He testifies that 

the yearly herring run (which he has never observed personally) has tra

ditional significance. It is an ecological, socia l, economic, ca lendrical 

event. In cross-examination it emerges that there are more than fifty her

ring runs in Massachusetts, with the taking of fish regulated in ways sim

ilar to those in Mashpee. 

Campisi explains the division of labor between traditionalists (the 

chief and medicine man) and modernists (the Tribal Council, Inc.). He 

tells of other recognized tribes that  do not speak an Indian language. He 

distinguishes "acculturation" from "assimilation:' In the latter process a 

sense of separate identity is lost; but there are different levels of assimi

lation . Behavioral assimilation might include American Indians adopting 

Western clothing: in th is domain Mashpee have adopted many tra its .  
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"There is also the level of cultural assimilation . That is where you alter 

your value systems, your attitudes, where you adopt fully the belief sys

tem of an outside society. To an extent I don 't think that has happened:' 

judge: "I don 't understand the phrase, 'To an extent it hasn 't hap

pened.' Does that mean to an extent it has happened?" 

Campisi:  "Well, I think in certain kinds of values it has happened. 

The value about a market economy: the Mashpees are involved in a mar

ket economy. They go to work, they buy, and they sell, and they own and 

disown, and that is not a cultural va lue we usually attach to aboriginal 

Indian tribes . So that is a value that has changed:' 

Judge: "What about the Baptist affiliation ?" 

Campisi :  "In some ways religion has changed, they have affiliated 

religiously. But then the problem comes that  they have colored the Bap

tist with va lue systems from the past, too, in certain aspects:' 

judge: "What are you referring to when you say tha t?" 

Campisi:  "When you get individua ls who are devoted Baptists who 

also give you viewpoints and va lue systems which are identifiable as 

Mashpee Indian or generically as Indian-" 

Judge: "I haven 't got that clear, yet. What are those value systems 

which you identify as being characteristically Indian which you say are 

retained even among those Mashpees who are Baptist?" 

Campisi: "Well, the attitude with respect to the reverence for the 

earth, which is a large concept that Indian people deal with, that  you use 

the earth and you return to the earth, that  you don 't waste, that you are 

put on the earth not to sustain yourself, and you owe an obligation to 

sustain the earth you are put on :' 

judge: "I don 't mean to be facetious about this, I 'm trying to get it 

defined. Do you see a distinction between a Mashpee Baptist who holds 

these th ings, and, say, a Sierra Club Baptist who feels the same way; is 

there some difference in the attitude?" 

Campisi:  "From what I know about the Sierra Club, they are prob

ably very similar:' 

Judge: "It 's not unique ?" 

Campisi: "It might have been a borrowing from the Indian by the 

Sierra Club:' 

judge: "Or vice versa :' 

Campisi: "Well, s ince they were here before the Sierra Club-" 

Like all the experts at the trial Campisi is pressed to distinguish a 

tribe clearly from an ethnic group. How is it like and unlike the Amish, 
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for example ? First, a tribe has a traceable heritage to aboriginal ancestors . 

And second, it is strongly connected to land, to the fact of being indige

nous .  

(Here as elsewhere the trial's  most conspicuous double bind sur

faces . To sue for land the Mashpee must be a tribe; to be a tribe they must 

have land.) 

Various questions successfully blur the distinction between tribe and 

ethnic group. Is Mashpee volunteer leadership different from that of an 

ethnic group ? No. 

Is anthropology a social science, Mr. Campisi?  Why does Morton 

Fried, a respected authority, write that the concept of tribe is a myth in

vented in the late eighteenth century? What about the categories pro

posed by Elman Service in h is book Profi les in Anth ropo logy : band, tribe, 

chiefdom, s tate ?  Aren 't the Mashpee more like a band? Don 't some an

thropological sources describe them as a band? Isn 't Elman Service a 

respected anthropologist?  What is your framework? Aren 't you making 

up your definitions as you go along? 

And aren 't the Indian ceremonies you describe in Mashpee little 

more than casual gestures ? 

"What I think I 'm trying to say, Mr. St. Clair, is that your gesture may 

be my rite:' 

Anthropological categories ricochet strangely around the court

room. For example kinship:  I suddenly notice that lawyers call their op

posing colleagues "brother:' And totemism:  judge Skinner gets caught up 

in a description of clan structure among the Oneida and its absence in 

Mashpee. Curious, he asks Campisi how the clan is related to the totem. 

A technical discussion ensues about totemic symbols and emblems in 

Iroquois and Algonquian societies . Suddenly some of us notice, just 

above Skinner's head on the wall of the federal courtroom, a large eagle. 

An adversary system of j ustice, the need to make a c lear case to coun
terba lance an oppos ing one,  d i scourages op in ions of a "yes, but," " i t  
depends on how you look at  i t "  k ind .  Experts on the stand were req u i red 
to answer the question : Is there a tri be i n  Mashpee? Yes or no? On cross
exami nation ,  confronted with evidence that the i r  d i sc ip l i nes had no r ig
orous, common ly  accepted defi n i t ions of key categories such as tr ibe, 
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cu l ture,  and accu l tu rat ion, the experts cou ld  only sm i l e  or wi nce and 
st ick to the i r  guns .  3 

Anth ropologi sts speaking as scientif ic experts cou ld not exp la in  to 
the cou rt  that the i rs was a h i stor ica l l y  l im i ted and pol i t ica l l y  enmeshed 
d i sc i p l i ne .  They cou ld not adm it that many fieldworkers were now testi
fy ing in court on behalf  of resurgent ind igenous cultures as part of a post
colon ia l  context govern i ng how researchers from one soc iety cou ld 
represent or "speak for" another group.  (There was a t ime when an an
th ropologist cou ld casua l ly  refer to "my people";  now ind igenous groups 
can speak of "our anthropologist" ! )  On the stand it was d ifficu l t  to exp la in  
that the word tribe cou ld mean d ifferent th i ngs to a scholar d i scuss ing a 
range of aborigi na l  systems, reservation Ind ians of the n i neteenth century, 
and lega l l y  reorgan ized groups of the 1 930s, or that the term was u n l i ke ly 
to mean the same th ing for an author of evolution i st theories writi ng in  
the 1 950s afld an expert eva l uati ng the aspi rations of eastern Ind ian com
mun it ies in the 1 970s . 

Wi l l iam Stu rtevant's test i mony compared various Native American 
tribes. Rather than asserting a sharp defin i t ion of the i nstitution, he por
trayed a f ield of fam i l y  resemblances and loca l h i stories. He suggested 
that it wou ld be s imp l i stic and u nj ust to establ ish a l i st of essentia l "tri ba l "  
attr ibutes aga inst wh ich i nd ividua l  cases cou ld then be checked .4  On 
cross-exami nation th is  flex i b i l ity was made to appear as fuzziness or as 
an opportun ist ic, s l i d i ng set of cr iter ia .  Vine Deloria a l so testif ied to the 
variety of Native American i nstitut ions. Pressed to define tribe he an
swered : "As I use i t  and as I understand other I nd ian people  us ing i t ,  it 

3 .  Lawrence Rosen provides a good overview of the anthropologist as expert 
witness ( 1 977) ,  d iscuss ing the constra ints of the adversary system, eth ical d i lem
mas, persistent problems of defin ing terms such as tribe, band, nation, and chief. 
Rosen suggests that the role of anthropologists i n  legal proceed ings wi l l  probably 
increase, and he offers advice for scholars prepari ng themselves to enter a dan
gerous but necessary arena. 

4 .  See Stu rtevant 1 983 for his reflections on the contestation of the concept 
of tribe at the tria l .  He suggests the need for a concrete, "polythetic" defin it ion 
flex ib le enough to accommodate considerable loca l variation . Th is  is supported 
by the legal scholar L. R. Weatherhead in h i s  usefu l survey of the issue of tr ibal 
status in the courts ( 1 980) . Weatherhead refers to '"tribe' i n  the ethnoh istorical 
sense . . .  not to a stock anthropological defi n i tion of 'tribe' but rather to the 
pecu l iar h i story of each I nd ian group. Thus, i n  speaking of reconc i l ing the legal 
and ethnohistorical mean i ngs of 'tri be,' we are ta l k ing about deriv ing a lega l 
standard flex ib le enough to inc lude the d ifferent socia l ,  pol it ical ,  and cultural 
arrangements of each American I nd ian group" (p .  5 ) .  
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means a group of people l iv ing pretty m uch i n  the  same place wh� know 
who the i r  re l atives are. I th i n k  that's the bas ic  way we look at th i ngs ." 

Q. : "Can a group be a tribe without a politica l organization ?" 

A . :  "This is getting increasingly difficult to respond to, because we 

don 't make the distinctions that you do in the Anglo world: religious, 

politica l, and everything else. What you are talking about is a group of 

people who know where they are. They may have to respond to outside 

pressures and adopt political structures, religious structures, or economic 

structures to deal with the outside society. There's no question I can an

swer if I have to begin to divide that community up and say we have 

these identifiable structures, the same way you do in the white man 's 

world, because it's not the way I look at it:' (A defense motion to strike 

the answer as nonresponsive is denied.) 

The anthropologists on the stand were c lear ly more comfortab le  
wi th  a polymorphous notion of  cu lture than with the po l it ical category 
of tr ibe. And given the court's u nwi l l i ngness to estab l i sh  a r ig id i n it ia l  
defi n i t ion,  much, i f  not most, of the testi mony at the tri a l  concerned the 
status of I nd ian  "cu l ture," broad ly conce ived, i n  Mashpee. Th is  corner
stone of the anthropological  d i sc i pl i ne proved to be vu l nerable  u nder 
cross-exami nat ion . Cu l tu re appeared to have no essentia l featu res . Nei
ther  language, re l ig ion,  land,  econom ics, nor any other key i nstitution 
or  custom was its s i ne q ua non . I t  seemed to be a conti ngent m i x  of 
e lements. At t i mes the concept was pure ly  d ifferentia l : cu ltural i ntegrity 
i nvolved recogn ized bou ndaries; it requ i red mere ly  an acceptance by the 
group and its neighbors of a mean ingfu l d ifference, a we-they d i sti nct ion . 
But  what if the d ifference were accepted at certa in  t imes and den ied at 
others ?  And what if every e lement i n  the cu ltura l  melange were com
bi ned with or  borrowed from external sources? 

At t imes the experts seemed to suggest that cu ltu re was a lways ac
cu ltu rati ng. But then how much h i storical m ix-and-match wou ld  be per
m i ss ib le  before a certa i n  organic u n ity were lost? Was the criter ion 
a q uantitat ive one? Or  was there a re l iab le qua l itative method for j udging 
a c u l ture's identity ?  Was it necessary to frequent the people in quest ion ? 
I n  anthropology coherent representations of a way of l ife are expected 
to be based on f ieldwork . B ut wou ld a year's fie ldwork in Mashpee 
have produced a profess ional  accou nt s ign ificant ly better than Cam
pis i 's "twenty-fou r  days and n ights" ? Doubtless yes; but wou ld a 
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year be enough to ga i n  the trust of a l l  factions i n  the area, I nd ian and 
white?  

Campis i 's l im ited fam i l ia rity with l ife i n  Mashpee was far greater 
than that of the oppos ing anthropological  expert. Jean G u i l lemin,  a so
c io logist by tra i n i ng, d id  no cred ib le  f ieldwork in Mashpee at a l l .  She 
had l i tt le  choice : on ly  a few Ind ian people wou ld speak with her. The 
bu lk  of her test imony was thus based on sworn deposit ions taken by 
order of the court before the tr ia l  from a random sample of fifty Mashpee 
res idents. On th is  bas is,  a long with the evidence of written documents, 
she had no hesitation in affirm ing that Mashpee I nd ians never had a d i s
ti nct cu lture and never were a tr ibe. The Mashpee c learly d iffered from 
the Micmacs she had written about and knew fi rsthand.  Micmacs had 
maintai ned conti nuous t ies of k i nsh i p  and po l it ical authority over the 
years; thei r  language had surv ived ; and they possessed a land base in the 
Canad ian Marit ime Provinces to which they regu lar ly returned . In cross
exam i nat ion G u i l lem i n 's research practice of "anth ropology by deposi
t ion" was effective ly  attacked , wh i l e  her defi n ition of tribe was shown to 
be heav i l y  weighted toward formal leadersh ip  and sovereignty, exactly 
the e lements most lacking in  Mashpee. 

Gu i l lem in  defended the adversaria l  questions and answers of the 
pretria l  deposit ions as a sou rce of socia l  scientific data. Th i s  led to re
butta l s  by experts on soc ia l  science methodology, covering sampl i ng 
techn iques, investigator bias, the va lue of te lephone surveys, and so on .  
She derived stat i st ical  tables based on  the  deposit ions showing a low 
level of fam i l iar ity with I nd ian myths and legends in the random ly 
sampled cross-section of Mashpee I nd ians.  The p la i ntiffs cha l lenged 
these as m is lead ing pseudoscience .  Judge Sk inner fina l ly a l lowed the 
tables to be shown to the j u ry, exp la i n i ng to the lawyers at the s ide bar 
that he persona l ly found them unconvinc ing but that he cou ld  not find a 
cogent reason for exc l ud i ng these subjective conc lus ions wh i l e  admi tt ing 
Campis i 's equa l ly selective and subj ective opin ions.  Interpretive and 
quantitative approaches to the study of society d id  batt le i n  the court
room, and neither came out look ing r igorous.  

G u i l lemin 's inabi l i ty to ta l k  with Indians in  Mashpee serious ly un
derm ined her cred i b i l ity as an anth ropologica l expert; but the d ifficu lties 
and res i stance she encountered rai sed a general doubt. How cou ld  a 
ba lanced , neutra l  cu ltura l  account ever be produced i n  a pol it ica l l y  d i 
vided situation ? Cou ld any expert speak without b ias  i n  such a s ituation ? 
Campis i  was very c learly "positioned" i n  Mashpee, primari ly  associated 
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with  one  segment of  the  popu lation .  U n l i ke a h i storian ,  an anthropolo
gist d rawing on fie ldwork cannot-even i n  theory-control a l l  the ava i l 
able evidence. A comm u n ity reckon ing itse lf  among possi ble futu res i s  
not  a fi n ite arch ive. U n l i ke a psych iatric expert, moreover, an  anthropo l
ogist cannot c la im to have met a lone with h i s  or her subject-a "cu l 
ture ." 

William Sturtevant 

William Sturtevant  is curator of North American ethnology at the 

Smithson ian, editor of a detailed multivolume reference work on North 

American Indians. His comparative knowledge of the field is extensive. 

Sturtevant's most prolonged professional fieldwork was with the Florida 

Seminoles . He has not done research in Mashpee but since 1 93 6  has 

known that there were Indians there because his parents had a summer 

house nearby in Woods Hole. On the stand he provides general concepts 

and comparative expertise on eastern Indian groups. 

Sturtevant distinguishes ethnic neighborhoods from tribes . Beyond 

the fact that  they are not Indian, ethnic neighborhoods are more per

meable, he says .  A Chicago Irishman can come to South Boston and be 

accepted as a community member. This may not apply with Native 

Americans-a Gay Head in Mashpee for example. 

Sturtevant distinguishes acculturation from assimilation . The former 

involves the adoption of cultural traits, the borrowing of customs; it is a 

matter of degree. The latter refers to a relation between societies, the 

incorporation of one society into another. A completely assimilated so

ciety no longer exists . Acculturation, he says, has taken place among all 

Indian tribes. 

The Mashpee powwow is an example of acculturation . The word 

and custom are old, but the rituals, pageants, dances, and so on are influ

enced by white and other Indian institutions . 

Sturtevant  testifies tha t  accultura tion is rela tively unimportant in the 

determination of tribal sta tus . There are other universally recognized 

tribes as acculturated as the Mashpee. 

It is characteristic of life in many Indian tribes for members to stay 

away for extended periods while keeping up ties and returning to the 

center to retire. 

Sturtevant introduces the concept of an "emerging tribe:' The Semi

noles, for example, split off from the Creeks, moved into Spanish Florida, 
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and became a new tribe. Tribes are not always aboriginal  but can be 

created in changing historical circumstances. This seems to have oc

curred with the South Sea Indians in Mashpee. 

In cross-examination the Mashpee-Seminole comparison is at

tacked. 

Q. : The Seminoles fought three wars against the colonists and 

United States, the Mashpee didn 't. So the two aren 't really comparable, 

are they? A . :  Well there are similarities, a lso many differences. 

Sturtevant is confronted with an article he had written in 1 968 sur

veying Indian communities of the eastern United States, including the 

Mashpee. He is asked, If they are a tribe now, why didn 't you call them 

one then ? Why did you use the word commun ity throughout the article 

and not tr ibe? What is the difference ? Haven 't you changed your mind 

for the purposes of this case? Portions of the text are debated. 

In his article Sturtevant claims that "a restrictive definition of Indian 

identity" has caused much suffering. Can he give an example ? Yes :  in

sisting that you can 't be an Indian unless you are a member of a federally 

recognized tribe. Or saying you can 't be an Indian if you have black 

ancestry. Or defining lndianness by "some fairly high degree of blood 

quantum:' 

On the question of how much Indian ancestry it is appropriate to 

require of a tribe Sturtevant cites the difficulty of determining exact ge

nealogies earlier than the mid-nineteenth century. Degree of ancestry 

varies enormously among tribes . It is not a crucial determinant of identity. 

What counts is some descent from aboriginal Indians, a bounded (though 

permeable) social group, recognition of this group by self and others, and 

some autonomous political organization . 

Judge Skinner imagines a lineage traced seven generations back 

yielding only one aboriginal  Indian among hundreds of ancestors in that 

generation . If there are now about three thousand progeny traceable to 

this s ingle Indian ancestor living together in a community, and if all of 

Sturtevant's other criteria are met, would that community be an Indian 

tribe? The expert ponders . "Yes:' He smiles . "It would be an extremely 
interesting one:' 

Q. (St. Cla ir) :  "The South Sea Indians, where did they come from ? 

A . :  "Across the Bering Straits:' 

Q. : "Across the Bering Straits . Now that would be about-" 

A . :  "Twenty-five thousand B . c. " 

Q. : "And you consider that a helpful answer, do you, Doctor?" 
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A . :  "Yes:' 

Q. : "Is it your view that  the Mashpee constituted a tribe at the time 

of contact?" 

A . :  "/ th ink it's unknowable:' 

Q. : "You don 't know whether they were a tribe at the time of con

tact ?" 

A . :  "/ don 't:' 

Courtroom Notes 

Remember not to take what happens here as normal . Notice the 
abstractness of the rules and r ituals,  the way l i fe in Mashpee appears i n  
cou rt  through an odd refracting and en larging lens .  

Mashpee on the stand : nervous,  t ight, secretive, eager. In  the audi
ence : car pool s  of the fa ithfu l ,  se lectmen i n  three-piece su i ts and sty l i sh 
ha i rcuts, young I nd ians i n  jewel ry, headbands .  Mashpee scattered on the 
courtroom benches, nodd ing to or look ing coo l ly past one another, shar
ing private jokes .  None of it i s  admiss ib le  evidence. 

Ear l  M i l l s pu l l s  his neck laces out from under his t ie,  but too eager ly. 
The act uncomfortably expresses what the tria l  is about :  proving, making 
v is ib le  and theatr ica l  someth i ng subt le, near the ski n .  

B y  late December the town o f  Mashpee alone i s  out $350,000 in  tria l  
costs . 

l nd ianness. The court c l i ngs to its sav i ng abstraction-tr ibe-an Ind ian 
inst itut ion that never authentica l ly exi sted , though not i n the way the 
defense is  argu i ng. "Tribe" is attached to Ind ians, a way of d ifferentiati ng 
them,  giving them both an ident ity and a po l it ical  structure-th ings that 
can be dealt with . 

I n  the courtroo m :  see ing and not seeing th i s  tri be, guess ing  at l ife in  
Mashpee . 

Theater  of the courtroom. Dramatic poses struck by the attorneys : mock 
incred u l i ty, anger, bathos . "Secret" conferences at the s ide bar. The ac
tors' makeup is too b latant, the i r  gestu res too crude. St. C la i r harps too 
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long on a po i nt, but h i s aud ience i s  a more d istant one than that current ly 
watch ing. He p lays to the j u ry members a month hence as they try to 
remember key points from the accumu lated j umble of facts . 

Before the sess ion j udge Sk inner, looking th in  in sh i rtsleeves, sets 
out h i s  books and papers on the bench . Then he leaves to make h i s  robed 
"entrance." 

Characters in the drama develop. The j udge : benevolent, testy, d is
tracted , cu rious .  The d ifferent personal ities on the attorneys' teams. The 
mysterious j u ry takes shape .  By half t ime they have rel axed, chatt ing 
during consu l tations at  the s ide bar, n udging one another when Skinner 
seems for an instant to be nodd ing off. In  the elevator they joke about 
pass ing around co lds .  

Lawyers and spectators guess at  the mean ing of the ju ry's reactions, 
but there i s  l itt le s ign of consistent sympathy for either side. As the tria l  
nears i ts end, these curiously passive actors become the center of atten
tion . 

There is a second priv i leged audience .  Certa in  th i ngs are addressed to 
the j u ry, others to the record . 

The ju ry looks on as oral testimony i s  made into a text . They are not 
themselves a l lowed to write, but cou rt stenographers captu re every word 
for the tr ia l record . Th i s  document is used both to refresh the j u rors' 
memories and as a bas is for later appea ls  and j udgments . Wh i le the court 
is a theater of dramatic gestures, it is a l so a mach ine for producing a 
permanent document. 

Notice those sma l l  virtuoso performances, the qu iet com ings and 
goi ngs of the stenographers (tra i ned to hear not separate words but artic
u l ated sequences of sound) . 

An oral ("tri ba l " ?) way of sett l i ng a d i spute-by consensus .  Everyone 
concerned ta l ks, l i stens, a rgues for as long as necessary unti l a solution 
acceptable to a l l  i s  found .  Everyone's view of the "facts" sh i fts ; some 
wear down others, comprom ise, cajole, berate, make trade-offs . I f  no 
consensus can be reached on a crucia l  matter, the group spl its. 

Th is process i s  preserved in an encl ave of oral ity with i n  the vast 
writi ng mach ine of the law: the ju ry room.  

The j u ry's consensual  procedure is  used to  settle either-or choices : 
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gu i l ty or not gu i l ty, tri be or no tri be, sane or i nsane. The ju ry cannot 
propose concrete solut ions.  They decide that one s ide has won,  the other 
lost. The adversary system is  designed not to produce a j udgment that 
wi l l  sati sfy everyone or that may be renegotiated next year if the s i tuation 
changes . I t  determ i nes winners and losers, a decis ion on the permanent 
truth of the case. 

In th is  sense the law reflects a logic of l i teracy, of the h i storical ar
ch ive rather than of changing co l lective memory. To be successfu l the 
tr ia l 's resu l t  must endure the way a written text endures . 

But doesn't  the adversary system for producing recordable facts and 
durable j udgments assume a med iat ing cu lture su rround i ng i ts theatrica l  
confrontations?  After a l l ,  the abstract ly opposed viewpoi nts are resolved 
by the common sense of a j u ry of "peers ." And what if th i s  shared cu ltu re 
and its common sense assumptions are prec isely what is at issue i n  the 
proceed i ngs? 

I nd ian  l ife i n  Mashpee-someth ing that was large ly a set of "ora l "  
relations, formed and reformed, remembered i n  new c i rcumstances
had to be cast in permanent, "textua l "  form . The I nd ians on the stand 
had to convince a wh ite Boston j u ry of the i r  d ifference without conver
sation or-as happens in practice- l iv ing nearby, struggl i ng to work out 
who i s  who. The p la i ntiffs had to represent themselves through scri pted 
exchanges with attorneys, statements for the record, proceed ings wit
nessed, pass ively and objective ly, by j u ry members with no right to enter, 
to ask, or to ventu re an  op in ion .  

Vignette : J udge Ski n ner tel l i ng Vicky Costa to  th ink  of  herse lf  "shout ing 
across a fie ld  . . .  to those people over there ." 

Richardson Jonas 

Richardson Jonas is a Mashpee Indian, ra ised in town and now living 

and owning property there. He is fifty years old, powerfully built, digni

fied, opinionated, stubborn . In appearance jonas is one of the more "In

dian-looking'' witnesses to take the stand. He was subpoenaed by the 

defense. 

Jonas'  wife is of Portuguese ancestry. They have four children . He 

believes that the majority of h is forebears on his fa ther's side were Indian.  
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On his mother's side (she came from North Carolina) he doesn 't know. 

He can 't specify percentages. 

jonas says he went to grade school in fv!ashpee and graduated from 

high school in Falmouth . He grew up with Russell Peters and Earl Mills, 

was active as a youth in the Baptist church but is not now a churchgoer. 

From 1 952 to 1 954 he served in the U.S. Army Eighty-second Air

borne Division and has been a leader of the local American Legion chap

ter. jonas is a union construction worker for a New Bedford company. He 

has also served for more than ten years on the Mashpee Planning Board. 

He recalls powwows in the early 1 940s. They were held on private 

land, a lways with drumming and songs (none of them purely Mashpee 

in origin). There was a model Indian village, knicknacks for sale. He 

manned an American Legion food concession at the powwow. 

He does not know of any specific Indian ceremonies for marriage, 

puberty, birth, or healing; but at the powwow, he recalls, "they had what 

appeared to be some sort of religious practices:' 

jonas is not a member of the Tribal Council, Inc. He says that he was 

never invited to any tribal meetings before the incorporated body was 

formed. Although he is a friend of Earl Mills ', he cannot say what Mills 

does as chief or how and when he was chosen by his predecessor, Els

worth Oakley. In jonas ' view the work of Mills and medicine man Russell 

Peters is "ceremonial." 

He testifies that he has never heard the word tribe used as much as 

in recent years .  

He is  asked about his work on the town planning board. jonas insists 

that  although he has developed a piece of property, he is "not a devel

oper:' Currently he holds a few parcels of land, "possibly six:' (The cross

examination shows that he has an interest in as many as twenty-one prop

erties.) He vehemently denies feeling any resentment toward the lawsuit 

or the Tribal Council because of these land interests. 

jonas says that when he calls h imself a Wampanoag Indian, he is 

referring to his Indian ancestry and not to any tribal affiliation . He does 

not know what a tribe is . When pressed he hazards a definition : "I would 

think that a tribe would be where you have a chief, and he's the govern

mental factor over those who serve under h im:' 

On cross-examination the witness is confronted with conflicting 

statements from his deposition collected before the trial. At that time he 

defined tribe differently, largely in terms of Indian ancestry. He described 

the Baptist church as "the traditiona l  religion of the Mashpee Wampa

noags:' 
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Jonas admits that the American Legion Post, which serves a wider 

area than Mashpee proper, is the only community organization he has 

been active in . He is proud of his Indian heritage and cares about the 

Wampanoag future. He has never participated in Indian education proj

ects or in the Meeting House restoration or in the museum or in "Blind 

joe Amos Day" or in any of the Tribal Council activities . He wasn 't asked 

to help and didn 't volunteer. 

Are his children Indians ? He won 't say. Don 't they participate in 

powwows ? Yes .  Does one of h is daughters wear regalia ? Yes .  

Does he hold himself apart from the Indian community? (Vehe

mently) No. 

Having been to more than twenty powwows, can he say who orga

nized them ? He does not know. 

In 1 975 at the meeting where fifty-five acres were transferred to the 

Mashpee "tribe" for "tribal purposes;' did he vote for the article ? Yes .  The 

use of the term tri be made perfect sense to h im then, didn 't it? Why didn 't 

he protest its use ?  jonas says he rea lly didn 't give the matter much 

thought. 

Q. (Shubow):  "You have lived in Mashpee all your life, right?" 

A . :  "Yes, I have:' 

Q. : "Do you like being part of the community?" 

A . :  "Yes:' 

Q. : "Is it because you want to live as part of a Mashpee Wampanoag 

Indian community where your ancestors have lived?" 

A. :  "I don 't th ink I, as you say that question, I don 't th ink of it like 

that. I want to live there because my roots are here, and my ancestry is 

here .  And I have property here and whatnot here that  belonged to my 

ancestors way back in the 1 800s:' 

The Record 

The defense's crucia l  pos it ive testimony was that of its h i stor ian,  
Francis  H utch i ns,  who stayed on the stand for near ly five fu l l  days . H i s  
long, meticu lous recitation o f  h i storical part icu l ars summed up  the case 
aga inst the Triba l  Counci l .  H utch i ns' manner on the stand was unhu rr ied 
and thorough . He moved from document to document: deeds, petit ions, 
laws, m i ss ionary correspondence, town records,  state papers . He led the 
cou rt aga in  through the p lague, the arriva l of the Pi lgr ims,  Richard 
Bourne's p lantation scheme for the South Sea I nd ian rem nant. He ex
p la i ned Eng l i sh  proprietary law, descri bed the early deeds drafted by 
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Bourne, recounted the transformation of the Mashpee I nd ians i nto Chris
t ian patriots . He documented the i r  long struggle aga i nst second-cl ass sta
tus, cu l m inating i n  the commun ity's f ina l  emergence as a townsh i p  i n  
1 869.  

H utch ins' rec itation was exhaustive, frequently ted ious.  He avoided 
dramatic gestures. For long periods he seemed l i tt le more than a condu it 
for the h i storica l  record . U n l i ke James Axte l l ,  who was occas iona l l y  
i ronic about h i s  own expertise a n d  who open ly ra i sed the question of 
scholar ly bias, Hutch i ns stuck to the facts . After so many c lash ing ora l 
testimon ies one had the sense of bei ng on so l id  documentary ground . 
Everyth ing rested on spec ific written ev idence . 

It was easy to forget that th is  h i storical narration was not a matter of 
wa l k i ng on conti n uous so l id  ground but was more l i ke j umping from one 
stone to the next. The documents re levant to l i fe in  Mashpee were often 
few and far between, bi ased in complex ways. The stones H utch ins  
landed on were s l i ppery. One had to balance on them i n  a certa in  way. 
For example a miss ionary's "factua l "  record of how Indians had fa l len 
from thei r  proud ancestra l past cou ld reflect pr imari l y  h is  own d iscomfort 
at recent commun ity changes that he was u nable to control . A deed 
m ight record white more than Ind ian notions of ownersh ip .  

H utch ins' testi mony-and h i s  book ( 1 979) based on it-leave no 
room for deep ambigu i ty. I n  h i s  d iscourse the facts s i mply te l l  a story; 
they are not made to speak.  Nor does the h i storian weigh the mass ive 
si lences of the arch ives-Mashpee l ife as seen and l i ved by the vast ma
jority of part ic ipants who did not write .  

(Recal l  aga i n  that the presentation you  are now read ing is  very different 
from the one in the courtroom.  This  i s  not a descr iption . U n l i ke the two 
"h i stories" provided earl ier, the defense's complete account of Mashpee's 
past was not fo l lowed immed iate ly by a contrad ictory fu l l  account. Com
ing as it did at the end of the long tria l ,  the weight and coherence of 
H utc h i ns' long h i story lesson cou ld not be adequate ly countered . )  

Hutchins moves ahead. The Wampanoag revivals o f  the 1 920s ap

pear in newspaper accounts and printed memoirs . Eben Queppish dons 

a Sioux war bonnet; Indian road shows are described; Nelson Simons, 

who attended the Carlisle Indian School, teaches basketry in Mashpee, 

falsely claiming descent from a Pequot chief who fought against the 
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whites . The Wampanoag nation is created with its offices of  chief and 

medicine man. 

Hutchins is asked if a Mashpee tribe might have used the town gov

ernment after 1 869  for its own purposes : 

You reviewed the governmental  structure of the town in the twenties 

and thirties ? Yes .  And there was no office in town called chief? That is 

correct. 

The Verdict 

When H utch ins  fi n i shed , the defense rested i ts case .  The two pri n
c i pa l  attorneys, St .  Cla ir  and Shubow, then de l ivered the i r  summations.  
Each was a review of the tr ia l 's evidence i n  the form of a compel l i ng 
story. L i fe i n  Mashpee over the centur ies was given two heroic shapes 
and outcomes . Shubow recounted "an epic of surv iva l  and conti nu ity." 
St. C la i r  ce lebrated a "s low but steady progress" toward "fu l l  partic ipa
t ion" in American soc iety. 

j udge Sk inner then gave h i s  i nstruct ions . He reviewed the course of 
the tr i a l ,  mention ing briefly each witness . He rem i nded the j u rors that 
the bu rden of proof was with the p la i ntiffs; they m ust prove by prepon
derance of the evidence (but not, as in a cr i m i na l  case, beyond a reason
able doubt) the exi stence of a tri be in Mashpee. In i ts decis ion the j u ry 
was free to re ly  on inference and c i rcumstant ia l  evidence. They shou ld 
not  be undu ly  swayed by the authority of  experts but must trust the i r  own 
common sense j udgment of the witnesses' c red i b i l ity, we igh ing how wel l  
the i r  conc l us ions matched the evidence presented , observ ing thei r  way 
of speak i ng, even the i r  "body Engl ish ." 

The j u rors wou ld be asked to decide whether the proprietors of 
Mashpee were an I nd ian  tr i be on s ix  dates perti nent to the land-c la im 
su i t :  ( 1 ) j u ly 22 ,  1 790, the  date of  the  fi rst Federal Non-I ntercourse Act; 
(2) March  3 1 , 1 834,  when Mashpee ach ieved d i strict status ;  (3) March  
3 ,  1 842 ,  when land was parti t ioned to  i nd iv idua ls ;  (4) J u ne 23 ,  1 869, 
the end of a l l  a l ienation restra ints ; (5)  May 28,  1 870, incorporation of 
the Town of Mashpee; and (6) August 26 ,  1 976, commencement of the 
present su it .  

Sk inner  to ld the j u rors that they wou ld  a l so be requ i red to decide on 
a seventh question : Did a tri be in Mashpee exi st continuously dur ing the 
re levant h i stor ical  period ? If  not, the p la i ntiffs wou ld fa i l .  Moreover the 
j udge i n structed the j u rors that if  at any time they fou nd tribal status i n  
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Mashpee to have been vol u ntari ly  abandoned, then it cou ld not be re
vived . Once lost, it was lost for good . 

The j udge spec ified the lega l defi n it ion of tribe that wou ld apply, a 
matter about which there had been cons iderable suspense. Ski nner opted 
for a re lative ly loose formu la preferred by the p la i ntiffs and drawn from 
the case of Montoya v. United States, 1 90 1 : "A body of Indians of the 

same or similar race united in a community under one leadership or 

government and inhabiting a particular, though sometimes ill defined, 

territory. " For the p la i nt iffs to w in ,  a l l  the key factors of race, territory, 
commun ity, and leadersh ip  had to be cont inuously present. 

Ski n ner reviewed the testi mony rel ated to key factors of the defi n i 
t ion . 

Race . Exogamy and an  i nfl ux of outs iders i nto a tri be is normal and 
necessary. The cruc ia l  question was whether the outsiders had been in
corporated . If  the j u rors fou nd that the group had I nd ian ancestry and 
had opted to focus  on that ancestry rather than others, this cou ld satisfy 
the rac ia l  requ i rement. 

Territory. By hold i ng land lega l ly  u nder an  Eng l i sh proprietorsh ip, 
I nd ians d id  not thereby become Engl ish . Without a reservation system 
there was no other way to secure land in New England . The j u ry had to 
dec ide whether the Mashpee proprietors used the Engl ish arrangement to 
preserve the i r  tri ba l form or whether they preferred the Eng l ish way, and 
thus  abandoned the o ld  form . Sk inner warned aga inst the "Catch-22" of 
req u i ri ng a formal l and base in  th is  case, s i nce that was precise ly what 
the suit was about. 

Commun ity. An " I nd ian commun ity," Sk inner cautioned, i s  not j ust 
"a commun ity of Ind ians ." Boundaries are cruc ia l  and can be mainta i ned 
in various ways . The j u ry had to decide on the bas is  of i ncomplete h i s
tor ical  evidence whether Mashpee constituted a d i screte community 
with a defi n ite bou ndary. A commun ity for the purposes of Montoya i s  
someth ing more than a neighborhood . 

Leadersh ip .  At th i s  sma l l  sca le leadersh ip  can be i nformal . Sover
eignty, a requ i rement ra i sed by the defense, is inappropriate; but tr ibal 
leadersh i p  shou ld  have roots in a once-sovereign I nd ian pol i t ical com
mun ity. The ju ry was to rely  on its common sense about partic ipation 
and leadersh ip, the ba lance of core enthus iasts and people peripheral to 
the group.  There must be more than a coterie c la im ing to speak for an 
I nd ian  commun ity. There i s  no i nherent contrad iction between serv ing 
as a triba l leader and function ing in the wider soc iety, for example as a 
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businessman .  Skinner poi nted to  the  gaps in  the  h i stor ica l  record . Evi
dence of tr ibal leadersh i p  in Mashpee between 1 870 and 1 920 i s  partic
u lar ly scarce. 

The i ssue of tribal ex istence i s  complex, the j udge conc luded, but it  
i s  not more so than i ssues of san ity or cr i m i na l  i ntent, wh ich are routi nely 
dec ided by j u ries. Sk inner expressed confidence in  th i s  j u ry's abi l i ty to 
weigh the evidence, argue free ly, persuade, and fina l ly reach unan im ity 
on the seven yes-or-no questions .  

The ju rors were sequestered, accompanied by a l arge p i le  of documents .  
After twenty-one hou rs o f  del iberat ion they emerged with a verd ict: 

Did the proprietors of Mashpee, together with the i r  spouses and 
ch i ldren,  constitute an Ind ian tri be on any of the fo l lowi ng dates : 

J u l y  2 2 ,  1 790?  No.  
March  3 1 , 1 834?  Yes .  
Marc h  3 ,  1 84 2 ?  Yes .  

J u n e  2 3 ,  1 869 ? No.  
May 28,  1 870? No.  

Did the p la int iff groups,  as identified by the p la int iff's witnesses, 
constitute an Ind ian tri be as of August 26 ,  1 976?  No.  

If the people l iv ing in  Mashpee constituted an I nd ian tri be or nation 
on any of the dates prior to August 26, 1 976, did they conti nuous ly exist 
as a tr ibe or nation from such date or dates up to and inc lud ing  August 
26 ,  1 976?  No .  

The verd ict was a c lear  setback for the  I nd ians' su i t .  But as  a statement 
about the i r  tr ibal  h i story i t  was far from clear. J udge Sk inner, after hear ing 
arguments, f ina l l y  dec ided that desp ite i ts ambiguity-the apparent 
emergence of a tri be in 1 834-the j ury's rep ly  was a den ia l  of the re
qu i red triba l continu i ty. H i s  d i smissal of the su i t  has s i nce been upheld 
on appeal . 

The verd ict remai ns, however, a cu rious and prob lematic outcome. 
We can on ly  specu late on what happened i n  the j u ry room-the obscure 
chemistry of unan im ity. What was done with the p i l e  of h istor ical docu
ments d u ri ng the twenty-one hours of d i scuss ion ? Did the j u rors search 
for a fa l se prec i s ion?  Asked to consider speci fic dates, d id  they consc i
entious ly search the record for evidence of tr ibal i nstitutions, for mention 
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of the word tribe? If  so, the i r  l i tera l ism was nonetheless different from 
that encouraged by the part icu l ar ist h istory of the defense, for the j u ry 
found that Mashpee I nd ians were i nconsistently a tr ibe .  Vio lat ing the 
j udge's i nstructions, they found that a tri be fi rst d id  not, then d id,  then 
did not aga i n  exist in Mashpee. H istorical part icu larism does not by itse l f  
y ie ld coherent deve lopments or stories. Entities appear and d isappear in  
the  record . 

The j u rors' response conta ined an element of subversion . I n  effect it 
suggested that the tri a l 's quest ions had been wrongly posed . Asked to 
app ly  consi stent criteria of tribal existence over three centu ries of i ntense 
change and di sruption, the j u ry did so and came up with an inconsistent 
verd ict. 

Afterthoughts 

The court behaved l i ke a ph i losopher who wanted to know pos i
t ive ly whether a cat was on the mat i n  Mashpee . I found myself see i ng a 
Chesh i re cat-now a head , now a tai l ,  eyes, ears, noth ing at a l l ,  in var
ious combi nations.  The Mashpee "tri be" had a way of going and com ing; 
but someth i ng was pers i stent ly, if not conti nuous ly, there. 

The testimony I heard convinced me that organ ized Indian l ife had 
been goi ng on i n  Mashpee for the past 350 years . Moreover a s ign ificant 
revival and re i nvention of tri bal identity was c lear ly in  process. I con
c l uded that s i nce the abi l i ty to act co l l ective ly  as Ind ians is  cu rrently 
bound up  with tr i ba l  status, the I nd ians l iv ing in  Mashpee and those who 
return regu larly  shou ld  be recogn ized as a "tri be." 

Whether land i mproper ly al ienated after 1 869 shou ld be transferred 
to them, how much,  and by what means was a separate issue. I was, and 
am, less c lear on th i s  matter. A wholesa le transfer of property wou ld i n  
any  case be  po l it ica l l y  unth i n kable.  Some negotiation and  repurchase 
arrangement-such as that in Maine involv ing loca l ,  state, and federal 
governments-could eventua l ly estab l i sh  a tribal land base in  some por
tion of Mashpee. But that, for the moment, is specu lation . In the short 
run the outcome of the tria l  was a setback for Wampanoag tribal dyna
mism.  

I n  Boston Federa l Court,  Cape Cod I nd ians cou ld  not be seen for 
what they were and are .  Modern I nd ian l ives-l ived with i n  and aga i nst 
the domi nant cu l ture and state-are not captured by categories l i ke tri be 
or identity. The p la i ntiffs cou ld not prevai l in court because their d i s-
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course and that of  the i r  attorneys and  experts was i nevitably compro
mised . It was constra i ned not s imp ly  by the law, with i ts pecu l iar  ru les,  
but by powerfu l assumptions and categories underlying the common 
sense that supported the l aw. 

Among the u nder ly ing assumptions and categories comprom is ing  
the Ind ians' case three stand out :  ( 1 ) the  idea of  cu l tural  wholeness and 
structure, (2)  the h ierarch ical  d i st i nction between ora l  and l iterate forms 
of knowledge, and (3)  the narrat ive conti nu i ty of h istory and identity. 

The idea of cultural wholeness and structure. Although the 
tria l  was forma l l y  about "tr iba l "  status, i ts scope was s ign i ficantly wider. 
The Montoya defi n it ion of tr ibe, featu r ing race, terr i tory, communi ty, and 
government, did not spec ifica l ly mention "cu ltura l "  identity. The cu ltu re 
concept i n  i ts broad anthropological  defin it ion was sti l l  new i n  1 90 1 ; but 
the relat ive ly  loose Montoya defi n iton reflected th i s  emerging notion of 
a m u lt ifaceted , whole way of l i fe, determined neither by bio logy nor 
pol it ics . By 1 978 the modern notion of cu ltu re was part of the tria l 's 
common sense. 

I n  the courtroom an enormous amount of test imony from both s ides 
debated the authentic ity of I nd ian cu lture i n  Mashpee. Often th i s  seemed 
to have become the cruc ia l  point of contention . Had the Mashpee lost 
the i r  d ist i nct way of l i fe ? H ad they ass i m i l ated ? In h i s  summation for the 
p la i ntiffs Lawrence Shubow took t ime to defi ne the term culture anth ro
pologica l ly, d ist ingu i sh i ng it from the "ba l l et and top hat" conception . 
C losely  paraphras ing E .  B .  Tyler's c lassic formu la of 1 87 1 , he presented 
cu lture as a grou p's tota l body of behavior. He said that it inc l uded how 
people eat as wel l as how they th ink .  Us ing the anthropological defin i 
t ion, he argued that ecology, the  spec ia l  feel i ng for hunt ing and fish ing 
i n  Mashpee, the herr ing eaten every year, sp itt ing on a st ick at  an " I nd ian 
tavern ," these and many other un remarkable  da i l y  e lements were integra l 
parts of a whole, ongoing way of l ife. 

It is easy to see why the p la i ntiffs focused on I nd ian cu l ture in Mash
pee. Cu l ture, s i nce i t  i nc l udes so much,  was less eas i l y  d i sproven than 
tri ba l status .  But even so broad ly defined ,  the cu l ture concept posed 
problems for the p la i nt iffs .  I t  was too c lose ly t ied to assumptions of or
gan ic form and development. I n  the eighteenth century cu lture meant 
s imp ly  "a tend ing  to natu ra l growth ." By the end of the n i neteenth cen
tu ry the word cou ld  be appl ied not on ly  to gardens and wel l -deve loped 
ind iv idua l s  but to whole soc iet ies. Whether it was the e l i t i st s i ngu lar  ver-
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s ion of a Matthew Arnold or the p l ura l ,  lower-case concept of a n  emerg
ing ethnography, the term reta i ned i ts bias toward wholeness, cont inu i ty, 
and growth.  I nd ian  cu lture i n  Mashpee might be made up of u nexpected 
everyday e lements, but it had i n  the last analys is to cohere, its elements 
fitt ing together l i ke parts of a body. The cu l ture concept accommodates 
i nternal  d ivers ity and an "organ ic" d iv is ion of ro les but not sharp contra
d ictions, m utations, or emergences . I t  has d ifficu l ty with a med ic ine man 
who at one t ime feel s  a deep respect for Mother Earth and at another 
p lans a rad ica l  rea l estate subd ivis ion . I t  sees tribal "trad itiona l i sts" and 
"moderns" as representi ng aspects of a l i near development, one looking 
back, the other forward . I t  cannot see them as contend i ng or a l ternati ng 
futu res . 

Groups negot iati ng the i r  identity i n  contexts of domi nation and ex
change pers ist, patch themse lves together in ways d ifferent from a l iv ing 
organ ism.  A commun ity, u n l i ke a body, can lose a central "organ" and 
not d ie .  A l l  the cr it ical  e lements of identity are i n  specific condit ions 
rep laceable :  l anguage, land, b lood, leadersh ip,  re l igion . Recogn ized, vi
able tri bes exist in which any one or even most of these elements are 
m i ss i ng, replaced, or largely  transformed . 

The idea of cu ltu re carries with it an expectation of roots, of a stable, 
territor ia l ized ex i stence. Weatherhead ( 1 980 : 1 0-1 1 ) shows how the 
Montoya defi n it ion of tr ibe was designed to d isti ngu ish settled, peacefu l 
Ind ian groups from mobi le, maraud ing "bands." This pol i t ical and m i l i 
tary d i st i nction o f  1 90 1  between tribe and band was debated aga in ,  i n  
techn ica l ,  anthropologica l terms, dur ing the Mashpee tria l . How rooted 
or settled shou ld  one expect "tri ba l "  Native Americans to be-aborigi
na l ly, in spec ific contact periods, and now in  h igh ly mob i le  twentieth
centu ry America? Common notions of cu lture pers istent ly b ias the an
swer toward root ing rather than trave l .  

Moreover the cu ltu re idea, t ied a s  i t  i s  to assumptions about natura l  
growth and  l ife, does not to lerate rad ical  breaks i n  h istorical continu i ty. 
Cultures, we often hear, "die." But how many cu ltu res pronounced dead 
or dyi ng by anthropologists and other authorit ies have, l i ke Curtis' "van
i sh ing  race" or Afr ica's d iverse Chr ist ians, fou nd new ways to be differ
ent? Metaphors of conti n u ity and "surviva l "  do not account for complex 
h i storical  processes of appropriation, comprom ise, subvers ion, masking, 
i nvention, and reviva l .  These processes i nform the activity of a people 
not l iv ing a lone but " reckon ing itse lf  among the nations ." The I ndians at 
Mashpee made and remade themselves through spec ific a l l iances, ne-
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gotiations, and struggles.  I t  i s  j ust as  problematic to  say that the i r  way of 
l ife "survived" as to say that it "d ied" and was "reborn ." 

The re lated i nstitutions of cu l tu re and tri be are h i storical  i nventions, 
tendent ious and changing. They do not designate stable rea l i ties that ex
ist aborigi na l ly  "prior to" the colon ia l  c lash of societies and powerfu l 
representat ions .  The h i story of Mashpee is not one of u nbroken tri ba l  
i nst itutions or cu ltural trad it ions.  I t  i s  a long,  rel at ional struggle to ma in
ta i n  and recreate identit ies that began when an Engl ish-speak ing I nd ian  
trave ler, Squanto, greeted the  P i lgr ims at  Plymouth . The struggle was  sti l l  
going o n  three-and-a-ha lf centuries l ater i n  Boston Federal Court, and it 
cont inues as the "Mash pee Tri be" prepares a new petit ion,  th i s  time for 
recognition from the Department of the I nterior. 5 

The hierarchical distinction between oral and literate. The 
Mashpee tria l  was a contest between oral and l i terate forms of knowl
edge. In  the end the written arch ive had more val ue than the evidence 
of oral trad it ion,  the memories of witnesses, and the intersubjective prac
tice of fieldwork. In the courtroom how cou ld one give va l ue to an un
documented "tri bal"  l i fe large ly  i nv is ib le  (or  unheard) i n  the  surv iv ing 
record ? 

As the tr ia l  progressed the d i sj unctu re of ora l and l i terate modes 
sharpened . The proceed ings had been theatrica l ,  fu l l  of contend i ng 
voices and persona l it ies, but they ended with a h i stor ian's method ical  
rec itation of part icu lars . In the early port ions of the tria l  the j u rors had 
been asked to p iece together and i magine a tr ibal l i fe that showed recur
r ing vita l i ty but no u n i m peachable essence or inst itut ional  core.  I nd ian
ness in Mashpee often seemed i mprovised , ad hoc . The j u ry heard many 
wishfu l ,  incomplete memories of ch i ldhood events and debatab le 
vers ions of recent happen i ngs. I n  what may be ca l led the "ora l 
eth nographic"  parts of the tria l  many-too many-voices contended, in  

5 .  I n  the preced ing d iscussion I am not suggest ing that the  eth nograph ic 
categories of cu lture and tr ibe, however compromised , shou ld be subsumed i n  
the recent and  more mob i le  d i scourse o f  ethn ic i ty. Ethn ic i ty, as usual ly con
ceived, i s  a weak conception of cu lture su i table for organ iz ing d iversity with i n  
the p lura l i st state. The  i nstitution o f  tribe, sti l l  tra i l i ng c louds o f  aborig ina l  sover
eignty and rem in i scent of i ts eighteenth-centu ry synonym nation, is less eas i ly  
in tegrated i n to the modern mu l tiethn ic ,  mu lt i rac ia l  state. The resu rgent cu l tural
pol i t ical identity asserted by Ind ian tribes i s  more subversive than that of I rish
Americans  or I ta l i an-Americans: Native Americans c la im to be both fu l l  c i tizens 
of the U n ited States and rad ica l l y  outside i t .  
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its "documentary" end i ng too few. A h i storian's seam less monologue was 
fo l l owed by attorneys' h igh ly composed summations, two fu l ly docu
mented stories . There was no way to give voice to the s i lences in  these 
h i stories, to choose the unrecorded . 

The cou rt imposed a l i tera l i st ep istemology. Both s ides searched the 
h istor ical  records for the presence or absence of the word and institution 
tribe. In  th i s  epistemology I nd ian identity cou ld not be a rea l  yet essen
t ia l ly  contested phenomenon .  It had to exist or  not exist as an object ive 
documentary fact pers i st i ng through t ime.  Yet ora l  soc ieties-or more 
accu rate ly  ora l  doma ins with i n  a domi nant l i teracy-leave only sporad ic 
and mis lead i ng traces . Most of what i s  centra l  to the i r  ex istence is  never 
written . Thus unti l recently nearly everyth ing most character ist ica l l y  I n
d ian in  Mashpee wou l d  have gone unrecorded . The surv iv ing facts are 
la rge ly  the records of m i ssionaries, government agents, outsiders . I n  the 
rare instances when Ind ians wrote-petit ions, deeds, letters of com
p la int- it was to address whi te authorit ies and lega l structu res. The i r  
voices were adapted to  an i mposed context . The  same i s  true even in  the 
rare cases in which a range of loca l voices was recorded, for example 
the publ i c  debates of  1 869 on townsh i p  status.  

H istory feeds on what fi nds its way into a l im ited textual record . A 
h i storian needs constant skeptic ism and a wi l l i ngness to read imagi na
tive ly, "aga i nst" the sou rces, to d ivine what is  not represented in the ac
cumu lated se lection of the arch ive. U l t imate ly, however, even the most 
imaginative h istory is  t ied to standards of textua l  proof. Anthropo logy, 
a lthough it i s  a l so deeply formed and empowered by writ i ng, remains 
c loser to ora l i ty. F ie ldwork-i nterested people ta l ki ng with and bei ng 
i nterpreted by an i nterested observer-cannot c la im to be "documen
tary" i n  the way h i story can . For even though the origin of evidence in  
an arch ive may be just as c i rcumstantia l  and subjective as that in a fie ld 
journa l ,  i t  enjoys a d ifferent va lue :  arch ival data has been found,  not 
produced, by a scholar us ing it "after the fact." 

The d i sti nction between h i stor ical  and ethnograph ic practices de
pends on that between l i terate and ora l modes of knowledge. H istory is 
thought to rest on past-documentary, arch ival-selections of texts . Eth
nography is based on present-ora l ,  experient ia l ,  observationa l-evi
dence. A lthough many h i storians and ethnographers are cu rrently work
ing to attenuate, even erase th is  oppos it ion, it runs deeper than a mere 
d isc i p l inary d iv is ion of labor, for it resonates with the establ ished (some 
wou ld  say metaphysica l )  d ichotomy of ora l  and l i terate worlds as wel l  as 
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with the pervasive habit  i n  the West of sharp ly d i st ingu ish ing synchron ic  
from d iachron ic ,  structu re from change .  As  Marsh� l l  Sah l i n s  ( 1 985) has 
argued , these assum ptions keep us  from seei ng how col lective structu res,  
tr iba l  or cu ltura l ,  reproduce themselves h i stor ica l l y  by r isk ing themse lves 
in novel cond it ions.  The i r  wholeness is as much a matter of re i nvention 
and encounter as it  i s  of conti n u i ty and surviva l .  

The narrative continuity o f  history and identity. J udge Sk in
ner i n structed the j u ry to decide whether the I nd ians of Mashpee had 
continuously constituted a tri be prior to fi l i ng su i t  in 1 976.  For the land 
c la im to go forward the same tr ibal group had to have exi sted , without 
rad ica l  i nterruption ,  from at least the e ighteenth century. The court's 
common sense was that the p la int iffs' identity m ust be demonstrated as 
an unbroken narrat ive, whether of survival or change. Both attorneys i n  
the i r  summations d u l y  compl ied . 

St. C la i r's story of a long struggle for part ic i pation i n  p lu ra l  American 
soc iety and Shubow's "epic of survival and conti n u ity" had i n  common 
a l i near te leo logy. Both ru led out the poss ib l ity of a group existi ng d is
conti n uous ly, keeping open m u l tip le  paths, be ing both I nd ian and Amer
ican .  

An either-or logic appl ied . St. C la i r  argued that there had never been 
a tri be i n  Mashpee, on ly  i nd iv idua l  I nd ian Americans who had repeat
ed ly opted for wh ite soc iety. H i s  story of progress toward c i tizensh i p  as
sumed a steady movement away from native trad it ion . Identity as an 
American meant giving u p  a strong c la im to tr ibal pol it ica l in tegrity in 
favor of ethn ic  status  with i n  a nat ional  whole.  L ife as an American meant 
death as an I nd ian . Conversely  Shubow's Mashpee had "survived" as a 
l iv ing  tri be and cu l ture from aborig ina l  times; but the h i storical record 
often contrad icted h i s  c la im ,  and he sometimes stra ined to assert conti
n u ity. The p la int iffs cou l d  not admit  that I nd ians in Mashpee had lost, 
even vol u ntari ly  abandoned, cruc ia l  aspects of thei r trad it ion wh i l e  at 
the same t ime poi nt ing to evidence over the centu ries of rei nvented " l n
d ianness." They cou ld not show tr iba l  i nstitutions as re lationa l  and pol it
ica l ,  coming  and go ing i n  response to changing federa l and state po l i c ies 
and the su rround ing ideological c l imate. An identity cou ld not d ie and 
come back to l ife . To recreate a cu l ture that had been lost was,  by defi
n i t ion of the cou rt, i nauthent ic .  

But  i s  any part of a trad it ion " lost" if it can be remembered, even 
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generations l ater, caught u p  i n  a present dynamism and made to symbol
ize a poss ib le  futu re? 

The Mashpee were trapped by the stories that cou ld be to ld about 
them . I n  this tria l  "the facts" did not speak for themselves . Tribal l i fe had 
to be emplotted, to ld  as a coherent narrat ive .  In fact on ly  a few bas ic  
stories are to ld ,  over and over, about Native Americans and other "tri ba l "  
peoples.  These societies are a lways either dying o r  survivi ng, assim i lat
ing  or res isti ng.  Caught between a local past and a global future, they 
either ho ld on to the i r  separateness or "enter the modern wor ld ." The 
l atter entry-tragic or tri umphant-is  a lways a step toward a global fu
ture defined by technological  progress, nat ional  and i nternational  cu l 
tura l  re lat ions.  Are there other poss ib le  stor ies? 

U nti l recently the "h i story" accorded to tribal peoples has always 
been a Western l:l istory. They may refuse it, embrace i t, be devastated by 
it, changed by it. But the fam i l iar paths of tr ibal death, surviva l ,  ass imi
lat ion,  or res i stance do not catch the spec ific ambivalences of  l ife in  
p laces l i ke Mashpee over fou r  centu ries of  defeat, renewa l ,  pol it ical ne
gotiat ion,  and cu ltura l  i nnovat ion . Moreover most societies that sud
den ly  "enter the modern world" have a l ready been in touch with it for 
centuries . 

The Mashpee tr ia l  seemed to revea l people who were someti mes 
separate and " I nd ian ," sometimes assim i lated and "American ." The i r  h is
tory was a series of cu ltura l  and po l itica l transactions, not a l l -or-noth i ng 
convers ions or res i stances. 6 I nd ians  i n  Mashpee l ived and acted between 
cu l tures i n  a series of ad hoc engagements .  No one i n  Boston Federa l 
Cou rt, expert or layperson ,  stood at the end poi nt of th i s  h i storica l series, 
even though the stories of conti nu ity and change they to ld i mpl ied that 
they d id .  These stories and the triq l  i tself were episodes, turns i n  the 
ongo ing  engagement. Seen from a standpo int not of f inal ity (survival or 
assim i l at ion) but of emergence, Ind ian l ife in Mashpee wou ld not flow i n  
a s i ngle cu rrent.  

6 .  Wi l l iam S immons' col lection and analys is of New England Indian fo lk
lore, Spirit of the New England Tribes ( 1 986), not avai lable at the t ime of the tria l ,  
provides much evidence for the productive interpenetration of  Christian and Na
tive American sources . I t  shows how I nd ian "trad ition" was maintained through 
appropriation and interaction, transmitted both ora l ly  and in  writi ng. S immons 
provides background on the Mashpee Wampanoag cu l ture hero, the giant 
Maushop, who, i n  Ramona Peters' testimony, unexpected ly tu rned into Moby 
Dick.  The p la int iffs' lawyers and experts made l ittle appeal to conti nu ing Ind ian 
fol klore, perhaps because of i ts  evident impl ication i n  the re l igious trad it ions and 
fai ryta les of su rrounding ethn ic  groups. 
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I nterpret ing the d i rection or mean ing  of the h i storical " record" a l 
ways depends on present poss ib i l i t ies. When the futu re i s  open, so is  the 
mean ing of the past. Did I nd ian re l i gion or tri bal institutions d isappear 
in the late n i neteenth centu ry?  Or d id  they go underground? In a present 
context of serious revival  they went underground;  otherwise they d i sap
peared . No cont inuous narrative or c lear outcome accounts for Mash
pee's deeply contested identity and d i rection .  Nor can a s ingle develop
ment weave together the branch ing paths of its past, the dead ends and 
hesitations that, with a newly conceived future, sudden ly  become pre
figurat ions.  

(Hesitations.  In 1 869 B l ind Joe Amos and the majority of Mashpee pro
prietors agreed that they were not yet ready to become citizens of Mas
sachusetts, separate entrepreneurs with indiv idua l  contro l over thei r 
lands.  They he ld back,  dec l i n ing a "progress ive" step imposed by the 
legi s lature .  Was i t  from backwardness ? Confus ion ? Fear?  Or someth ing 
e l se :  an a l ternate vis ion ? A d ifferent voice? 

What Susan Howe ( 1 985) has written about a woman-Emi ly  D ick
inson, worki ng dur ing  the same decade from another p lace of New En
gland " iso lat ion" -echoes strange ly  the Indian pred icament: the prob
lem of fi nd ing a d ifferent way through capita l i st America. 

H ESITATE from the Lat in ,  mean ing to st ick.  Stammer. To hold back in 

doubt, have d ifficu l ty speaking. "He may pause but he must not hesi

tate" -Ruskin .  Hesitation c i rc led back and surrounded everyone in  

that  confident age of aggressive industr ia l  expansion and brutal Empire 

bu i ld ing. Hes itat ion and Separation . The Civ i l War had spl i t  America 

in two . He m ight pause, She hesitated . Sexual , rac ia l ,  and geographi

cal  separation are at the heart of Defin it ion . Tragic and eternal d ichot

omy- if  we concern ourselves with the deepest Rea l ity, is  th i s  world 

of the imagination the same for men and women?  What voice when 

we hesitate and are s i lent i s  moving to meet us? (p. 22)  

I n  1 869 Joe Amos and the others d id  not go on record as res ist ing 
fu l l  c it izensh ip .  Separat ion and d ichotomy were not the i r  agenda : they 
were a l ready more than ha lf-caught up in a new America.  It i s  i mportant 
to d i st i ngu ish hesitation from res istance, for hesitat ion need not oppose 
or acqu iesce in the dominant course. It can be an a lert wa it i ng, th ink ing, 
ant ic ipat ing of h i storica l  poss ib i l i t ies.  Along with the h i story of res ist
ances we need a h i story of hesitat ions . )  
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Stories of cu l tura l  contact and change have been structured by a perva
s ive d ichotomy:  absorption by the other or res istance to the other. A fear 
of lost identity, a Pur i tan  taboo on mix ing bel iefs and bod ies, hangs over 
the process . Yet what if identity is conceived not as a boundary to be 
mai nta i ned but as a nexus of re lations and transact ions actively engaging 
a subject? The story or stories of i nteraction must then be more complex, 
less l i near and te leo logica l .  What changes when the subject of "h i story" 
is no longer Western ? How do stories of contact, res istance, and assim i 
lation appear from the  standpo int of  groups in  wh ich  exchange rather 
than identity i s  the fundamental value to be sustai ned ? Events are always 
med iated by local  cu ltura l  structures . By focus ing on the periphera l  
p laces, the  neglected " i s lands of  h istory," in  Sah l i ns' words, "we . . .  
m u lt ip ly our  conceptions of h i story by the d ivers ity of structures. Sud
den ly  there are a l l  k inds of new th ings to cons ider" ( 1 985 : 72) .  

I n  the d ivers ity of loca l h i stories-l i ke that of Mashpee-we fi nd 
d i sti nctive processes and d i rections.  The chan neled,  i nevitable flow of 
events begi ns to loop, waver, and fork. I n  1 830, for example, was the 
proprietary status of the Mashpee Ind ians an eroded "surviva l"  from ar
chaic Engl ish l aw, a soc ia l  form desti ned to d isappear? Or by the n i ne
teenth century had i t  become a spec ific i nvention, a novel way to l ive 
on Ind ian land in modern America, a poss ib le  futu re? Neither story is 
fa lse; both can be amply documented from the h i stor ical  record . To say 
that the strange "tr iba l"  integrity of the Mashpee Plantation was desti ned 
to d i sappear is to accept the h i story of the victors . But the suit  fi led a 
centu ry later was an attempt to reopen th is  foregone conc lus ion .  Mash
pee's sem iautonomous p lantation, a spec ific mix of i nd iv idual  cit izen
sh ip  and col lective enta i lment, now appeared not as a h istorical dead 
end but as a precursor of re invented tr iba l ism . No return to a pure Wam
panoag trad it ion was at issue, but rather a reinterpretation of Mashpee's 
contested h i story in order to act-with other I nd ian groups-powerfu l ly, 
i n  an impure present-becoming-futu re .  

Whatever the  tr ia l 's outcome "tr iba l "  l ife had once aga in  become 
powerfu l in Mashpee . On ly  a l i tera l ,  backward- looking sense of authen
t icity (one no group wou ld wi l l i ngly apply to itse l f, only to others) cou ld 
deny th is  emergent rea l ity. The Wampanoag Supreme Sachem, E l sworth 
Oakley, commented after the verd ict: "How can a white majority dec ide 
on whether we are a tribe? We know who we are." 

The futu re of Native American l ife on Cape Cod after the setback in 
court i s  u ncerta i n .  
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The years immed i ate ly  fol lowing the verd ict were marked by d isarray i n  
Mashpee . A n  antic ipated petit ion to the Department of the I nterior for 
tri ba l status was s low to emerge. Dur ing th i s  period the Bureau of I nd ian 
Affa i rs standard ized its procedure for recogn ition c la ims ,  fo l lowi ng cri
teria s i m i la r  to those requ i red by the court i n  Mashpee v .  New Seabury 

et a/. (Weatherhead 1 980 : 1 7 ) .  The I nd ians in  Mashpee watched with 
m i sgiv i ngs the progress of a petit ion by the i r  fe l low Wampanoags at Gay 
Head . I n  1 986 the petit ion was turned down in a pre l i m i nary fi nd i ng. 
Government experts c i ted an i nsuffic ient degree of commun ity spec ific ity 
over the years and a loss of tr ibal po l it ica l authority after Gay Head be
came a townsh i p  in 1 870.  Gay Head's h i story was s im i lar to Mashpee's . 

Appea l ing the pre l i m i nary fi nding,  the N ative American Rights Fund 
presented add it ional  evidence, compi led by jack Campis i ,  of conti nu ing 
soc ia l  networks among Gay Head I nd ians and of a l i ne of tr ibal authority 
after 1 870.  On February 8, 1 987,  for the fi rst t i me ever the Bureau of 
I nd i an Affa i rs reversed a negative prel i m i nary find ing .  The Gay Head 
Wam panoags were given fu l l  tri bal recogn ition . 

Quotations from a Native American Rights Fund press release : 
Henry Sockbeson,  the Penobscot attorney representi ng the tr ibe : 

"Th i s  dec is ion means that the Gay Head wi l l  be able to settle the i r  land 
c la im with i n  a few months .  Under the terms of the settlement the Tribe 
w i l l  receive approx imately  250 acres of land that can be deve loped . We 
antic ipate that they w i l l  use i t  for hous ing and economic deve lopment." 

G ladys Widd i ss ,  cha i rperson of the Wam panoag Tribal Counci l of 
Gay Head , I nc . : "I am de l ighted . Th is  now means that the Tribe can 
function i n  a forma l l y  recognized manner. Our status as a tr ibe can no 
longer be in doubt.  Recognit ion means that our surv ival as a tri be for 
generations to come is assu red ." 

jack Campis i  and N ative American Rights Fund attorneys are work
ing  on Mashpee's pet i tion .  

Two Snapshots 

Mrs .  Pells is an Indian born in Mashpee. She is seventy-one years 

old, now living eighteen miles away near the Bourne Bridge, and is an 

active member of the Tribal Council, Inc. She is dignified, slow-speaking. 

She shows an enlarged photograph of her grandmother, Rebecca 

Hammond, Blind joe Amos ' daughter. 
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She has been a member of the Mashpee Wampanoag tribe "since 

birth :' 

She testifies that she lived in New York between 1 928 and 1 972, 

where she was active in a number of Native American organizations. 

During the 1 940s she was secretary of the "American Indian Thunderbird 

Dancers :' Most of the dancers did not originate in Massachusetts, and 

only one of the dancers was from Cape Cod. 

''Chiefy" Mills is Earl Mills 's teenage son . He says he knows he is an 

Indian because his father told him. He likes to hunt and hang around 

with his cousins in Mashpee. A champion drummer, he participates often 

in Native American gatherings around New England. Recently he was 

among the young people arrested at a camping retreat held to promote 

Indian consciousness on the fifty-five acres of tribal /and in Mashpee. 

Chiefy Mills is bushy-haired, dressed like an ordinary teenager. He 

wears some jewelry. 

Q. (St. Clair) :  "I notice you have a headband and some regalia ?" 

A . :  "Yes:' 

Q. : "How long have you been wearing such clothing?" 

A. : "Oh, I have been wearing a headband as long as needed, when 

my hair was long enough:' 

Q. : "How long has that been ?" 

Judge: "That which you have on there, is that an Indian headband?" 

A . :  "It is a headband:' 

judge: "It has some resemblance to an ordinary red bandanna ?" 

A . :  "Right, that's what  the material is, yes:' 

Judge: "A bandanna you buy in the store and fold up in that man

ner?" 

A . :  "Yes:' 
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