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Beyond the Field: Ethnography, Theory,
and Writing in Anthropology

Fabio Dei

“Paradigms” and “Turning Points”0

Over the course of the twentieth century, the history of anthropology1

gradually moved from a phase marked by theoretical paradigms (diffu-2

sionism, functionalism, structuralism, Marxism…) into one of “turns”,3

which sometimes overlapped like the dangerous hairpin turns of a moun-4

tain road. An interpretive turn followed a linguistic one; then a reflexive5

one and a rhetorical one, and finally the rather foggy and sinister “Onto-6

logical Turn”. I believe that the two phases differ from each other AQ17

primarily in the inherent relationship between research, theory, and8

writing. During the golden age of anthropology, at least until decoloniza-9

tion, research was considered an instrument for building up an archive10

of positive, potentially cumulative ethnographic knowledge. Accordingly,11

fieldwork was seen as a methodology of data collection, even though its12

epistemological complexities were already apparent; it was not a chiefly13

personal experience, or quasi-mystical connection with the Other. Field-14

work was unquestionably considered a crucial stage, but nonetheless was15
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thought of as separated from theory. Radcliffe-Brown expressed this in the16

most radical way by contrasting «ethnology» and «social anthropology» :17

the former characterized by «historical» , idiographic methodologies; the18

latter by «inductive» , nomothetic ones. According to him, the former19

therefore aimed at establishing «facts» about things that occurred some-20

where, sometime in the past; the latter instead consisted of a purely21

inductive study of cultural phenomena, with a tendency to discover22

the general laws and adapt the ordinary logical methods of the natural23

sciences to their object of study (Radcliffe-Brown 1958, p. 47), with the24

aim of formulating generalizations, explanations, laws.25

Mistrust in positivist and naturalist frameworks and grand nomoth-26

etic objectives (“explain human behaviour”) produced—during what I27

define as the “phase of turning points”—a shift of attention toward the28

production of ethnographic “data”. That is to say, that intricate tangle29

of epistemological, ethical, political, and rhetorical dimensions originated30

by the ethnographic encounter that has been termed fieldwork. Several31

factors contributed to the problematising of ethnographic “facts”. On the32

one hand, Western “guilty conscience” in the era of decolonization; on33

the other hand, the influence of post-empiricist philosophies of science as34

well as anti-naturalist and Verstehen sociologies. The debate aroused by35

the publication of Malinowski’s Diary, often cited in handbooks as the36

cause of the reflexive and rhetorical turns, is indeed the consequence of37

an already changed sensibility. The problem of anthropological knowledge38

was then set in the following terms: how is it possible to turn fieldwork39

experience, so eminently subjective and dialogical-relational, into “data”,40

that is, objective knowledge? What alchemy makes it possible to move,41

with Geertz, from Being there to Being here? Or to move from a personal42

experience of the “heart of darkness” and the profound turmoil and trans-43

formation of Self to an orderly, rational, scientific representation? This44

question was as natural and reasonable in the phase of theoretical “turning45

points”, as it would have sounded bizarre to previous generations. For46

the latter, research was after all but a tool calibrated to the purpose of47

gathering information and empirical data, which in turn would validate48

or falsify some initial theoretical hypotheses. Surely fieldwork research49

could be a life experience too, but it didn’t receive its legitimation and50

meaning from subjective aspects. One went to the field to do science—51

not to develop self-awareness or engage in political activism, let alone52

cultivate literary ambitions.53
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17 BEYOND THE FIELD: ETHNOGRAPHY, THEORY … 3

Things changed radically with the Rhetorical Turn of the 1980s, in54

particular. The main controversy, closely associated with the Writing55

Culture movement, focused precisely on the disregard for the subjec-56

tive aspects of research shown within anthropological literature. It is thus57

argued that ethnographies, while claiming to present unadulterated data,58

fail to make explicit how they are acquired (privately, dialogically, etc.).59

For instance, individuals whom we address as fieldwork informants are60

not mentioned; the political circumstances of the research, understood61

in a broad sense that includes gender and other power relations, are not62

made explicit; most importantly, a whole array of field experiences go63

unspoken of: the ethnographers’ feelings and emotions, such as uneasi-64

ness, nostalgia, anger and joy, let alone his or her sexual desires and65

frustrations, and even outlandish, “paranormal” occurrences. According66

to those who underline the criticality of the anthropologist’s positioning67

within the field, such components of the research context all contribute68

to the production of ethnographic knowledge: as such, they should be69

scrutinized, if we pursue rigorous scientific reflexivity. Hence the prolif-70

eration in the last two decades of the twentieth century of what we71

could call meta-ethnographic literature, which focuses on such aspects72

of research-as-experience. Accordingly, the ideal of the ethnographer as73

a disembodied scientist, a neutral observer who strives to be unbiased74

in order to offer reliable data and analyses, no longer has legitimacy. In75

place of this disembodied scientist is an altogether more human one, one76

expected to come into presence in the ethnographic encounter with her77

body, emotions, unconsciousness, and relationships as well as political,78

ethical, and sexual orientation. After all, this new ethnographer conforms79

to the intellectual figure that was predominant in American colleges80

during the extended post-1968: nonconformist and politicized, but in81

an entirely different way. Identity politics qualifies this figure’s political82

engagement: predicated on minority rights, on the emergence of what is83

private and subjective (“the personal is political”). But I shall return to84

this shortly. AQ285

In the meantime, I would like to observe that the juxtaposition of86

anthropology and literature—which would become very popular in the87

last twenty years of the twentieth century—took shape in the climate of88

the reflexive turn. My generation came into contact with Writing Culture89

in the initial phase of our anthropological training. I should also confess90

that at the time I welcomed it enthusiastically, an impression that I’m91

going to rectify here, at least in part. In returning to this season of92
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anthropology, one of my aims here is to analyze certain aspects of that93

theoretical turn that at the time were not clear (at least for me), and that94

temporal distance might make stand out. Moreover, that “turning point”95

will help us to better understand new, alleged turns, which are routinely96

announced in the contemporary debate. At the end of the 1980s, the97

idea that one should resort to the interpretive tools of literary criticism to98

analyze anthropological texts and, further, make explicit use of stylistic,99

rhetorical, even poetical and narrative resources to write anthropology,100

appeared fresh and unorthodox compared to the hated “scientific” tradi-101

tion. But above all it presented itself as a natural and elegant solution102

to the problem stated above: how to turn subjective field experience103

into objective knowledge? On second thought, however, it was a bizarre104

solution. After all, why literature?105

Geertz vs. Writing Culture106

Geertz was the first to set out the problem in his interpretive anthro-107

pology manifesto, where he maintains that “to write” or, more exactly,108

“to inscribe” is the ethnographer’s defining activity. He/she “inscribes”109

the flow of social discourse in a form that makes it readable, thus rescuing110

it through a written form from its innate evanescence. In emphasizing111

the activity of textualization, Geertz’s purpose is undoubtedly to distance112

himself from positivistic approaches that understood writing as a merely113

communicational issue: a derivative one, all in all insignificant with respect114

to the acquisition of ethnographic knowledge. For Geertz, ethnographic115

texts do not simply convey something that already exists, wholly consti-116

tuted, in the researcher’s mind: they are, rather, an opaque medium117

through which the hermeneutic process of understanding takes place.118

Hence his famous statement on ethnographies as fictions— «They are,119

thus, fictions; fictions, in the sense that they are “something made”,120

“something fashioned”—the original meaning of fictio - not that they are121

false, unfactual, or merely “as if” thought experiments» (p. 15). And from122

here follows the disputed juxtaposition of ethnographer and novelist. As123

we know, in order to illustrate the concept of “dense description” Geertz124

tells the story of Cohen, a Jewish trader from Morocco, who in 1912125

became implicated in complex negotiations with Berber and French colo-126

nial authorities, over the theft of his sheep. He juxtaposes this description127

with the character of Madame Bovary in the eponymous novel by Gustave128

Flaubert:129
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17 BEYOND THE FIELD: ETHNOGRAPHY, THEORY … 5

To construct actor-oriented descriptions of the involvements of a Berber130

chieftain, a Jewish merchant, and a French soldier with one another in131

1912 Morocco is clearly an imaginative act, not all that different from132

constructing similar descriptions of, say, the involvements with one another133

of a provincial French doctor, his silly, adulterous wife, and her feckless134

lover in nineteenth century France. In the latter case, the actors are repre-135

sented as not having existed and the events as not having happened, while136

in the former they are represented as actual, or as having been so. This137

is a difference of no mean importance; indeed, precisely the one Madame138

Bovary had difficulty grasping. But the importance does not lie in the fact139

that her story was created while Cohen’s was only noted. The conditions140

of their creation, and the point of it (to say nothing of the manner and141

the quality) differ. But the one is as much a fiction—“a making”—as the142

other. (Ibid.: 15−16)143

Geertz will return to the analysis of anthropological texts as literary144

creations fifteen years later, with Works and Lives (1988). By then,145

however, the Santa Fe congress, Writing Culture, had already been held146

and the eponymous volume, whose subtitle reads The Poetics and Poli-147

tics of Ethnography, had been published. With Marcus and Fischer’s148

Anthropology as Cultural Critique and James Clifford’s The Predicament149

of Culture, the volume would be in the foreground of anthropological150

debates for over a decade (Clifford Marcus 1986; Marcus and Fischer151

1986; Clifford 1988). Apparently, these scholars’ program was similar AQ3152

to Geertz’s: they meant to address the rhetorical-literary construction153

of ethnographic representation and anthropological discourse; to under-154

stand, in the words of Clifford (1986, p. 4), how «Literary processes155

– metaphor, figuration, narrative – affect the ways cultural phenomena156

are registered, from the first jotted “observations,” to the completed157

book, to the ways these configurations “make sense” in determined acts158

of reading.» (p. 4)159

In reality, however, there was no love lost between Geertz and the160

Santa Fe movement. Indeed, Geertz is not treated well in Writing161

Culture, especially at the hands of Vincent Crapanzano, who “decon-162

structs” his essay on the Balinese cockfight. Crapanzano’s primary target163

is Geertz’s “subtle” ethnographic strategy, in the end distancing himself164

from the “natives”. One of the criticisms he puts on Geertz is that «There165

is never an I-you relationship, a dialogue, two people next to each other166

reading the same text and discussing it face-to-face, but only an I-they167

relationship. And, as we have seen, even the I disappears - replaced by an168
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invisible voice of authority who declares what the you-transformed-to-a-169

they experience» (p. 74). In other words even Geertz, his hermeneutics170

notwithstanding, would employ strategies of “writing the other” that rely171

on a history of colonial domination and western superiority (Crapanzano172

had already touched on these points a few years earlier in a very harsh173

review of Geertz’s volume on Morocco; Crapanzano 1981). For his part,174

Geertz was certainly not fond of the movement. In a chapter of Works175

and Lives, he dwells very critically on the “reflexive” ethnographies of176

Paul Rabinow, Crapanzano himself and Kevin Dwyer, seen as poor solu-177

tions to “Malinowski’s dilemma”. The latter being a tension between «a178

mode of research that, at its limits anyway, virtually erases, or claims to,179

the affective distance between the observer and the observed, and a style180

of analysis […] that, at its limits, renders that distance, or pretends to,181

near absolute» (Geertz 1988, p. 83). The aforementioned ethnographers182

resolved this tension by way of radical reflexivity. Given that anthropo-183

logical knowledge is generated by the researcher’s self in the field, they184

thought, fieldwork accounts in which his/her presence is not addressed185

cannot be considered rigorous. The researcher has to put herself/himself186

at the heart of ethnography—while at the same time giving a faithful187

account of the conversations that make up the research experience:188

conversations with real and distinct people, not generic “informants”189

who are supposed to represent a whole group. On the wave of WritingAQ4190

Culture, these ethnographies will be called experimental, reflexive, and191

dialogical/polyphonic, terms borrowed from Bakhtin’s literary criticism).192

As James Clifford put it, they give center stage to the construction of193

ethnographic authority, rather than disguising it.194

Geertz instead qualifies them as “confessional”: in the sense that they195

are saturated with the “Self” and plagued by a “diary disease” that could196

potentially—he claims—turn into an epidemic. Like diaries, they appeal197

to sincerity and total transparency: however, sincerity turns into its oppo-198

site when it is consciously staged and used as a rhetorical move. Quoting199

Roland Barthes, Geertz (Ibid., pp. 89−90) points out the paradox of200

intimate diaries composed with the purpose of publishing: in such a case201

the Self claiming to get naked is in fact a literary character (and therefore202

fictional). In pages filled with irony, Geertz conveys his irritation at the203

overly explicit and somewhat exhibitionist emergence of the ethnographic204

Self, as well as at the type of Self unveiled and placed at the center of the205

ethnographic scene. A Self who is angry, inflexibly moralizing, suffused206
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17 BEYOND THE FIELD: ETHNOGRAPHY, THEORY … 7

with an imaginary «… of estrangement, hypocrisy, helplessness, domi-207

nation, disillusion. Being There is not just practically difficult. There is208

something corrupting about it altogether» (1988, p. 97). In discussing209

Dwyer’s ethnography, for example, he notes:210

It is Dwyers view that just about all of anthropology, including, in a sort of211

Cretan paradox, his own, is “dishonest… pernicious and self-serving”; that212

it is an extension of the “Western societal project”—imperialist, intrusive,213

and disruptive—to “pose all the questions” and assess all the answers; that214

the practice of it leads, even “in the best of cases”, to “personal despair”;215

and that its main animus, concealed of course and mystified, is to “[shield]216

the Self and… distance and disarm [and thus dominate] the Other” […].217

The question that arises, of course, is how anyone who believes all this can218

write anything at all, much less go so far as to publish it. (1988, pp. 96–97) AQ5219

What exactly is Geertz decrying here? Not simply excessive autobio-220

graphical tendencies, or Dwyer’s naïve notion that it would enough to221

report “faithfully” the words of one’s field interlocutors in order to222

honor them. There is something more. Perhaps resentment toward the223

militant arrogance of younger scholars who bring into the anthropolog-224

ical arena certain moral concerns and linguistic tics emblematic of the225

political culture then consolidating in American colleges. Looking at this226

culture, we can perhaps answer the question posed above: why was liter-227

ature chosen as the dominant term of comparison in the postmodern228

anthropological “turn”?229

Why Literature?230

Indeed, the Writing Culture movement could not be further from231

Geertz’s interpretive program. Different generations, different institu-232

tional positions: the Santa Fe group saw the oldest teacher as part233

of the establishment to be fought, in line with post-1968 attitudes.234

Geertz’s theoretical references can be traced back to the classics of anti-235

foundationalist thinking (from pragmatism to Kuhn, from Wittgenstein236

to Ricoeur’s hermeneutics); Clifford, Marcus and the others were instead237

immersed in the intellectual fashion of the time, namely deconstruc-238

tionism and so-called French Theory. Geertz was a liberal democrat, while239

they held radical views generally described as postmodernist.240
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Postmodernism is however too general a label. The definition Lyotard241

provided in 1979 incorporated a repudiation of the Great Narratives242

and distrust of absolute notions of Truth, while embracing an essen-243

tially reflexive understanding of knowledge, including the scientific one.244

This was close to Rorty’s pragmatism (and Vattimo’s “weak thought”),245

and on the whole it was compatible with hermeneutic and interpretive246

approaches. But the variety of “postmodernism” that emerged in the247

American Academy in the 1980s was altogether different: its distrust248

of objective science had political rather than epistemological founda-249

tions. Knowledge depends on power, according to a simplistic reading250

of Foucault’s works. In this perspective, neutral efforts to achieve truth251

are impossible: the only options left are resistance to power or its oppo-252

site, subjugation. Anthropology is evidently an ideal field of application253

for this perspective. Not unlike Said’s orientalism, anthropology turns254

into the discursive shadow of colonialism. Following Fanon (or, rather,255

Sartre’s interpretation of Fanon), the charge would be of “epistemological256

violence” and of being, in effect, an accomplice of domination. Anthro-257

pology’s discourse would thus pursue the distancing and objectifying258

of others, the colonized: deconstructive analysis could reveal how the259

apparent innocence of tropes and styles hides strategies for constructing260

the Other as an inversion of the Self, a dark flip side of Civilization. The261

Great Narratives, therefore, do actually return. This perspective is based262

on a specific philosophy of history, though turned on its head with respect263

to the Hegelian model, whose focus is the destiny of the West. This was264

the breeding ground out of which Writing Culture emerged.265

Such theoretical shifts were also part of a profound transformation of266

leftist politics in the United States. While the country had taken a clear267

conservative turn with the Reagan presidency, radical culture folded in268

and entrenched itself in campuses, particularly in Humanities faculties.269

Here it underwent a process of radicalization in a heavily self-referential270

style and acquired a component that can be described as “identitarian”,271

a term that has very different connotations in Europe. Indeed here, in272

the 1980s, far-right, xenophobic groups—which presented themselves as273

defenders of “Western civilization” and were oriented toward cultural274

fundamentalism—started calling themselves “identitarian”. In the United275

States, however, identity politics is marked by advocacy for the rights of276

minority or “subordinate” groups, which are defined along “racial” or277

ethnic grounds, as well as gender and sexual orientation. In this guise278
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politics no longer fixes its attention on the emancipation of the domi-279

nated classes, but rather on groups that see themselves as victims of the280

hegemonic majority of white, heterosexual males. The analysis of social281

inequalities is no longer grounded on the position of the subject within282

the modes of production or, more trivially, the material conditions of283

existence, but on ideological elements and “symbolic violence”. Hence284

the spasmodic attention paid to PC (politically correct) issues, or the285

conflicts over the academic “canon” of literature, dominated by the so-286

called DWEM (Dead White European Males); or the calls for “positive287

discrimination” in the recruitment of teachers, with quotas reserved for288

women, blacks, those who identify as gay, and so on.289

Abundant literature has been devoted to this trend (e.g. Harold290

Bloom’s discussion of the “school of resentment”, and Robert Hugh-291

es’s lectures on the “culture of complaint”; Bloom 1994; Hughes292

1993), which has somehow reached Europe and has, according to many,293

estranged the left from the social forces that used to be its basis; in other294

words, from the so-called “popular masses” or subaltern classes. While295

these forces gravitated first toward the Thatcherian right, and later various296

brands of populisms, leftist values became distinctive—in Bourdieu’s sense297

of the expression (1979)—of smaller groups with high cultural capital298

(e.g. Lila 2017; Ricolfi 2017; Friedman 2019). AQ6299

But let us go back to the correlation between this wider phenomenon300

and the trends in disciplines such as anthropology. As mentioned earlier,301

the language that established itself through the identity politics “turn”,302

eventually becoming its hallmark, is that of postmodernism and French303

Theory. The latter is a canon of post-structuralist and anti-humanist304

philosophers (especially French, such as Foucault, Deleuze, Lacan,305

Derrida, and Baudrillard) who were fiercely critical of the processes of306

subjectification of late capitalism and adopted (with Foucault’s exception)307

a radical rhetoric in Heideggerian fashion. While Geertz had theorized the308

centrality of language in a methodological sense (understanding occurs309

within texts and conversations), these French theorists gave it ontological310

status: there is nothing outside the text. The “revolution” must therefore311

take place, above all, within the text. Hence the endeavor to dismantle312

common sense in their writing, through the extensive use of neologisms,313

analogical short-circuits, and cryptic formulas, which would become a314

distinctive feature (used indexically by their followers; see Dei (2017,315

pp. 14−22) for the indexical uses of Lacan’s “foreclosure” and Agamben’s316
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“bare life”; see Carnevali 2018 for a critical examination of the concept317

of “[French and Italian] Theory” in philosophy).318

Françoise Cusset, in a very well-documented volume (2003), analyzes319

how the “French Theory” reached the American academy with the work320

of such post-structural French authority figures. A history of ideas that321

migrated, initially, through post-1968 avant-garde journals, and then322

through fascinating processes of adaptation, such as editorial strategies323

of translation and anthologization that turned the original French philo-324

sophical works into volumes with titles such as The Essential Derrida,325

The Foucault Reader, and Selection from the Prison Notebooks, the latter326

of course from an Italian philosopher, Antonio Gramsci, mistakenly327

thrown into the post-structuralist cauldron. Most interesting for the328

purposes of this discussion is Cusset’s insight that “French Theory” was329

conceived mainly within literature departments; not in philosophy depart-330

ments (in the United States these remain mostly dominated by analytical331

approaches) or social sciences ones (we shall return to this point in due332

course). “French Theory” enabled literary criticism to connect to the333

great intellectual debates of the time, representing a winning weapon to334

thoroughly revamp a somewhat dusty image and remain relevant when335

other disciplines threatened to take over academia. On the one hand,336

French thinkers inspired a form of narrative relativism, which, “by bran-337

dishing a few operative concepts and a few names of newly translated338

authors […] made it possible to reread the discourses of philosophy,339

the novel, sociology, or history as so many narratives, embedded in a340

yet vaster narrative structure” (Cusset 2003, p. 78). Anthropological341

discourse can be included in the list. Thus, the scope of literary crit-342

icism can extend beyond the field of cultured artistic production, to343

serve as wide-ranging instrument of analysis of contemporary society344

and culture. An instrument to which nothing can ultimately escape,345

not even the discourse of the so-called “hard sciences”, analyzed in its346

rhetorical assumptions and structures. The paradoxical outcomes were347

well documented by the Sokal hoax in 1996 (see Sokal and Bricmont348

1997; Sokal 2008). On the other hand, literature departments (French,AQ7349

English and comparative) could position themselves as sites where the350

political issues that underlie “French Theory” could gain greater visibility.351

The latter’s Nietzschean obsession with the unveiling of power relations352

behind speech served as the basis for the aforementioned identitarian353

preoccupations. Thus the foundations of a radicalism “more aesthetic,354

or apocalyptic, than political” were laid (Cusset 2003, p. 81); and the355
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“narcissism of small differences”—so widespread in college life and in the356

political education of students and aspiring intellectuals—was legitimized357

through a “high” cultural language, challenging enough to be distinctive.358

Disciplinary Encroachments359

All this had important consequences on the institutional level. The stim-360

ulus coming from literature departments indeed encouraged, from an361

academic point of view, the creation of research centers and interdisci-362

plinary degree programs. It was “French Theory” that made it possible363

to connect and overcome traditional disciplinary boundaries. The same364

applies to the 1980s development of Cultural Studies in the United365

States—a field with quite different characteristics to its 1960s British366

prototype. The latter was associated with the Birmingham school and the367

CCCS (Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies) of Richard Hoggart368

and Stuart Hall, the history of the English working class and the study369

of hegemony processes from a historicist and Gramscian perspective.370

Above all, it relied on solid qualitative and specifically ethnographic371

research methodologies in specific social contexts—if unusual ones for372

anthropology, such as private living rooms for the analysis of television373

audiences and groups of young people for subcultural styles. Cultural374

Studies in the United States are very different. In the first place, as Cusset375

points out, “in the United States, where social class is much less of a376

determining factor, a more mobile segmentation of society into ‘commu-377

nities’ and ‘microgroups’ replaced the English system of polarised social378

classes” (Ibid., pp. 145−146). Furthermore, their predominantly literary379

approach (rather than historical or sociological, as in the British case)380

privileges the analysis of texts over social contexts. In particular, they381

prioritized the study of mass culture from the perspective of a critique of382

imperialism, racism, and sexism, in other words in the framework of the383

subjugation/resistance of certain subordinate identity groups. Accord-384

ingly, the analysis of the text replaced ethnographic research—a significant385

setback from the British line of research, which had displaced semiology386

precisely to further the centrality of fieldwork.387

Likewise, according to Cusset, it was the very centrality of fieldwork388

in the tradition of American anthropology to limit the penetration of389

“French Theory” in it. In this respect Cusset’s point of view, however,390

appears lacking and naive: indeed it only takes into account Geertz who,391

on the one hand, by imparting a “cultural” turn in the social sciences,392
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seems to “prepare the ground for a fruitful debate with French theory”;393

and yet, on the other hand, he could not help but be skeptical of “gen-394

eralisations without proof”, “evasive” formulas, and the French theorists’395

negative attitude toward empirical research (Ibid, p. 95). Here Cusset396

makes some confusion, even tracing Geertz’s attitude to the positivist397

legacy of American social sciences. He forgets that Geertz’s endeavor398

to restore an interpretative understanding of culture in anthropological399

analysis and research was a radical break with the positivist tradition,400

but was also from the outset incompatible with the French approaches,401

which had displaced “culture” in favor of “power”. Above all, while402

delineating the resistance offered by anthropology (and sociology, in his403

opinion) to the “French Theory”, Cusset entirely overlooks the Writing404

Culture phenomenon and the truly important role it played in the 1980s–405

1990s. It is in the context described so far that Writing Culture becomes406

possible: indeed, inevitable. It represented precisely the interface between407

an anthropology founded on the fieldwork tradition and a new theoretical408

environment prevalent within humanities departments and radical culture409

in the United States.410

How did this mediation become possible? Essentially, fieldwork411

remained central in the anthropological enterprise, but was reframed as412

a strictly subjective and personal experience, which in turn required the413

explicit or implicit support of literary creativity to be turned into a text414

(an objectified, publicly transmissible form of knowledge). Two strate-415

gies were deployed to thus remodel ethnographic research. On the one416

hand, the history of anthropological studies was recast so as to show the417

constant, albeit implicit, presence in anthropology, from its origins, of418

these two key elements: the existential experience of fieldwork as a form of419

cultural estrangement, and its “literary” rendering through various autho-420

rial postures. On the other hand, new forms of ethnographic authority421

were experimented, trying to make more manifest and aware the use of422

rhetorical, stylistic, and narrative resources.423

As for the first point, throughout the 1980s there were attempts to424

systematize what could be called a literary theory of fieldwork, in partic-425

ular through the characterization in terms of “ethnographic realism” of426

the classic phase in the history of anthropological research and produc-427

tion. The Writing Culture group advanced the idea, at once fascinating428

and bizarre, of consistent parallelisms between the standard form of clas-429

sical ethnographies (at least in the English-speaking environment) and the430

493907_1_En_17_Chapter � TYPESET DISK LE � CP Disp.:24/9/2020 04:57PM Pages: 22 Layout: Pal-HusSci-A5

A
ut

ho
r 

Pr
oo

f



U
N

CO
RREC

TE
D

PR
O

O
F

17 BEYOND THE FIELD: ETHNOGRAPHY, THEORY … 13

nineteenth-century realist novel. Fascinating since even the mere paral-431

lelism brought attention to certain features of ethnographic writing that432

had until then not been thematized and had remained implicit: this made433

it possible to investigate the narrative pact between author and reader, the434

strategies of construction of the ethnographic authority and the degree435

of “creativity” inherent in the “data”. For example, the analogy with436

realism highlights the adoption of an impersonal point of view (“the eye437

of God”), which conceals the narrating Self; a predominantly visualist438

register (in contrast to a dialogic one) that produces “reality effects” by439

dwelling on minute descriptions; or the “ethnographic present”, a narra-440

tive construct that results in a dehistoricization of the fieldwork setting441

(this far, ideas in full consistency with Geertz’s). The pretense to draw442

exact parallelisms with literary styles however feels forced and results in443

inconsistencies (as in Marcus and Cushman 1982). The much flaunted444

“experimental ethnographies” also appear forced, with their pretense445

to leave behind colonial hypocrisies, “realist” objectifications, and the446

distancing of the Other. The narrative, dialogical, polyphonic, even poetic447

formats, which should have established an ethnographic new wave, soon448

turned into a disappointment to their own proponents—who ceased to449

theorize them and to (try to) put them into practice. No doubt the450

literary-inspired criticism of old models had at least the effect of supplying451

greater liveliness to ethnographic writing; for instance, it legitimized the452

use of the first person, diminished the field interlocutors’ anonymization453

and provided more scope to individual life stories. Nevertheless it did not454

yield new models: on the contrary, it entailed the risk of dialogism and455

narrative mannerism, the “I was on the veranda on a summer evening”456

tone of writing, even more objectionable than old-fashioned scientistic457

conventions.458

Narration or Theory?459

The combination of “lived” notions of research and literary approaches460

to ethnographic texts sanctioned a specific interpretation, surely a legiti-461

mate one, of anthropological work; at the same time, however, it obscured462

others. The image of the history of anthropology provided by Writing463

Culture is first of all brazenly Anglocentric. The idea of a long twentieth464

century dominated by the “realist monograph” model applies to British465

and North American academic mainstream (still, on the condition that466

we ignore several alternative experiences); it leaves out other traditions467
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however, for example in continental Europe, structured around alto-468

gether different types of research, treatment, and elaboration of empirical469

materials. It is true that James Clifford fully acknowledges the French470

tradition, however he treats it as a sort of variation of the Malinowskian471

model, that largely conforms to its categories. In fact, he focuses on such472

figures as Maurice Leenhardt and Marcel Griaule, who are the most prox-473

imate to the research cliché of the “lonely hero in the heart of darkness”474

(distant and exotic settings, long stays on the field, etc.); or on the prewar475

Surrealist movement and personalities such as Georges Bataille, whose476

inextricable blend of ethnographic, artistic, and literary proclivities plays477

into the hands of a textual interpretation. But otherwise, the ethnology478

of—say—Mauss or Lévi-Strauss does not fall into category with the field479

analyzed by the Writing Culture movement (with the obvious exception480

of Tristes Tropiques, for its explicitly literary nature). Certainly The Gift481

and The Elementary Structures of Kinship are not examples of “armchair482

anthropology”: these works articulate the relationship between theory483

and empirical data differently from the classic ethnographic monographs,484

and are not liable to be analyzed in terms of literary strategies. Or rather,485

they very well could be, given that anything can be discovered in a text486

through denotative and tropological analysis. But what would the point487

be?488

The truth of the matter is that the framework and organizing principle489

of texts like the ones mentioned is, by no means, “literary”, metaphor-490

ical, mannerist, etc., but rather theoretical. It would be very banal to491

remind us of it now, had it not been meticulously concealed by decon-492

structive analyses. The issues tackled by the author of The Gift do not493

pertain to the experience of meeting the Other, but rather to the forms494

of exchange and the related role of “morality” within nonutilitarian495

models of economic rationality. The same is true for The Elementary496

Structures, whose organizing principle is the discovery of the generative-497

transformational grammar that underlies the great empirical diversity of498

kinship systems. It is true that in other works Lévi-Strauss poses ques-499

tions about the existential and political implications of encountering the500

Other as well as about the West’s colonial guilt: these are however kept501

separate from the theoretical elaboration, which relies on a large amount502

of data that are not—and could not possibly be—the result of the author’s503

personal experience.504

Moreover, the same applies to works within the Anglo-American tradi-505

tion. A very interesting case is that of Bateson’s Naven. In the “literary”506
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climate of the 1980s, this work aroused renewed interest thanks to its507

striking peculiarities in comparison to then widely accepted ethnographic508

standards. It is certainly a fieldwork report, despite not being particu-509

larly concerned with making a holistic representation of the society within510

which research was carried out (the Iatmul of New Guinea): it prioritizes511

the Naven ritual, and if anything retraces the wider characteristics of that512

culture from it—its eidos (“an expression of the standardised cognitive513

aspects of the individuals” and its ethos (“the corresponding expression of514

their standardised affective aspects”; Bateson 1936, pp. 118, 120). It is515

an articulate and complex work, in which descriptions of the local culture516

and broad epistemological and psycho-cultural theorizations are inter-517

twined around the concept of schismogenesis. Why did Naven, which had518

somehow been repudiated by Bateson (in the 1958 edition he distanced519

himself from the volume’s structure, and would never write an ethno-520

graphic monograph again), captivate postmodern anthropologists to such521

an extent? The answer lies in its being viewed as a precursor to the “exper-522

imental” and “antirealist” ethnographies they theorized. As Marcus and523

Fischer put in what can be considered a “manual” of postmodern anthro-524

pology, Anthropology as Cultural Critique, Bateson’s Naven deals with525

“alternative modes of representation”, and for this reason has become526

“an inspirational text in the current trend of experimentation”] (Marcus527

& Fischer 1986, pp. 40–41). Yet Marcus himself had observed, in a 1985528

article, how inaccurate this interpretation would be: to think of Naven as529

“experimental ethnography” meant to misread it and betray the author’s530

intentions. A felicitous misreading, according to Marcus (1985, p. 79):531

since ultimately Naven is a failed essay (Ibid., p. 66). Bateson himself532

had understood that the ethnographic format, at least as intended in his533

day, would not allow his socio-cognitivist arguments to develop coher-534

ently. Hence the wavering quality of Naven, “a long, rambling text full of535

unexpected turns, rebeginnings, and hedging asides. This writing project536

flirts with incoherence because of the epistemological obsessions of its537

author in trying to represent the details of an alien social reality” (Ibid.,538

p. 66). Afterward, he would only write essays on theoretical, didactic-539

speculative issues. According to Marcus, “[Naven] led Bateson out of540

anthropology, or at least away from its central practice, the ethnographic541

account” (Ibid., p. 67). Epistemological obsessions: Marcus, despite his542

very perceptive commentary, seems unable to conceive that these “obses-543

sions” are themselves the axis in the organization of the text, more than544

the very ethnographic account, more than the “representation of an alien545
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society” or the problematization of the relationship between researcher546

and natives and so on.547

Not unlike Vincent Crapanzano who, in his aforementioned criticism548

of Geertz, doesn’t grasp that the author’s purpose in the essay on cock-549

fighting in Bali is to advance an interpretation of a specific practice, not550

to take a politically correct position toward the natives (or toward his551

own wife). “Here, at a descriptive level, he blurs his own subjectivity - his552

experience of himself in those early Balinese days - with the subjectivity553

and the intentionality of the villagers. (His wife’s experience presents stillAQ8554

another problem as well as something of a conceptual embarrassment: she555

is dismissed from this tale of men and cocks” (Crapanzano 1986, p. 70).556

The reference here is to Geertz’s ephemeral mention of his wife, Hildred,557

in the narrative of the events that lead to him being accepted by the locals558

(the two of them were attending a cockfight with other Balinese and the559

whole party fled together when the police raided the scene). She is not560

mentioned again in the rest of the essay. Very well, but why should he561

have written more about her, save for a misguided feminist dogmatism?562

(Crapanzano plays mischievously on the double meaning of the English563

word “cock”). The point is that Geertz’s objective is to offer an inter-564

pretation of that practice as “deep play”, relating it to—among other565

things—the analysis of western practices of sport and gambling. It is not566

a narrative or “descriptive” task, but rather a theoretical one. It is thus567

unclear why he should have written more about his wife, or his sexual568

life, his sense of disorientation and nostalgia, and about other personal569

circumstances that seem of such great importance to a literary-experiential570

anthropology.571

“Field”, Empirical Research,572

and Other Anthropologies573

Furthermore, it becomes clear that—for the Writing Culture move-574

ment—continental lines of research that document cultural differences575

within European countries, rather than distant and “alien” places, fall576

outside the scope of anthropology. Indeed, the postmodern, rhetorical-577

political “turn” has never encompassed folklore studies. It could be578

because in the United States, unlike Europe, they are totally separated579

from anthropology in academia. Or perhaps because their discourse on580

“tradition”—on balance quite conservative—was viewed with suspicion581

from a multiculturalist and postcolonial perspective. Yet, in countries such582
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as France and Italy, Gramscian approaches to popular culture were at the583

forefront of the politically engaged attitude of postwar social science—584

with paradigms of research closely involved in the emancipation of the585

subaltern classes. The only one in the United States to notice the poten-586

tial significance of this line of inquiry was George E. Saunders, in a587

1993 article on Ernesto De Martino, published in the American Anthro-588

pologist. In this article, the Italian anthropologist and philosopher is589

described as a precursor of the political-rhetorical turn (Saunders 1993).590

In those same years Pietro Clemente (1991) introduced the idea that the591

“turn” in the anthropological mainstream could confer new visibility and592

legitimacy upon well-established methodologies and prerogatives within593

European ethnological and folklore research: in particular, those related594

to oral sources, to the urgency of “giving voice” to the lower classes595

and recording their forms of life and consciousness, without filtering596

them through the ethnographer’s “experience”. After all, dialogism and597

polyphony—yet again literary terms flaunted by Clifford and colleagues598

as watchwords of experimental ethnography—are exactly that.599

Actually, the postmodern framework does not accommodate any of600

this. Partly because the “subordinate classes” of European folklore studies601

do not coincide with the “subordinate subjects” posited by American602

radical theorists and “French Theory” proponents: to them, class differ-603

ence is of less account than the purported radical alterity embodied by604

ethnic and sexual minorities. But I believe that, above all, European folk-605

lore and ethnological research practices were incompatible with the then606

dominant fieldwork model, centered on rendering into (literary) text the607

ethnographer’s “experience”. In European popular culture studies, the608

researcher is usually from within the culture studied (although classically609

approached from the perspective of class difference); he/she does not610

uproot him/herself to participate immersively in an “alien” setting, nor is611

he/she caught up in the dialectic between Being There and Being Here;612

the researcher comes and goes according to convenience, so to speak.613

His/her subjective experience of estrangement is not at thecenter, nor is614

the relationship with the Other burdened with colonial guilt (although615

awareness of this is sometimes very accentuated, as in De Martino): what616

matters most is the production of knowledge (or, we could say provoca-617

tively, “data”, blowing the dust off a term that has been stigmatized by618

the criticism of positivism).619

From the Writing Culture group’s perspective, all this is not even620

“real” anthropology. The rhetorical-political “turn” put forward new621
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modes of writing without calling into question the paradigm of field-622

work; on the contrary, it absolutized it. From being one of many research623

methodologies available, it became the essence of lived experience, to624

be reworked through literary strategies; not a methodology, but a form625

of knowledge that is accomplished in itself. As Kevin Dwyer put it in626

Moroccan Dialogues, the problem of anthropology is “to make the expe-627

rience concrete, to turn it into a text and make it accessible to people628

who had not participated in it” (Dwyer 1982, p. xviii). For Dwyer,629

the entire history of the discipline has been based on “contemplative”630

attitudes, aimed at distancing the Other and “neutralizing” the Self-631

Other relationship; an attitude, in turn, related to the Western project632

of world domination (Ibid., p. 270). The only way out of this political-633

epistemological trap would be to avoid setting the goals of “observing634

external events”, “discovering hidden phenomena”, “observing scientific635

facts”; but to aim instead at “making one’s vulnerability central”, to show636

“the tie between an Other that is created as a relation to Self, and a637

Self that emerges in its encounter with the Other” (Ibid., p. 272). We638

are here very far from the poetics of what Clifford sometimes describes639

as kaleidoscopic, fragmented, “inauthentic” ethnography, and which led640

Clemente to hope for the recovering of techniques of documentary “col-641

lection”, patient and by no means “heroic”, hallmarks of the continental642

folkloric and ethnological tradition. Dwyer’s statements, while purporting643

to subvert classical anthropology, reaffirm, and actually enhance its central644

premise, the integral authenticity of the ethnographer’s estranging expe-645

rience. Today, the latter brings with him/her the critical self-awareness646

of the West, and no longer a progressive project of civilization; his/her647

awareness of being inexorably immersed in literature, rather than the648

presumption of doing science. But he/she remains “the lone stranger in649

the hearth of darkness” (Salzman 1993).650

To conclude: I have tried to suggest how the juxtaposition of anthro-651

pology and literature hinged on attempts to accommodate the first to a652

new intellectual and academic environment, rather than being an intrinsic,653

reflexive resolution within the discipline. The environment in question654

was centered on literary studies and departments, around which gravitated655

a constellation of social and intellectual phenomena such as the “French656

Theory” movement, identity-politics activism, the culture of political657

correctness and postcolonial posturing. I should point out that this is658

a mere proposal that might be further developed: a full demonstration659

would have entailed extensive philological analysis, and the delineation660
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of the education, intellectual, and academic careers of the protagonists661

of the rhetorical-political turn. I don’t have the space and the compe-662

tence, let alone the interest, to carry out such an analysis here. A further663

clarification needs to be made: I hope I have not given the impression,664

in highlighting certain ideological constraints of the Writing Culture665

movement, of underestimating its importance. Its ideas had enormous666

influence during the 1980s and 1990s; I also believe (especially with667

reference to the work of James Clifford) that these ideas substantially668

improved anthropology’s epistemological awareness. Yet it is obvious to669

me that the rhetorical-political turn, starting from the “reflexive” and670

hermeneutic foundations already set by the interpretive perspective, has671

led the discipline toward very distant shores, i.e. the shores of “criti-672

cal” and postcolonial thought, fed by neo-Marxist elaborations and by673

post-structural analyses of subjectivation and biopower. Master Narra-674

tives and Theories of suspicion, which were supposed to be liquidated by675

hermeneutics, are thus back under a different guise. The “epistemological676

obsessions” of interpretive anthropology are therefore replaced by “polit-677

ical” ones, which in essence aim at doing away with the very concept of678

culture, at the benefit of “power” (understood in Marxist, Foucauldian,679

and Nietszchian terms). Hence the recent inception of additional “turns”,680

such as the so-called ontological one, which is above all an assault on epis-681

temology as the basis of anthropological knowledge. “All I know is that682

we need richer ontologies, and it is high time to put epistemological ques-683

tions to rest”, writes Eduardo Viveiros De Castro (2012, p. 4153), truly684

the prophet of the ontological turn. Hence urging us to enter the utmost685

stage of anti-colonial self-awareness: by recognizing that the differences686

experienced in the field are not the result of different representations687

of the world, but of ontologically incommensurable worlds. After all,688

hasn’t entering into another world always been the secret dream of every689

anthropologist?690

Attention to the relationship between anthropology and literature has691

faded over time (leaving behind, as a positive side effect, an interesting692

line of anthropological analyses of literary texts). “Experimental ethnogra-693

phies”, as already pointed out, are no longer fashionable (perhaps luckily).694

But that intellectual season helped to establish the myth of fieldwork as695

an ethereal, subjective experience, a radical witnessing of participation,696

Einfühlung, political complaint, and anti-hegemonic activism. This view697

of research, perhaps, still accommodates a part or a single aspect of ethno-698

graphic work. It does not however account for a wide range of varieties699
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of empirical research in the field, which does not take place in “other”700

worlds but in “ours”, and is no longer clearly split into a Being there and701

a Being here. Modes of research that entail various types of conversation,702

documentation, data “collection”, as well as of engagement, and involve-703

ment of the researcher in the context studied. The fact that “field”, in704

anthropology, remains the term used to indicate empirical research tout705

court testifies the persistence of the myth of fieldwork. Even though there706

is no tent to pitch, no radical otherness to comprehend (but rather exces-707

sive familiarity toward which we have to exercise an epoché); even though708

the problem is neither one of “showing the Other and the Self built in709

their mutual relationships”, nor of mobilizing a sense of colonial or class710

guilt (today’s ethnographers often occupy a status of social and economic711

subordination toward the contexts and subjects of analysis). I therefore712

believe in the need for alternative ways of delineating anthropological713

research, ways that result from a broader comparison among traditions714

of documentary and qualitative research, certainly still prioritizing what715

to me is the essential core of ethnography: an endeavor to cautiously and716

patiently punctuate the fine grain of social relations, that which gener-717

ally escapes grand models and the surface of official and institutional718

self-representations.719
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