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Culture/Contexture: 
An Introduction 

E. Valentine Daniel and Jeffrey M. Peck 

The presence of the literary in amhropoJogy is best described as "un
canny~-a nonscientific drive lodged in the heart of a putative science, a 
presence both desired and dreaded, a Freudian unheimlich. For literary 
study, anthropology has for the most sen'ed merely as a source of the eso
teric in theory and example. About fifteen years ago, the two fields found 
deeper significance in each other, which resulted in a flurry of publications 
heighte ning this awareness. In Culture/Conltxlufe,l scholars from these two 
disciplines join, for the first time, to reflect o n the antidisciplinary urge that 
has made this creative rapprochement both possible and necessary. The 
common urge springs from a common predicament. Both anthropology 
and literary study-and culture and writing-are alive to their extrinsic and 
intrinsic contexwrcs; MContcxture being the term Hobbes used to connote 
both Lhe texwre Lhal surrounds and the texwre that constiwtes. The 
Lhemes by which Lhe authors work through the fascination and fears Lhat 
hold these disciplines together and hold them apart range fro m reading 
and race, nation and narration , and writing and representation to state and 
self, incest and violence, and travel and time. The resulting revelation is one 
of rich possibilities that each side, in its own contexture, holds for the olher. 

E. VALENTINE DANIEL: FROM AN ANTHROPOLOGIST'S 
POINT OF VIEW: TH E LITERARY 

In previewing my colleague's "Point ofView~ that follows, I was struck by the 
image he paints of scholars in literary swdy wanting to Mget their hands dirty 
in the field. M Some anthropologists today, with more than a cemury's hind
sight, are more likely to identifY with Lady Macbeth fretting about all the 
perfumes of Arabia not being up to snuff for sweetening her little hands. 
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For some of us a l least, fi e ldwork is an act of "a tonement,~ alOnement fo r 
sins less sanguinary but more consequcntialthan Lady Macbeth' s, atone
men t for ollr conceits and the conceit of the West wherein our disciplinary 
interests originated. We provided the theory; they provided the cases. The 
more romantic among us ha\"c sought to make such atonemen ts by gelting 
lO th is unclUous word's radical etymology by ach ieving an al-<>ne.ment2 with 
the Other \~hom ,,'C have violated. But stich attempts arc condemned 10 fail 
c ,'en as the awkwardness of the dccompounded word in question defies an 
:u-onc-menl with "atonement. ~ The atonement an anthropologist is capable 
of m aking is at best all atonement iNlwt:OI self and Othe r, almost never an 
al-one-ment with the Other. 

Gelling to know the Other has been anthropology's raison d 'etTe. T h is 
Other has existed for anthropology in two modes. The first concerns an
other people, th e second another form. The form in que.~lion goes by the 
popular appellation o f the day, ~ t.he text. ·' Myemphasis in this introduction 
will be on the form th a t sustains the n otion of the text, the literary. To ap
preciate anthro pology'S encounter with the literary, we need to briefly re
view anthropology's engagement with its other O ther, another people. The 
Other asa people has borne various names throughout anthropology's brief 
histol)': primith'es. nath'es, traditional peo ples, tribes, and ethn ic groups, to 
mention hut a few. In shon. anthropology has been enamored by that which 
is foreign to it. This O ther with which anthropology has attempted to en
gage, and about wh ich much h as been written recently, is difference essen
tialized and d istanced in time and space by a particu lar way of com ing to 
know it. 3 Willingly or o the rwise, this form of knowledge has abetted three 
strategies of engagement with difference: conquest, conversion, and mar
ginalization (Con nolly 1991 : 36-63). T he projec t is essentia lly Hegelian: 
h ow to reconcile the radical divide generated by the Enlighte nme nt. the 
d ivide between subject and object, self and other, home and th e world 
(Adorno 1973). Conquest and coll\'ersion, the stratagems of conquistadors 
and priests, respectively (Todorov 1985), played lambently o n the methods 
and theories of anthropology. Broadly speaking, from its Tylorean begin
ni ngs in 1878 until E. E. Evans-Pritchard's 1950 Marreu IeClure, amhropol
ogy's conquests advanced on the sho ulders of the pumped-up brawn of 
positivist scientism in which reductionist explanation s were the be-all and 
end-all. Insofar as the quest was for explanations rather than interpre ta
tions, laws rather than patterns, un ive rsals rather than particulars, the pre
dictabili ty o r ,I naturalized moral order rather than the spon taneity of a 
moral~ cultural field , the conquest of the Other lay in the imposition on it 
of such explanations, naturalized laws, and universals, with little regard to 

the h istorically specific scientislic culture \0 which the5C valorized goals be
longed. Had the conquest in question , the conquest by imposition, been 
limited to Qur understanding ofthe Other. it would have been a partial one. 
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But to the extent that we may ha,"c succeeded in converting the Others to 
our point of ,~cw witham rcciprocity, in making them see themselves as we 
see them , our conquest is a resounding one. In many amhropology depart
ments in India, for example. cranial indexes and nasal indexes, along with 
the concept of race, continue to preoccupy researchers. The high-precision 
calibrating instruments needed for such measurements are no longer im
ported from Europe but are locally manufaclUred . Archaeology, history, 
and folklo re have become the instruments for constructing hoary traditions, 
antiquarian nations, and jealous national identities (e.g., see Ivy, this 
volume). And occasionally the point is made tragicomically vivid, as when 
Margaret Trawick's search for thc Jackal Hunters' myth of origin ends at 
the door of the group's Mchief nath'e-informant ~ who informs her that the 
uI'-text of the myth is lO be found in none other than the little black box of 
a white man who had taped the myth some }'ears earlier. Au thorship , in 
its SC\'eraJ senses, had been surrendered to a foreig n white male who, in 
this instance, happened to be Trawick's own student (see Trawick, this 
volume). 

But the opposite point needs to be made as well. The muscle of scient ism 
and colon ialism notwithstanding, and despitc Edward Said's (1989) pes
simistic picture of what anthropology had wrought, the Other has not only 
bent to but also resisted, frustrated , and transformed anthropological de
signs. That is, the asymmetry in the power relationship has not been con
sistently tilted in the anthropologisl's favo r. We certainly overstate the case 
when we attribute too much power 10 the anthropological account, inter· 
pretive or explanatory, in considering the dyadic relationship between thc 
anthropologist and his o r her Other. By and large, the Other's reality con· 
tinue$ to e xist, persist, grow, and change, independent of how that O thcr is 
reconstituted in anthropological reality, Timcs change, too. Consider Edgar 
Thurston, that British civil servant-cum-Iay ethnographer of the early part of 
this century about whom Nicholas Dirks writes in his essay (this volume). 
Quite apart from ~making much or (in both senses) the ~castes and tribes 
of South I ndia,~ Thurston's se,'en volumcs by that title became a paradig
matic text for thc construction of South Ind ia's cthnographic reality and a 
\'critable manual for learn ing about South Indian society. By con trast, the 
writings of most contemporary ethnographers lack that ~reality-makingM 

power. I can think of at least six reasons for such a state of affairs. First, con
temporary anthropology has consciously attempted 10 d isengage itselffrom 
both explicit and tacit collusion with Ihe designs of the more obvious cen
ters of power. Second, in the late twentieth century, anthropological pro
ductions do not matter as much to these centers and institutions of power 
as do lhe productions of economics, political.science, psychology, and C\'cn 
sociology, Th ird, anthropology has come to possess self-doubts about its 
prcvious claims ( 0 explanatory authority (the kind of self-doubts sadly lack-
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ing in many of its sister social sciences). Fourth, anth ropology's Other is not 
only distanced by space and time but, as o ften, by stalUS and class as well. in 
wh ich, as Dan Rose shows in this volume, the anthropologist is his Other 's 
unequal. Fifth , a sign ifkan t number o f an thropologists have taken to heart 
Evans-Pritchard's claim (or at least pans of it) that if anthropology Mstudies 
societies as moral systems and not as nalUra! systems, then it "is a kind o f 
hislOriography, and therefore u lt imately of philosophy of art. (I t is] ... 
interested in design rather than process, . .. seeks patterns and not scien
tific law.~, and interprets ralher than explainsM (1962; 152). But fina lly and 
most significantly, anthropologists as well as those in literary study- in
spired by the likes of Jacques Derrida, Raymond \Vill iams, Michel Foucault, 
Mikhail B.lkhti n , Walter Benjamin, and Anton in Gramsci-ha\'e realized 
that there are narratives, other than the available master narrative!!, that 
need to be drawn on to compose ethnographies. The writing of such e th
nographies calls ror the cultivalion or an ear ror discourses that are normally 
drowned out by hegemonic o nes, Such discourses, or rather, Mcounter
discoursesM (Marcus 1992), have made McultureM into an unsettled and 
unsettling thing, much like writing, or even more like "reading. ~ T he last 
point, reading culture, is amplified by Dirks in this volume, nm we arc geL
li ng ahead or our story, 

Ir conquest. and conversion are fWO interrelated operations e mployed by 
anthropology, especially in its engagement with the Olher in distant lands, 
margi nalization is the strategy employed by anthropology (as well as the lib
eral sectors or the society in which it feels mostly at home) in its engagement 
with the Other among us, The lat ter is most often expressed in the liberal 
idiom of tolerance without the awareness thai toleration is but another rorm 
or marginalization and neutralization. a point elegantly brought o ut by 
David Lloyd in his chapter. The strategies of tolerating by marginalizing and 
marginalizing by tolerating are resorted to mostly in coming to terms with 
lhe stranger among us, who, in lhe argOl of our lime, is called the elhnic. 
Regardless of which three strategies are resorted to, and in wh iche\'er com
bination, the relationship between self and Other is embedded in a matrix 
of a kind or power: ~the power overw rather than Mthe power to." A friend of 
mine , in a moment of alliterative weakness, opposed Mothering M to "moth
ering.~ To continue this somewhat infelicitous pun, Mmo1heri ng W is no less 
implicated in a relationship of power and can be construed in two ways. At 
the negative end. it rhymes wi th "smothering~ and is found in various kinds 
of mushy universalisms. in a lovcy-dovey "family of man M or Walt Dis
neyesque Small World and in Benetton ads with smiling faces of sevcral rcp
resen r,.'lI ive Mraccs. M At its ideal best, it nurtures rather than smothers 
difference. it invoh'es a power-to ra ther than a power-oycr: the power to 
bri ng out the beSt in the other or make a space wherein the other might find 
his or her ide n tity and the freedom to express iL5 But irthat were to be the 
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end of it, it would be paternalism undcr a differcnt sign. Anthropology also 
urges us 10 open ourselves up 10 the Othcr so lhat lhc Olhcr may rccipro
cate by bringing out the besl in us. Such a reciprocity ofrecognilion sho uld 
not be confused with thc liberal agcnda ofhomogcnization, orequated with 
the relegation of diffcrence to an an nual cthnic paradc on Main Street. 
Rather, it pleads for a nonhierarchica l relatio nship in which there will not 
on ly be the inevitable give-and-take but also thc wil lingncss to let differcnces 
be and, if need be, grow. 

Now let us turn to anthropology's second Other, form. The form that 
we have called the literary must be presupposed if we are to appreciatc its 
betler-known manifestation as the text. To kidnap an expression from Julia 
Kristeva (1991 : 191), the literary has been ~the stranger within us" anthro
pologists. Let us e nter our problem more broadly, by considering ~other" 
disciplines in generaL Given the relatively young field that anthropology was 
(and still is) , many of its practitioners have had their primary credentials in 
foreign fields: biology, A C. Haddon ; classics, Sir J ames Frazer; engineer
ing, Sir Edmund Leacb; geology, Erminn ie Smith; history, George Stocking 
and Francesca Bray; law, Robert Redfield and Max Gluckman; mathematics, 
John Atkins; mcdicine, W. H. R. Ri\'crs; music, Frances DensmOI'C; physical 
geography, Franz Boas; sociology, S.]. Tambiah. There are others for whom 
wo rk in another field had a significant impact on later anthropological 
work. In this rcgard one thinks of Gregory Bateson and biology, ViclOr 
Turner and English JitcralUre,6 Paul Radin and philosophy. Indeed, as one 
of the anonymous readers of the original manuscri pt of this volume re
minded us, to this day most graduate programs in anthropology prefer stu
dents with backgrounds other than anthropology. Despite the full 
professionalization of anthropology by the 1920s by the second generation 
of anthropologists through the ritualization of fieldwork and the academi
cization of the discipline in university departments, the doors to the sub
ject's imerior have remained-relative to its sister social scicnces--quile 
open, with the only proviso thal lhe ritual of fieldwork be gone through. 
And thanks to this ritual , the discipline 's center held. and its inner life was 
e nriched with each stranger's entry. 

Among the 8t.nmge rs who arc ;11 homc in ;uHhropology's arc an e rc ccs$C$, 

howel'er, the literary has had, as I have indicated, an ~uncanny~ presence. 
The German word used by Freud for "the uncan ny,~ un},eimlich, signifies a 
breach o f heimlich, which in its turn has the double meaning of homeyness 
and secrecy. In both the use and the denial of this second Other of an thro
pology, the same three strategies of engagement with the Other were 
brought to bear on the literary; to conquer and/ o r to convert and/ o r to 
marginalize. In a discipline nurtured in the hothouse of positivism, where 
~to see was more than a metaphor, to admit to the li teral)' was tantamount 
to admitting to the subjective, and the subjective was, unlike the objecti\'e, 
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esscll liall ), blind.7 For in an ~object i\'e science ~ slich a.s anthropology, the lit
e rary, which after all belongs to the last of the triumvi rate oflogic, grammar, 
and rhetoric. with its attention and admission to style. had to be repressed. 
At no time in the history of the d isci pI inc . however. was the conquest of the 
litera!)' as successful as it has been in cerr.ain other social sciences such as 
economics, political science, psych ology, and even sociology. In fact, the 
rhetorical was the hallmark of many justly fa mous anthropologists. At the 
risk of excluding more than we include, those who come to mind alphabet
icall)' in this respect arc Ruth Benedic t, Sir Ed .... ;n E. Evans-Pritchard. Sir 
James Frazer. Clifford Gecrtz, Claude Uvi-Strauss, Bronislaw Malinowski, 
Ervin Meggitt, Hortense Powdermaker, Kenn eth Reed , W. E. H. Stallller, 
and Vinor TUfIl e r. The rhetoric o f writing can often mask its politics. How 
easy it is to miss the pol itics for th e rhetoric in the writings of two of our fore
most women anthropologists, Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict. ~kad 
dared to write for /Wlbook magazine, compromising her chan ces of being 
take n seriously by the academic world. In the case of Benedict, we can ap
preciate th e con trast between the diaries that characterize her vivid prean
thropological phase and the ne utralized voice o f her academic wri ting only 
against the background of disciplinary polidcs. The poli tics of writing is far 
more obvious with respect to Franz Boas's twO othe r sLUdents in whose work 
gcndc~ and race meet. Ella Oelo,-ja, the Nath"c Ame rican authOl" o f lhe 
e th nographic no\'el Waterli/)" began her career as Boas's student, research 
assistant, and informant. But neither h er career nor her writings had any 
chance of breaking thro ugh and into the largely Eurocen tric anthropolog
ical canons. Written in 1944, Waterli/), was published only in 1988. The sec
ond of Boas's stude nts whose writin gs--in particular, Mules and Men
remain excluded from the canons is the Mrican-American ethnographer 
Zora Neale H urston.s 

Many are the closet novelists among anthropologists. A few (notably twO, 
5.,ul Bellow and Kurt Von negut) . fortunately or Olherwise, had but a brush 
with anth ropology, Cut loose, and went o n 10 become famous. Some an
th ropologists han: op ted to o perate at the vel)' edges whe re ethnography 
blurs into fiction . Th e most recerH example of a work that has en tered this 
no-man 's-land from anthropology's si de is Barbara T edlock's The Bea utifu l 
ami the Da1lgt:row. Has the differen ce been effaced ? And , if so, at what price? 
The jury of anthropological critic.~ is out on this o ne. The South Asian no\"
distAmitavGhosh, who holds a O.Phil. in social anthropology, returns to the 
margins of ethnography and fiction in his la test book, III an A IItique Land, 
after having written t\'10 award-winning novels, The Circle of &usvn and The 
Shadow Lines. Kirin Narayan ha.~ traversed in the other direction , from 
e thnography to fiction, in her recent no\"el, lnue, Stars and All Th at; and so 
have Richard Handler and Daniel Segal in their slUdy, jane Awten alld the 
Fictioll vf Cufturt. Scott J\-Iomaday's House Math of DawlI and Tillie OLsen' s 
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little jewel, Y()/!1w'ldio, fmm Olt Thiltif.5, represent twO of the many more liter
ary works that ha\'e drawn deeply from the well of ethnography. On any of 
these moves from the lite rary toward the eth nographic, there have been no 
ad\'ersejudgments and none likely. For e thn ography is still seen as a reposi
tory of facts; e\'en in our world of fiction, facts are highly valued. 

Unlike prose, poetry's Otherness is seen as radical. T he need to resort w 
poetry in the face of expressive inadequacy of prose is an only too familiar 
expe rience fo r those who have struggled to represent an otherwise eluding 
clarity o f e xperience. Many are the anthropologists who ha\"e seen such 
a need as temptation and yielded to it in encloseted safety. But there are 
a number of exceptions; Edward Sapir, t\ largaret Mead, Ruth Benedict, 
Paul Friedrich, Dell Hymes, Dan Rose, J erome Rothenberg, and Stanley 
Diamond, to memion o nly a few, went public with their poems. And Gary 
Snyder. like his counterparts in fi ction, Bellow and Vonnegut, went "com
lllerciaJ ,~ as they say. Denn is Tedlock h as taken on h imself the task of 
~transliterating~ in to poetry as a means of giving the Other voice. Giving 
voice is nOl merely letting someone else speak, for example, through 
transliterated and translated quotation. Giving \'oice is an art; the art of dis
covering the language of the O the r. What Tedlock tries to show us is that 
this is an art that lies at the \'ery core of linguistic understanding and trans
lating skills. This was also what the late folklorist, linguist, and poet A. K.. 
Ramamuan strove to achieve in h is translations of classical Tamil poetry 
in to English, trying to give voice to anoth er language and another lime. 
Derr ick Walcott has done the s..,me for SI. Lucian English, revealing the 
inherent rnimeticity of the English language and the English people. Un
like his fellow Caribbean , V. S. Naipaul belicves in the e xistence of an orig
inal but is dis.'ppointed to find o nly mimicry in India-both in Indian 
English and among the English in India-and diagnoses his fi nding as de
generate by defin ition. Walcott goes beyond Naipaul, to reveal through his 
poetry that the English in England are mimics in their turn, no less than the 
Afro-Caribbean or the Englishman in India or th e West Indies, transform
ing th ereby the purported original into yet another simulacrum." The Chi· 
cana lesbian writer Gloria Anzaldua also uses poetry and translation 10 give 
voice to a ~borderland " of cultural heterogeneity and dynamism. Some an
thropologists may find AmaIdua's book an explicitly autobiograph ical work 
that d eserves to be apprecialCd as such and should not be confused with 
ethnography, quite apart from the fact that it is written in verse. But what 
ought nOt to be missed is the ethnographic impulse to be found in he r at
tempt at giving voice not merely to her self b ut to a language, the language 
of her Borderlands-a language made up of English and Spanish, learn ing 
to be Indian in Me xican culture and being Mcxican from an Anglo per
spective, being lesbian among hOlllophobes and a woman in a patriarchal 
social order.1o 
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Unlike the expressive prose of fiction, however, poetry's radical Other
ness has never carried the threat of being confused with ethnography. Po
etry is seen as something that one does when one takes leave of one's 
ethnographic senses. Not to have access 10 its "angled vision and voice~-to 
borrow an expression from Ivan Brady (1991: 5)-is hardly seen as a loss and 
never as a failure . Despite Steven Tyler's (1986) call for a plurality of ex
perimental ethnographies, none, LO my knowledge, has 3nempted to write 
ethnography in verse, even though some poets could well serve as models 
for doing so; for example, Michael O ndaaye's Tlu Colhcted Works of Billy 
the Kid. Bm how many ethnographers, when in their honest best, when they 
are most capable of reflecting on their struggle with their field notes against 
the winds in the field, will not consider Rohert Frost's definition ofa poem 
as ~a momentary stay against confusion, H equally applicable to ethnography? 
No master narrative there. And further, William Pritchard (1980: 175), writ
ing about poetry, said, "Poetry will continue to count as a living force inso
far as we keep the poems open, pre\'ent their hardening into meanings 
which make them easier to handle only because they are no longer nuid, 
problematic. and alh'e ,~ Substitute "ethnographyH and "ethnographiesH for 
"poetry" and "poems, H and you have the means for judging good ethnogra
phy. Again, no master narrative here. 

Nevertheless, the literary within anthropology, which has both widened 
and deepened this discipline's identity, has made its presence something to 
reckon with only since the field took its "linguistic" and, more recently, "re
nexiveH turn. Some may trace the attention and place given to language in 
ethnography to Malinowski's Cmal Garderu and Its Magic. others to Franz 
Boas. Edward Sapir, and Benjamin Whorf. But the linguistic as harbinger of 
the literary awakening in anthropology did not occur until biology. an ear
lier iIl-exploited guest, had been displaced, British slrlictural functionalism 
of the twenties may have displaced Victorian e,'olutionism as pseudohistory, 
but biology continued to provide the dominant trope even for this new 
school of anthropology. In functiona lism, the model was that of an organ
ism's body. If the guest had been ill-exploited, his presence (the guest was 
"male") was also an uneasy one. Ifbiology had empowered anthropology, it 
also overpowered it. For in a science that described itself as "cultural," the 
paradigm claiming regnance was "natural. " With the linguistic turn came 
the euphoria of a coronation, anthropology's discovery of one it could claim 
to be its own. For who could deny. it was then thought. that language was 
anyth ing but fully, centra lly, definingly, and distinguishingly cultural. It was 
no mere metaphor; it was all-embracing and all-pervasive. 

TIl is turn of events either coincided with or was triggered by two other 
events: the an imated activity initiated in language philosophy by Ludwig 
Wittgenstein 's transformation from The Tractalus to The PhilosophicallnlleS-
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tigations and the rise in importance of l..evi-Strauss and his heralding of 
structuralism. The first of these drifted into what came to be called the Mra_ 
tionalism d ebates, ~ which raised i.ssues like the translation o f one culture 
into another culture's terms, the universality of reason, relativism, whither 
reality, and so on . II In many ways. these i.ssues and debates tilled the ground 
for a later, interpretive an thropology in general to t<l.ke root and for ethno
graphic pluralism to fl o urish; they provided a means for the narrowly lin
guistic to expand im o a broader imerest in discourse in general and 
counte rdiscourses in particular. 12 

The second kind of linguistic orie ntation ill anthropology came with 
Levi-Strau.ssian (French) structuralism, which found its origins in the semi
ology of Ferdinand de Sau.ssure and the phonologyofRomanJakobson and 
Nikolaj Troubetzkoy of the Prague sch ool. Apart from displacing biologism 
in anthropology, French structuralism yielded twO consequences of its own , 
one liberating and the other limiting. The former provided a clearing 
wherein anthropology and li terary criticism found common ground. Not 
sinceJames Frazer's Goldm &ugh had something from anthropology quick
ened the interest of literature as structuralism. An undergraduate thesis 
written by James Boon and published in 1972, From Symbolism to Stmc
tura/ism: Livi-SlraUSl in a Literary Tradition, remains one of the finest early 
exam ples of this link betwee n anthropology and literaLUre. Se\'eral more 
such bivalent works followed, chann e ling a respectable flow of ideas be
tween the two fields. Furthermore, Levi-Strau.ss h imself was being read as 
much for h is literary fla ir as for his anthropology. T his was liberating. The 
second consequence, however, turned OUlto be limiting. The kind of semi
ology that Levi-Strauss in herited from de Sau.ssure was what Augusto 
Ponzion appropriately calls ~code semiotics." Code semiotics has not on ly 
been incapable of d ealing with the hetcroglo.ssia. plurivocality, ambiguity, 
and semantic-cum-pragmatic wealth of discourses but also reduced the task 
of interpretation to the act o f decoding, which in the hands of lesser mor
tals than Levi-Strau.ss, Roland Banhes, and a few other literary geniuses be
came bland reductionist exercises. A genuinely inte rpreth'e semiotic in 
which interpretation, unlike mere decodification. Mis never final or guaran
teed by appeal to a code with the fun c tion of pre.s<:rib ing the way in which 
sign ifiers and signifieds are to be exchanged~ (Deled aile 1979: xii-xiii), did 
n ot make i L~ appearance unti l the mid~1970s with the MdiscoveryM of the writ
ings of the other co-founder of mode rn semiotics, Charles Sanders Peirce. 
Milton Singer (1978), with different ends in mind than ours in this chapte r. 
attempted to strc.ss the difference bet ..... een the de Saussurian \'crsion of the 
study ofsign activi ty and its Peircean counterpart by calling the fonner semi
o logy and the laueI' . semiotics. The attempted nomenclatural clarity, ala~, 
has been largely ignored. and Msem ioticsM is indiscriminately used as a label 
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to characte rize both these and many other variants of approaches to the 
study of the activi ty of signs. Further more, Peirce's inh erently d ialogical 
sem iotic itse1 fbegan to be (mis) read in de Saussurian dualistic terms.13 But 
cven before the recovery of Pci rccan inlcq )rClive semiot.ics (or a.~ Peirce prc
fCI-red to spell it. ~scmcio lic"), code se miotics wa.~ beginning to be unsettled 
by anothe r fo rm of attention to language, the hermeneutics of Dil lhcy, 
Hans Gadamcr, and P-J,ul Ricoc ur. \Vilhe!m Oillhey's influence on the an
thropologists Gecnz and Turner was considerable. Apart from being ,,'rit
ers who paid special attemion to style in language . rc\'ealing personalities. 
alert to life, in a ll of their sentences, they set Mi n motion ," to adapt a line 
from Richard Poirier ( 1992: 66), Ma beautifully libera ting instability, a rela
tivity rather than a 'relevance.' " Like LCvi-St.rau~, Geertz and Turner were 
read and quoted by nonanthropologislS in the humanities. Gce r LZ, in par
ticu lar. describing himself as a hermcncutician and a pragmatis t (of the 
Jam esian varicty), d rove horne the point that no longer could there be a 
point of view that wasn 't a point of vi ew. The objective scientist foun d his 
narrat ive to be part o fa prejudicial world where everyjudgmcnt, including 
his o r h er own , " -dS a prt:iudgme nt. Thc best that anthropologists could 
ho pe fo r was not to escape prejudice in general blH to be able to transcend 
their particular prejudices and thereby ne,"cr lose sight of cOntext and self. 
And it was th is task that th e anth ropological narrath'e, the ethnography, was 
called on to carry out, painstakingly an d reflexively. 

In those beady d ays of liberation fro lll the shackles of positivist con
ceit , some alllhropologisL~ wrote rc fl exive c thnographies that wcre so self
indulgent in thcir celebratory excesses that it was diffi cult even then , and 
harder now, to tell wherc rcfl cxivi ty endcd and self-indulgence began . It 
" ~dS forgo llen that reflexivity, b)' definition, did 110t have to be expansive. It 
was forgottc n , furthcrmore , that reflexivity and representation wcre mutu
ally imman en t categories. I, for on e, h eld that the relationship between the 
twO ough t to be like that between the subjunctive and indica tive moods o f 
a proposition , where reflection is parenthctically c mbedded within rcpre
senL'l.tion (Dan iel 1985) , Perhaps mine was a mixture of overreact io n and 
O\"Crcaution. But 10 call refl exive anthropology parcnth etica! was not to lr iv· 
ial ize it. J ohnson define d a parenthe sis as ~a sentence so inel uded in an
oth er sentence , as that it may be takcn out without injuri ng the sensc of 
that which encloses it." When applicd to cth nographr, th e first part of his 
dcfini tion holds, but the second does not. In this sense, e thnography is bet· 
tc r likencd to poetl1' than to prose, Consider those poets-T o S. Eliot, Em ily 
Dickinson . Geoffrey Hill, fo r example-who give sllch importance to inter
duding paremheses in their poems. Rcmove anyone of them and the re
sult would sound deranged. But, in th e case of e th nography. one o ugh t to 
close in o n th is metaphor of intcrclusion cven furth er, to make it more 
sn ug: than its manifcstation as parenth esis. 
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I am thinking of the ultimate in intercluding marks, the hyphen. Reflexivity 
in ethnography <:an be brief, small, a panicle in flight or a fleeting particular, 
a crepuscular detail , hyphen-like: holding together and holding apart, main
taining continUity and creating a breach. uniting and separating. estranging 
and binding, and mOSt importantly. dh.idillg but abo compounding. (Daniel 
1985: 247) 

II 

This more spartan form of renexivity was to be found, not in the eth nog
raphies of the self.<ieclared reflectivists but among those who made the 
translation of cultural texts into con textured texts their central concern. 
Prom ine nl among these are James Siegel'S Shadf!W and Sound, Dennis 
Tedlock's Popel Yuh, A. L. Becker's Wn'ting OIl the Tongue, and Lila Abu
Lughod's Veikd Sentiments. The irony is that, in a previous age, ethnogra
phers such as Siegel and Tedlock would more likely have been philOlogists 
than anthropologists. reminding us that there flow currents from our Man_ 
tiquarian M past thai continue to irrigate our field and, altimes, better than 
might the floodwaters caused by a passing tide. Philology is, after all, that 
nineteenth-century ancestor of both anthropology and literary study. 

The reign of this kind of allention to the linguistically and reflexively sit
uated in general may have helped both widen and deepen anthropology's 
identi ty, but it left it fundamentally untroubled. This fundame ntally un
troubling awal'enessof our linguistieality came to be best exemplified by the 
philosopher Richard Rony. His Philosoph)' aud /Ju Mirror of Natu re became 
the darling of as many literary critics as anthropologists, who were sympa
thetic to the turn to discourse and the questioning of all manner of foun
dationalisms, especially the belief that there were indubitable foundatio ns 
to knowledge. T his much-reviewed book ga\'C (anti-)philosophical vim to 
Gcertz's interprell\'e \·en.·e. The call was to replace the quest for "epistemo
logical certainties ~ wi th "edifYing cot1\'ersations~ i>ctween self and Other. 
In the eighties, with the risc ofpostlllodern, post-structuralist, and feminist 
sensibilities, Gce ruian anthropology, eyen if liberating of anthropology, in 
its turn came to be seen as issuing forth from a far too liberal yiew of life, 
cuhure, and the world-a view that was on ly possible from the safety and 
privilege of oourgcois comfort. The latter charge was especially directed at 
the easy hermeneu tics advocated by Ro Tty-whom Gecru refers to wi th fa
\'or, a favor anticipated by Rony (Gecflz 1983: 222-224; Rorty 1979: 267). 
For the most pan, such edifying convcrS'llions appeared to be thin o nes, 
even thin ly "ei led monologic ones, blind to the structures of power that pro
vided the ground on wh ich such conversations took place. Foucault was to 
show us that e"en while conversing with the Other, as Bellow said some
where, ~one had to dig out from layers of discourse that had accumulated 
under on e's feet. M This difTeren<:e with Rort)· (and, by extension. Rorty's 
hero,John Dewey) is tellingly bmugh t to our 'lllelllion by William Connolly. 
who contrasts the "mellow metaphors~ of Ron}" et al. with those of Foucault: 
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Foucault's metaphor.; concentrate ont: 's attention on the metaphorical char
acter of conventional discourse which pretends to be literal; they incite a re
sponse stifled or cooled by the mellow metaphor!i conventionally u.\ed. Thus 
he substitutes "surveillance " for ~obse ryation" in ·probing" (a FOll(auldian 
term of art which replaces the more conventional "exploring") the relation of 
the !locia! "denti.~l~ to object populations. He .~ubstilUtes "interrogate" for 
"question," "interrupt" for "pause," "production' for "emergence" (in talking 
about the "origin" of the self) , "penetrate" for "open, ' "discipline" for "har
moni~e - or "sodalize." and "inS(ribe" for "internalize." ... Foucault disturbs 
and indIes; ROfty comforts and tranquilizes. ( 1983: 1 ~4) 

Even if Foucault's reali ty was a relativized one, it turned out to be hard, 
densely and obdurately constructed by discursive and material practices, and 
nO{ o ne sustained by an easy conversation that could be written out into an 
eth nography of equally un trammeled but aesthcticized prose. With the ex
pansion of MdiS(;ourse~ 10 refer to fa r more than the conversational context 
intended by certain brancnesorJinguislics and linguistic anthropology, "con
text~ itself no longer remained a concept transparent to reflexive reverie or 
pragmatic analrsis but became a vexed one. As Michael Taussig (1992: 46) 
has recently told us, MContext [is) not . .. a secure epistem ic nest in wh ich 
our knowledge-cggs are to be safety ha tched, but context is this other sort of 
connectedness incongruously spann ing limes and juxtaposing spaces so far 
apart and so different to each o ther. ~ Context has to become contextu red. 

To have observed that the Other is anthropology's uncanny is both a 
revealing and a mi.~lcading metaphor. If it reveals a fear or even an aver
sion, it also misleads one into thinking th at the Oth er is nO more than 
a projection of one's fears, which then ought to be cured by one 's 
~underslanding~ of o ne's self. Quite apart from the narcissism of the Mtruth 
and method ~ involved in arriving at such a solution , it restores the ill u
sion of an identity of coherence, an organic wholeness. T he solution is 
Hegelian, except that the Gmt is individualized, and Hegel's philosoph
ical imperialism is replaced by Freud's psychoanalytic onc. In short, it 
proffers an al-one-ment Ihal den ies its inherently hyphenated cond i
tion. The Hegelian riddle remains, the Other that resists reconciliation 
remains, and so does the self that fails to reconcile. But none-neither 
anthropologist nor informant, neither an thropology nor literary study- is 
left out with identit), intact. What of the hermeneutic hope wherein hori-
20n$ of understanding merge in ever-expanding hermeneutic circles, pur
portedl), in non hierarchical patterns? This is perhaps where fem inism's 
contribution to poslstructuralism is most apposite: identities, including 
anthropology's and literary smdy's, aJ"e not sites of conjunction and con
cordance but sites of Mmultiple disjunclions thai demand politicization 
o n the one hand as well as unities that enable life on the other~ (Conn olly 
1991: 163). Two fine example~ in thi~ regard-and there are several 
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more-are Abu-Lughod's Vriled Srntimenls ( 1986) and Behar's Tra1ulalrd 
Woman (1992). 

JEFFREY M. PECK: fROM A L1TERARYCRITIC/ GERMANIST'S 
POINT Of VIEW: ANTHROPOLOGY 

From anthropology, at least in iLS morc rcflcxi\'e form as practiccd by Clif
ford Geertz, Paul R."lbinow, Vincen t Crapan.lano, and others, we literary 
critics have learned to anthropologize our field, to ask questions aboul the 
way meanings are constructed under disciplinary conditions, and 10 reflcct 
on our "situatedness." My own field, German, as part of the broader disci
pline of (foreign) literary studies. was always doubly p redisposed (ahhough 
unconsciously) to cultivate anthropological sensibili ties. First, the principal 
task ofa German department was to leach German language and literature. 
This is correspondingly true of any foreign languagc department. To Ger
man departments, culture was a concern, primarily in the form o f Kullur, 
which was invoked, tadtly or othcrwise, only 10 undcl"Writc the importam:e 
of Gcnnany's (and German's) intellectual and cultund contributions to 
Western civilization. Consigned to be mere background or context, the 
study of culture could be an auendant issue whose presence could en
lighten the literary work or author but rarely be a subject in iLS own right. 
'When culture is discussed in fOI'eign language dcpartmenLS, it is subordi
nated to the more importall1 and central work of the discipline, namely, 
lilerary interpretation o r criticism. While German Kulturor French civilisa
/ioll expanded a narrow notion of literature and iLS "critidsm,~ illikewise 
collapsed two national (and competing) variations on cuhure under a 
generic concept. Ii 

Second, foreign language departments in American un iversities are 
dominated by English departmenLS. Because of their sheer size, stalUS, and 
power, English departmenLS have always represented, de facto, a hegemonic 
archdiscipline that incorporated all academic practices focusing o n the li t
erary text and the activities surrounding it, such as theory and pedagog}'. in
stitu tional, historical, and national factors havc detennincd that English 
dominates literary critidsm. It is easy to understand why many of those in 
English departments located in English-speaking countries come to assume 
that their relationship to English as a discipline is unproblematic and trans-
parent. Entrenched discursh'e prdctices repress the problcmatization of 
lheir own ethnocentric position vis-a.-vis the teaching of English or Ameri
can literature, much less their responsibility to teach Mculture . ~ American 
studies, which has oftcn had a very uneasy position in English deparunellts, 
is the exception. But iLS in terdisciplinary nature opened iLS practitioners to 
charges of dilettantism and superficiality. In Europe, however, American 
slUdies no urishes as the main vehicle for transmitting ~American Culture~ 
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to the Dutch , Germans, and Scandin avians, as well as 10 the Eastern and 
Southern Europeans. A large and growing body o f writing in English corn
ing from Africa and South Asia is accommodated in some English depart
me nts under the rubric "Third World Literatures, ~ in England under 
~Coll1mollwea ! th Literatures," or in some universi ties in departments and 
programs of comparative literature. With the surge of social and political 
critic ism in the eighties, the breakdown of the canon, and lhe exposure of 
whi le, Western , male, and heterosexist authority, English de partments be· 
gan to open up to Mforeign ~ li te ratures and cu lwres (Native American, Afro
American , Latino, gay and lesbian lite ra ture) and to the rlifTercn t languages 
of popular culturc (adven ising, politi<:al pamphlcts and specches, newspa
pers and television), accommodating thereby a new subfield called "cultural 
studies.~ But they all remaincd under th e privilcged cyc and authority of a 
dominant academic English (departmc nt) culture . And when and where 
the notion of "literary stud( was rede fined under these pressures, tradi
tional critical ac tivities in English moved toward appropriating the concerns 
and even the texts o f fo reign languages and literatures to the extenl that 
th ey could-Idlich, alas, has remained quite inadequate. 

Thus it was left to forei gn language and literature departments to make 
more out of their -fore ignness. ~ Some, howel'c r, chose to do so in ways that 
were not a lwa~ th e mos! productive. In German. an orien tation called Lo,,
MskulU/e (thc study of the country) focusing on general cultural back
ground, including everyday popular cultural form s, rituals, and customs, 
was cou nterpoised LO Kultur. Its dem ise was in part linked to its o ld
fashioned uncritically affirmative approach toward anything German that 
wa.s signified by the antiquarian German term used to designate this field . 
In French the more worldly civilisation was used to describe th e same activ
ity. Cultural study as me re presentation and glorification o f a cou ntry' s 
grand me mories and masterpieces gave way to more reflexive and critical 
approaches. It was o ften those in fo reign language methodology (e.g" 
Claire Krarn&ch) l~ who "ddressed Mcultural disc.:ourse M in mo re sophisticated 
ways. Those anal)'".>:ing minority literalUl·CS as opposi tional positions in their 
respective national culturcs also made more out of the posith-c "alienation 
e ffect ~ o f teaching a language. literature, and culture in a foreign environ
ment. A special 1989 issue o r the un ique journal Nev.. Cenna/I Critique was 
dcvotcd to -Minori ties in C..erman Cul ture wand was edited. nOI surprisingly, 
by a Turkish, an Asian-Am erican, and a J ewish Germanist. 

Teaching Gcrman , Frcnch, or Hindi literat.ure or culture in America was 
si mply not the s.."l llle thing as d o ing this in Germany, France, or India, The 
leaching of foreign languages (applied linguistics, as il is officially called) 
docs not receive the respect that it deserves as the pragmatics of teaching 
grammar, reading, and writing is often subordinated to com municative 
com petence (much li ke rhetoric and composition in English) . Similarly, 
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where literature and culture are concerned, those working on minorities, 
ethnic groups, and the oppressed and dislocated are often not taken seri
o usly or are viewed as wasting their literary talents on second-rate literature 
o r ~inleresting" yet Mminor~ subjects. The transmission o f Kultur has re
mained the monopolyofthosewho taught the literature of Germany. While 
there are scatlered academicians in foreign language and literature de
partments who take the "noncanonical M seriously, these departments still 
have not made a cOlllm itmen t to cuhur .. l stud y of a kind that combines 
the best of contemporary theory and what they themseh-es already know and 
experience from living, wriling, and teaching abom ~otherM cultures and 
peoples. In short, they ha\'e not made enough of the Mforeign M and its an
thropological and ethnographic relevance for the work that they have al
wa)'s been doing without reflecting on its dual nature (see Peck 1992). 

Thus lite rary study, especially in the teaching of foreign language and lit
erature, already has an anthropological component. It merely needs to be 
joined with the in te llectual. theoretical, and cultural apparatus that an
thro pology has already conceptualized more deeply. To this one must add 
that the misconception among many in literature of anthropology as a field 
endowed with an undiffe rentiated and unproblematic notion o f cuhure, on 
the one hand, and a single-sighted view ofiite rature as only an aesthetic cre
ation , on the other, offered linle appreciation of an immensely problema
tized concept of cuhure and its represcntation in textual form. 

Today anthro pologists and li terary types,joined by sociologists, political 
scientists, art h istorians, and scatte red others, find themseh'es asking simi
lar questions about culture and its many representations and are not satis
fi ed by the answers provided for by their disciplinal)' paradigms. One of the 
consequences of this e ngaged encounter has been the creation of the field 
known as cultural studies, a field disdained by some members of both our 
professions and by others in the humanities and the social sciences. For the 
one sid e it is too hard; for the other, too soft. In between cohere (and at 
times incohere) intellectual intereslS that resist the he mming in by tradi
tional disciplinary boundaries. Fo r li te rary study, the d earing made by cul
tural studies has been a welcome one, And in this clearing our encounte r 
with anthropology has been an exceptionally felicito us one. MC],lSSicsM such 
as James Clifford and George Marcus's Writing Cullu,-e and Marcus and 
Michael M,J. Fischer's Anthropolog)' tlS Cultural Critique have significantly 
affected literary study's regard OfilSClf. But some fe minists ha\'e argued that 
in the advocacy of self-reflection these McJasstcs H have slighted the existence 
of an entire tradi tion of reflexive ethnographies written by WOlllen, The 
more recent Modern ist Anthropology by Eva Manganaro and numerous essays 
by feminist amhropologists are a partial corrective to this blindness. 

For this American Germanist and literary cri tic, professional identities, 
institutional affilia tions, and nat ional traditions have become the dominat-
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ing tropes for defi ning di~iplina l)' attachments. The history of literary 
study, in fact, is an accoun t of not only how language and literature depart
men ts emerged in lhe last quarter of the n ineteenth century but also Ger
many's influen ce on th is e"olution. The German university's rigorous 
scholarly lradition and research methods as well as philology were trans
ported to the United States as colleges and un iversities were established. In 
an aucmpt 10 legitimize the teaching of modern li teralurcs, philology be
came the uneasy standard-bearer, Msa1isf[yingl Ihe nostalgia for the past, es
pecially for the European past and the Middle Ages. and at the same time 
the desire for facts, for accuracy, for the imitation of the 'scien tific method' 
which had acquired such overwhelmi ng prestige." Philology was a "'worthy 
ideal, .. conceived of as a total science of civilization , an ideal originally 
fo rmulated for the study of classical antiquity and then transferred by the 
German romanticists to the modern languagesH (Rene Wellek, cited in 
GrafT 1987: 68-69). 

For phi lologists like the German Max Muller, a Sanskrit scholar and the 
first German philologist to be appoin ted at Oxford, ~the study of linguistic 
roots demonstrated the unity o f 'all Indo-European nations,' prm1ng their 
membership in a 'great Aryan broth erhood'" (ibid" 69). O the r respected 
philologisl~ joined in the dehate, which ultimately came to he abouttheo
des of race and national character. Fr.mz Bopp. J oachim Bocckh , Wilh elm 
an d J acob Grimm , and Hippolyte Taine and Matthew Arnold were notable. 
Arnold. who became the standard-bearer for ~high culture," was particularly 
interested in questions of national cultural identity, especially herv.'een the 
"Teutonic" and the "Celtic." Gerald Graff ( ibid .. 71) correcdy concludes 
from these points, "One cannot minimize the importance of these theories 
of ' race' in the formation of language and literature departments in the 
1880s."". The very decision to d ivide the new language and li terature de
partments along national lines was an implici t assertion o f p ride in ' the 
English speaking race.' " Ul timately Germal] dom inance in ph ilological 
scholarship was attacked for racial and nationalistic reasons. T hese hostili
ties were spawned by the increasing political tensions between England and 
Germany that would culminate in World War I. Ironically, it was England's 
colonial advances over Germany dlat drew would-he anthropologists, colo
n ial officers, missio naries, and travelers to explore these unsurveyed terri
tories and contributed to the professionalization of anthropology at the e nd 
of the nineteenth century and in th e early decades of the twentie th cen tury. 
Literature (at approximately th e same time as anthropology) had been es
L1.blished as a credible academic fiel d. but at the cost of nationalizing the 
discipline and of situating literature in a field identified with language and 
philological study, with an almOSI exclusive focus o n literature. 

Nowhere is this process \0 be seen mOI"e clearly than in the development 
or "comparativc litera ture." Proclaimed as an ad\Olnce in litcr.try sLUdy that 
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would encompass all of world literature by breaking down national bound
aries, it often reinscribed national borders all the more forcefully by insist
ing its practitioners literally Mcompare~ themes, characters, or authors in 
more than one nationallitcralurc. However, il was in comparative literature 
where those in the various fore ign language and literalUre departments 
could be exposed to Continental theory transported fro m the very national 
li teratures whose un iqueness this field was intended to subvert. German 
hermeneUlics via Oilthey and Gadamer and Fre nch semiotics and struc
tura.lism via de Saussure, Levi-Strauss, and later Barthes had a crucial influ
ence by introoucing unfamiliar national traditions. For example, Schlegel, 
Heidegger, and, above all, Nietzs<:he became stock figures in French theory, 
ultimately producing ~the new N ie1ZS<:he. ~ Comparing literatures meta
mo rphosed into comparing or applying theory on an international le\'el. 
The constant crossing of national boundaries, first with literatu re and then 
with theory, also set the stage for a comparative cultural approach much 
more akin to anthropology than the practices o f national literature fields. 
The foreign coun tries and internatio nal contexts through which compara
tivists traveled 10 situate the ir more theore tically informed readings could 
not but divert their attention to experiencing anthropological ;·otherness." 
It is not surprising that Mcom parative 1iterature,M lhe disciplin e that on ce 
represem ed re fo rmist notions of literary study, has become a popular site 
for Mc ul tural studies,H the newest transfo nnation of the disciplin e. Whereas 
comparative literature may be a site through which cultural studies has 
blown in as a new wind, cultural studies itself has receh'ed much of its 
challenges and inspiration from what we may call the hyphenated depart
ments, programs, and fields such as Mro--American studies, Latino studies, 
Native American studies, and Asian-American studies. These arc driven by 
a defian t spirit , which, unlike the o ne that inheres in the heart of the estab
lished departments of comparative literature, does not genuflect, taci tly o r 
othelWise, before Euroce n tric---cvcn if not European--<anons. It is such ac
ademic environments that insist that we turn our attention to multicultur
al ism while striving to resists its normalization. In this respect, cullural 
stud ies' greatest advantage is precisely this heterogeneity. Cultural studies 
is also ope ning up in tel lectual discourse to th e social sciencc s, cspecially 
an th ropology, whose concern with cuilures and texts goes beyond only the 
~li terary," engendering equally transgressive border crossings between 
national! ethnic as well as discip linary divides. 

Professio nal iden tities, v:hether Germanist, literal")' critic, or anthropolo-
gist, are constituted by a whole range of criteria, and naming itself is sym~ 
tomatic. If a practitioner of anthropology is asked about what she o r he docs, 
the answer is usually ~I am an an th ropologist,·' and to this designation a sub
field is added, cultural, social, b iological, linguistic. archaeological, thell a 
specific region, South Asia, Mrica, or even Europe, and finally a particular 
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theoretical orient.'lion or specialization may be given, for example, eco
nomic anthropology or femi n ism . In literary studies, however, the response 
is not so straightfOiward. Wh ile one rnay have these same categories of sub
jcct, field, region, and theOl)" the definition o f what one is based on what 
one does is no ! so clear. Today a t American uni\'crsities, those in depart
ments of English, Gcnnan , or J apanese are a mixture of philologists, liter
ary critics, cultural crit ics, discourse analysts, and theoreticians. In shorl, our 
object of study is not necessarily literature, although the language is used 
fo r the nam ing of such depanments and marks a rela tionship between lan
guage and literature thaI, as I showed, goes back to the discipline's profes
sional roots. 

Traditionally it was thought that an lhropologists study anthropology, the 
cultures and nature o f man [sic), and then write ethnographies describing, 
analyzing, and evaluating their ohsclvations and expelience. Literary critics 
criticize, evaluate, and interpret li tera ture. The distinction seemed simple 
and clear. AnthropologislS tra\'eled to another culture, practiced their req
uisite fieldwork for one or two years, came back to their home country, and 
"'wrote up H their obligatory ethnography. The literary cri tic, the practitioner 
o f literary study, or the professor of li terature (the terms get increasingly 
tangled, as we strive to describe o urselves) might well go to another coun
try to learn a differell t language and ob>;<;fVe t hilt c ulture, but ~hc or h e 

would only d o so to enlighten the liter ary text. to enhance its con text of un
derstandi ng. Roughly stated, the anthropologist stud ies culture in order to 
"'rite a text, whereas the critic studies th e text in order to understand the cul
ture. Before interpreth'e ethnography, the text was primari ly a means of de
scribing or explain ing another culture; in literature, the critic concen trated 
on the lexl itself. The literary critic was not a writer but a cr itic of texts. At 
least as far as text-making went, the product of the literary critic was of a 
second order compared to the first-order produclS of the anthropologist. 
In the 19705, drawing from the hermeneutic tradition (especially from 
Rieocur's key essay 'The Model of the Text~), GeerlZ and others began 
reading culture as text. The infl uence o f poststructllralist revisions on what 
constituted the ~litera ry text H came to have a tell ing effect on both fields. 
These rather para llel shifts that moved the respective disciplines toward 
each other and away from conventio nal notions o f culture and text were 
decisive for both. 

Poststructural ism and its insistence on textuality and feminism, its pre
occupation with patriarchy and logocentrism and minority discourse/ 
ethnic studies, and its attentio n lO powe r, authority, and hierarchies turned 
the activity of those who were trained in the literary disciplines into a revi
talized project. It focused on what the an thropologically informed linguist 
A. L Becker has called Mtext·building.H rather than merely the translation, 
close reading, or cri ticism of the words in the literary text. While we have 
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moved away from o ne aspect o f philology, we have also drawn closer to itS 
insistence o n making broad cultural generalization s. This Iype of p h ilolo
gist, like the well-known collector offairy taJe~,Jacob Grimm , hoped to draw 
together law, h istory. and litera ture; cOl\lem porary practitioners of literary 
study are likewise looking beyond literature to eventS, visual and cinematic 
representations, an d written documents in the ir broadest sense, the "li ter
ary~ being only one of many. They are illlerested in how the text is embed
ded in a political, social. and gendered network of relations that canno t be 
explained within a single d isciplinary paradigm. in sti tUlion;ll itnd discipli
nary history of the kind Fo ucault developed and more attention to peda
gogy itnd the history and status of learning round out the field of literary 
study that un derstands itself as a dyn amic and participato ry activity rather 
than just a one-sided application of analytical methods to a literary work of 
art. From this constellation emerged a notion o f literary study that instead 
of merely foc using on the text, as product of an authorial and authoritative 
subjectivity, encompa~d an entire fieJd of discourses that constituted 
meanings around and in the (li terary) text. Once a d isciplinary field of ~lit
erary studyM freed literature fro m the constrain tS of cri ticism. it was opelled 
to attend to the issue of culture that, at least in the foreign languages and 
literatures, was always present but never systematically addressed . 

I have returned to th e cenlral conCe pl.S--CUlllll·C and text-that i ha\'e 
designated as marking the shift and transformation of an thropology and lit
erary stltdy. Litcrary critics searching for ahernalires to the exclUSivity of 
high culture and its own canonized products were able 10 exploit thc legit
imacy, however disputed, of the discip line, howe"er uncodified-which was 
in the Mcul ture busi ness." Culture bccame, in fact, an insign ia for those in 
literary study who wanted not only to move beyond the litemry texl but also 
to make a p lace for coullterhegemonic concerns an d in many cases to t"lIlS

latc their theoretical reflections in to social or political praclice expressed in 
fe minism, minority and ethnic studies, pCd'lgOgy, an d classroom pranice. 
They were seeking, I think, access and co n nection to the cliched ~real 

world~ of the anthropologist that she or he lired in and wrote about. In 
those areas that had at least traditionally been assexiatcd with civi lization, 
gentili ty, and refinement, mall Y in literature wante d to get their h and s d iny 
in the fie ld, at least metaphorically or vicariously. th rough their e ngagement 
with topics that would, especially in the isolated environment of the Amer
ican llni~'ersity, bring them into the world. Although no anthropologists 
were advising the president (un like "harder ~ social sci enti~l$ such as econ
ollli~tS and political scientists) , there were public and political policy illlpli
cations for what they ,,'ere d oing. Not blind 10 their own com plicity in 
hegemonyo\'cr the so-called p rimith'es, or Third Wo rld, their work sti ll con
cerned the o ppressed, the d isplaced, and the less fort u nate , as well as the 
urban, the corporate, all d lhe well-to-do. In o ther words, they interacted 
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with th eir subjects in ways that literary critics cou ld only manage through 
contacts with \\'Ti le rs, again o ne step removed from aCluallivcd experience. 

However, the work of the literary critic could approach the anthropolo
gist's. The writing of the lite rary critic was elevated to a first-order cxcn;isc 
by theorizing rather than criticizing and by focusing on the operations, dis
courses, and practices producing cultural artifacts, literature as well as olh
ers. Once this shift look place, the practi tioner of literary and cuhural 
studies could achieve whal the anthropologist had already achieved when 
culture was transformed into text. Thus textuality and the polcntial to tex
tualize or read all situations as a text made it possible for anthropologists 
and cultural cri tics to meet in the same cultural domain , albeit using dif
fere nt resources and methods. Subjects such as the construction of national 
identity or gender, the representation of the subaltern , or the narrativity of 
stales, SO(;ieties, and selves engage both disciplines and establish the basis 
for a more productive and constructive notion of interdisciplinary sLUdy. 

The invocation of the catchword ~interdisciplinary~ is a call to rethink the 
relatio nship of disciplines in ligh t of the powerful and provocative influence 
of anthropology o n literature, rhetoric and composition, (ethno)m usicol
ogy, med icine, and law. Bm un like those who would characterize interdis
ciplinary study as merely an assemblage o f scholars from different fields 
around a part icular subjeu , I would agree wilh Gccrtz's no tion o f ~a th ird 
culture" (Olson and Gale 1991) o r, in Barthes's words, "an object that 
belongs to no one~ (Clifford and Marcus 1986: I ). When iIllerpretive an
thropologists redefine culture and li te rary critics reconceptualize textl 
textuality, a new version of interdisciplinarity emerges. This orientation 
recognizes how educating oneself in the rituals. d iscourses, and general 
habitus of a ~foreign ~ discipli ne leads to a kind of boundary crossing that 
excludes neither the academic and disciplinary cultures that one has "grown 
up in - nor the influence oCthe one that has been newly introduced . Learn
ing the ways of the anthropologist, the literary critic docs not abrogate his 
or h er disc i plinar~y tenets but creates, as Geenz and Banhes suggest, a new 
scho larly domain in between the disciplines where collaborative work rep
rescll ting multiple vo ices can take place. If the polyw)(ality or heteroglossia 
of the cuhuraltext is really a goal that we in cultural studies have in mind, 
representing a positioned and self-reflexh-e d ialogic, between us and them, 
then collaborath"e writing. research , and publication, as we have in this vol
ume, is a mainstay of such interdisciplinary work. 

E. VA LE NTI NE DAN IEL AN D JEFFREY M . PECK: 
THE CONTRIBUTI ONS 

In the o pening essay, the anthropologist Paul Friedrich-as does Marilyn 
Ivy in a laler ess.1.}"--t:xplidtly stakes his position in relation 10 literatUl"e. Be-
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In her chaple r, Susan Stewart offers a radical extension to the meaning 
of that unique kind of movement which we caillravcl , urging us to consider 
wri ting itSelf as a form of u-avel . Shc takcs a tex t abou t travel clearly marked 
as literal1'-Hawthornc's Ma rble faun--and interprets it so as to remind u~ 

that thc "trave! experien ce, in its endless search for meaning. must also be 
without irrevocable meaning-it lTlust find a mean ing in time, the "(11' 
meaning of lime implicit in such i(ka.~ of fligh t, escape , search , u-ansgre!Y 
sion , and reparation alternately at the center of travel narrativc. ~ In a post
st.ructuralist reading, the travel narrati\·c becomes an an:: hetypal genre for 
Dcrridean deferral. Stewart 1I1\'ite$ us to see in tra \·el writing forces that cor
respond to the oneS that generate t.he kt:y cultural impu lse, the incest taboo. 
The marrying out in exogamy, with all its fears and desires. fin d s its ana
logue in the writing Oul in tra\'e!. 

If Stewart reminds us that trave! writing "offers us ... a view tOO low to be 
transcendent and too high to be in the scene," ethnography strives 10 be low 
enough to be in the scene and high enough to transcend the ch aos of 
particulars. Stewart's ope n ing gambit-her invoking of Li;vi-$trauss-is ap
posite. For not only were l ..evi-$trauss's Trisles Tropiques and Elemtmtary Slmc· 
lureJ of KillJhip the twO texts that drew literary attentio n lO anth ropology 
in the first instance and to the Fren ch theoretical scene more generally 
since the n. th ey also helped cal.alyle a reaction against th e d egree o f tran
scendence French structuralism olTered over the fiel d and raised questions 
regarding the inadequacy o f ~lh ick description ~-to d raw on an expres
sion of Gilbert Rylc made famous by Geertz-that structuralis t e tlmogra
phies allowed . O ne of those wh o articulated this react ion with the kind of 
suavity that was capable or catching the eye and car of the English li ter.try 
critic-fo r a second time within a decade-was Geertz, whose own bound· 
ar},<rossing writing, criticism, and analysis made the exchange between 
anthropology and literature easier than it had eyer been. We ha\'e chosen 
to end Part I with his essay -rhe World in a Text: How to Read Trisle5 
Tropiqu es

M from his reccn t Works and LiV#!.~: TIlt' AlIlhropologi.d as A ut/wr, not 
in order 10 let Gcertz have the last word but to remin d th e reader that l1:vi
Strauss's multilayered corpus-part myth , part histo ry, part e thnography, 
and above all , as GeerLZ displays for liS , d azzlingly lilcfa l)·- had al rcady 
til led the field and bhllTed the genres. And while Geertl. ·s reading of l ..evi
Strauss shows us how Mth e world in a text" creates an anth ropologist as 
author (in itself a modern ist enterprise), it behooves us 10 read th is read
ing against Stewart 's poslSu-ucturalist refl ections o n the master narrative 
of structuralism as well as the master narr.llor, the "founde rM of modern 
stnlctural ism. 

The authorial voice aside, what of the relationship of cthnogr.tphy to au
tobiography? From those who wish 10 hold, e ither sympath etically or other-
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but she does not write them. FOI- the anth ropologist, however, Trawick's na r
rath"c is Iraught with an analyt ic point, that of self-re flexivity and inescapable 
iron)'. Hers is a story ofa quest for Ihe origin myt h of the Jackal HUTlters. Her 
qlleS! reaches its end when she is fmall y told that the lI ull/ontalilll' ve rsion 
orth e myth was to be foun d in iI little black box belonging to a young while 
man who had captured the slory from the Jackal I-I unters two years earlier. 
The young man in question turns out to be one of Trawick's own studen ts 
and the litlle box , the field-worker's tape recorder. Rose and Tr.lwick indi
cate by their stories and their own storytelling how the cultures of anthro
pology and literal1' study sti ll differ regarding the freedom LO construct 
stories appropriate to a subject matter. 

In these two and several other chapters in this vol ume, the interview pre
senL~ itself as the mee ting poi n t for scholar and informant. as wdl as an
thropologist and literary critic. I n the best of all possible worlds, a world that 
unlil re<:en1ly some an thropologisb had come LO believe wa~ a1tainable, lhe 
pr<:scnce of a genuine d ialogic was invoked as the determinant of a suc
cessful interview. Such a moment was seen as one in which the inte tview 
)'idded to a 1,'el1-rhythmed con\'ersation of a gi\,e-and-take and h en n eneu
tic depth. More recently, we have come to realize that the ethnographic in· 
ten'iew, hOI,'e\-e r dialogically amel io rated, is laden wilh power differenlials. 
This is brought Ollt from opposite e nds of empowerme nt by Trawick. on the 
one hand. and Rose , on the other: Rose attempts 10 break up into power, 
and Trawick attempts to break down the anthropologist's own powel{ulness 
to escape his or her power-stricken condition. 

If Trawi ck and Rose arc al1enti\'e to how a Rgood story" ought to be told 
br the an1hropologist, ~ Ia r}' L,},oun, a professor of comparali"e litera
ture. an d J ohn Borneman, an anthropologist. atten d to the manner 
in which the informant painstakingly con structs his or her story and ap
propriates narrative <lutho!"i ty. Any narr,t tive, whether that of the scholar 
or th<lt of the informant, is subject to multiple readi ngs and therefore 
brings with it its own set of problems and possibili ties. A narrator who is 
sensitive to the formation of her own authori ty has an interest in prol if
erating an d yet taming these multiple readings. In Layoun \ wunJs, her 
narrator "docs n01 si mply aucmpt to direct the reception of [aJ narra1ive 
but to generate other narratives for wh ich hers might prO\'ide a suggestive 
story and sty le . ~ TIlis is a fine and important point that ough t 10 compcl1he 
atlemion of e\'ery e th nographer. Trained in Greek, Arabic, an d Japanese. 
Layoun rcprescnL~ thc pOlen tial of com parativc studies (literary o r anthro
pological) to set ofT difference, whether in national or dis<: iplinary COlltexb, 
and for moving between these dilTerences. La)'oun exemplifies not merely 
the manner of moving berween no\"els and interviews but also the deft back
and-forth movemen t over narrative and generic borders. 
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yond showing us that poetry is impacted with culture and culture with po
etry, he employs poetry to argue against the ~C1rPtOposili\'ism "16 of scientific 
ideology that persists in anthropology. This argumentation is possible only 
if we are willing to recognize that culture, like poetry-tO quote Frost once 
more-is but a ~momentary Stay against confusion" and not something that 
can be fixed by positivist conceit or, we might add, by an essentiaJizing dis
cipline. Thereby, Friedrich's rejoinder "Whatgood is anthropology?" to the 
"cyn ical question"Whatgood is poetry? begins to make sense. Moreover. ac
cording to Friedrich, it is this "sciemific ideology that combines a tOlerance 
or feigned e nthusiasm for the tum to poetry and other literary models (in
cluding performance anthropology) with the practice, particularly in d icta 
and dogma for graduate students, that in effect rules out not o nly poetry but 
bridges between poetry/ poetics and anthropology that should yield enor
mous insight." 

Friedrich indicts the sciemific ideology for being reductionist. Reduc
tionism, however, is not the insignia of the natural sciences alone but char
acterizes the practices of the human and social sciences as we ll. The 
propensil)' to reduce finds its expression in the will to define. Thus we are 
called o n to define our disciplines and even our departmental boundaries. 
Photographics, no less than analytics, constitute our understanding of defi
nilion . In Friedrich's call to turn o ur ear to the poetic, we find a sobering 
reminder that the studyofh uman life can nei ther be tamed by nor reduced 
to enlighte ning definition; the field is lit also with sound. 

In reading the essays of Friedrich , Trawick. Dan Rose, and Mary Layoun, 
it is imperative to be attentive to the polysemy of ~the field. ~ The field is not 
merely a place whe re a certain kind of "work" called ethnography is carried 
out, nor is it o nly an area or brdnch of knowledge, be it an th ropolob'Y or li t
erary study. These authors also "field" question s and answers and, like good 
cricketers, cannot afford to drop too many. Then there is the ~ficld" of vi
sion, a PUT>'icw that is implicated in their methods, and beyond that a ~ficld" 
as a compass that sets limits to the expenditure of their symbolic capital
as an American woman talking with a Greek-Cypriot refugee, or a white 
woman mingling among peripatetic Jackal Hunters in South India, o r an ac
ademic interviewing CEOs, And res. a field-worker is IeIhertd as much lO 

fields of knowledge as he or she is to class, race, and gender. 
Racc and class figure importantly in Trawick's and Rose's chapters, which 

take the form of storytelling. The average literary cri tic who expects an 
cthnography to be explicitly analytic, much like an essay of literary criticism, 
may find these tv.'o anthropologists ' essays somewhat disconcerting. Such a 
critic has trouble even seeing how thc recoun ting of the story so central to 
the ethnography-what Rose calls narrative-digrcssh'c ethnographies---con
stitUles in itself the anthropological product and project. \-\'hen scholarly ex
pectations and standards are at stake, the literary critic may analyze stories, 
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wise, that the two genres are identical, we would, as intimated earlier, like 
to declare our dis tance. But there are similarit ies, at least two of which merit 
mention . First, Azade Seyhan , q uoting Eakin, has this to say about aUlo bi
ognl.phy: -rhe writing ofaulobiography is a second acqu isition of language, 
a second coming into being ofsclf, a self-<:onsciousness.~ The writing o f au
tobiography is not o nly a second but a multiple acquisition of language. In 
their conventional wisdom. the purists among anthropologists have insisted 
that the acquisition ora sc(:ond language ( in its widest sense) is aho the firs t 
and most important step in d oing ethnography. T hat this ideal is only in
frequen tly met and that language ends as being more a tool to be used than 
a world to be e ntered in to is unfortunate. The myth of the ethnographe r go
ing native, becom ing those of whom she writes, may bejust that, only a myth . 
But even if the acquisition of a field language n eed not be the same as "go
ing native, ~ the writing o f an ethnography resulting from field experience 
ought to mark a new ~com ing into being of self, a se l f-consc iouslless~ anal
ogous to that which happens in autobiography. It is to this extent, then, that 
e thnography and autobiography are similar. Second, both autobiography 
and ethnography are translations/ interpretations, and to that extent they 
deserve parallel meditations. Of autobiographies, Scyhan writes, "The per
sonal narrative is no longer seen as an accurate record of a life lived, but as 
the text of a life constituted in wri ting and intcrpretation .~ Culture and bi
ography are join dy thrown into clearest relief when autobiographies are 
wriuen by imm igrants, exiles, and refugees, where this genre and this ex
perience are best su mnled up in the ti tle of the Polish-Canadian emigre Eva 
Hoffman 's novel Lost ill Translation; A Life in a New Language. Translation 
is the li teral metapho r for the experience of re-creating Mself, space, and ge
nealogy. ~ The North American landscape is a te rrain where these transfor
mations are appropriately captured in the ir incomple tion in that each of 
the immigrants (or children of immigran ts) Seyhan discusses-Ho ffman, 
Nicholas Gage, Richard Rodriguez, Maxine Hong Kingston , Amy Tan, and 
Oscar H ijuelos-are here, more than anywhe re, hyphenated identities. 
Their confl icting worlds arc bridged by the mark that gives them d ouble 
selves, and the act of writing itself becomes the hyphen writ large, an at
te mpt to come to terms with o rigins, pasts, and ancestors in a context that 
promotes their opposites. 

The discourse of Seyhan , Arlene T eraoka, and Zila Nunes may be more 
famil iar to those of us who are addressing the wri ting of texts emerging 
from within specific national traditions. Their work concerns the formation 
and dislocation of identities and the dialectic between these moves for both 
ordering/ universalizing and d ismembering those unities by disjunction 
and displacement. For Nunes, the place is Brazil, and she sees that coun
try's literature trying to resolve th e ~problem " of miscegenation that was 
seen to threaten totalizing notions of purity and homogeneity. In short, 
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questions of a universal white subject were difficult to maintain and sustain 
in a land filled with so many "mixed peoples. ~ Brazil becomes a model for 
analyzing the a.'l.'iumption~ of bio logy and racism and the construction of 
national identity. 

Teraoka reminds u~ that Eu ropeans have not done much better in re
solving e thnic and national identity problems than have the Americans. Her 
focus is on the Turks in Germany. The expose of T urkish -German conflicts 
based on the guest workers' anomalous simation in a country that essentially 
does not want them is by now commonplace. 111 her analysis of the ethno
graph ic novels of Paul Geiersbach, Teraoka is concerned with a less-studied 
boundary crossing: the transgressions of a German ethnographer illlo the 
lives ofTurk~ living in Germany. T he tensions exist for her not only between 
the citizens and their invited "guests ~ but, mo re important for her, between 
the German ethnographer and his Turkish subjects as he tries, as any good 
ethnographer, to re-present his experiences living among them. Th e Turks 
speak back, and the construction of the Other is subjugated to the forma
tion of his Self. Teraoka uses Gciersbach 's mixed genre to illustrate many of 
the centraJ concerns of interpretive ethnography today-narrative, repre
sentation , otherness--and adds the particularitie~ of a German ethnogra
pher's own brand o f fo reignness in a Turkish ghetto located in his own 
country. Teraoka embeds her analysis in a multitiered narrative of (even vi
olent) d emands and resistance o f ethnographer as well as German, object 
as well as Turk. Like Trawick, Teraoka's German sociologist explodes the il
lusion of powe r-neutral COlllext of fieldwork and representation. Borne
man, like Layoun, uses stories in the form of interviews, exploiting this 
undervalued an thropological-literary genre to explicate complicated poli t
ical relations consti tuting ~tate and identity formation. In both cases, being 
Greek in Cypru~ and J ewish in East Germany, genealogies and the incum
bent historical process of constructing stories reinforce kinships necessary 
for survival. Whereas Layoun moves between novels and interviews. Borne
man moves between theory and interviews, Borneman is concerned ..... i th the 
impact of hermeneutics, narrative theory, and the problem o f representa
tion on the ethnographical analysis of self and state. Followin g Hayden 
V.'hite, Louis Mink, and other narratologist.s, Borneman claims that narra
tive is ~'a primary and irreducible form of human comprehension,' an 
article in the constitution of com mo n sense which fashions diverse experi
e nces into a form assimilable to structures of meaning that are human 
rather than culture-specific.~ 

Borneman's and especially Layoun 's orientation draw attention to those 
whose identities are constructed and complicated by power relations of con
fli cting ideologies and interests, nationally, ethnically, religiously, and, of 
course, racially. Refugees, immigrants, and exiles are perhaps the most ob
vious and persuash'e e xamplc--revealed on their persons and at the sites of 
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cultural confTontation-where identities collide and are o ften oppressed. 
In taking up the issues of ~minori ty discourse , ~ the chapters of David U oyd 
and Nunes, as well as Teraoka and Scyhan, remind us how the politics of 
identity draw anthropology and lite rary study even closer together. In these 
essays we find a response 10 RcnalO Rosatdo's call (1989) fo r ways in which 
we o ught to shin o ur atte ntion to such ~borderlands ~ for expressive gen res 
and \'oices that escape the Euroccntric ear and eye. Gloria Anzaldua's 
Borderlands is such a work in which autobiography. h istoriography, theory, 
and poetry combine to constitute what Behar calls Ma new genre of personal 
ethnography.~!7 

Lloyd 's contribution makes us a .... 'llre o f the magnitude of the role that 
the master trope, the metaphor, plays in the making of o ur worlds. Thanks 
to the pio neering writings of Max Black, Thomas Kuhn, Paul Ricoeur, and 
others, we now know that me taphoric construc tions are no less an integrill 
part of science than of art. In ellcct, we may s.'y that we are condem ned to 
metaphor. What Lloyd does show us, however, is how we can go aboutmak
ing the best o f such a condition, namely, LO critique metaphor in each ofi lS 
manifestations. He sh ows that metaphors assimilate in tenns that may be 
aesthetic but also e thnocentric and are, therefore, excluding in their effects. 
This exclusionary aesthetic as well as te leo logy is mosl clearly brought o ut 
by Nunes's discu ssion of misccgcn a tion as ponJ"a)'cd in Brazilian Iitcl<lIUre, 
which at tempts to forge a Brazilian national identity as a cultural one in the 
same move. Miscegenation is a metaphor that ha.~ failed, ~a perpetuation of 
a sickness. ~ A Ms uccessful " metaphoriza tion incorporates the Other by a 
method that is best described as -can nibalisticM---swallow and absorb what 
is useful ilnd excrete what is not: the indigenous, the primitive, the black
but is in fac t gnawed by its own inner disease, -a perpetuation o fa sickness," 
a failu re hidebound with its success. 

In this regard it is worth noting not on ly the inadequacy of (metaphoric) 
represen tation b ut a lso, as Lloyd argues, the perniciousness and the power 
in this dominalll form of representation that is still with us and tha t fi nds 
its roots in the Maesthelic culture - of cighteenth-centu'1' Europe. By mCilns 
o f an inte lleclualjourney from Kant and Schiller an d thcn to Freud, de .... el· 
oping what he calls a Mphen omenology of racism, H Lloyd maintains that 
~crucia l to this function of aesthetic culture is its formulation and develop
me nt of a narrati~ of upresentalioll, by which is meant not only the repre
sen tative narratives o f canonical cu lture but also the narrative form taken 
by the concept o f representation iL<;cIC He goes on to show how -Withi n 
this narrative the same processes of formalization occur at every lc\'el, al· 
lowing a series of transferred identifications to take place from ind ividual to 

nation, and from nation to the idea o f a unh·ersal humanity. By the same 
token , the fissures and contradic tions tha t trouble this narrative are repli
cated equally at every lc,·el or in every si tuation that it informs. H For an· 
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throlXllogists, there is much to be learned about race from this un usually 
lilerate chapter. But this chapter also p rovides us with a beginn ing for a bet
ler understanding of the collusion of aesthetics, elhics, and logic in what we 
have called ~identi ty markings~ more generally, of which race is but a par
ticular manifestation. 

The final part of this collection , entitled "Troubling Texts, H is introduced 
by Nicholas Dirks's chapter, "Reading Culture, ~ Dirks's transfi guration of 
the title of Clifford and Marcus's widely read book Writing Culture into his 
0 .... 'Tl essay's title is serious play, As a practicing historian and anthropologist, 
he exhorts us ~to read contexts as texts, even as we set out to read texts in 
terms of context," The anthropologist who hopes to "find H the Hreal" in con
text is also one who fetishizes ;'fieldwork,~ If one were to allow oneself a slip 
from the Marxian to the psychoanalytic sense offetishism, one may ask the 
furthe r question , What fears docs this fetish conceal? What are the pretexts 
that the (con) texts hide? To pose the question in this manner is to open up 
a genealogy ofreprescntations that docs not reach an ~objective~ end, For 
Dirks, the footnote is the key to the door that opens onto the vistas of pre
texts and subtexts within which cul ture as text and texts on culture ought to 
be read, In contemporary South Asia, Thurston is such a foo tno te, As long 
as we continue to read South Asian culture and its lex~spccially indo
logical and ethnographic texts-without un locki ng their major MfooUlotes," 
we read but in presentism's t .... >iligh t and shadows, 

His Majesty's civil servant and lay ethnographer, Thurston, who was be
queathed by his time and place the stylus and slate for inscribing a master 
narrative, forms the centerpiece of Dirks's chapter. Unlike Dirks's man on 
the spot, Michael Taussig's historian-hero is ~a vcry old, \'ery black, very 
blind man named Tomas Zapata~ who lived until his death in 1971 in a very 
small town in southwestern Columbia. Much of Zapata's history is told in 
\'erse and commentary that cannot help but perturb the academic histori
ographer's confidence, This historian-poet-ph ilosopher, who had ncver 
spent a day in school, must be seen not as one who docs history but as one 
who is history, Unlike the professional histOli an , who is empowered by the 
illusion of stand ing freely above history arrogating to himself the right to 
cho ke off meanderings that could lead him astray from such Mfine-sounding 
goals as the search for 'meaning' or design,~ Don Tomas is both a sign of 
history and a sign in history, a medium through whom Hflow and mix" and 
"fl ow and sv .. erve," streams origi nating from Western canonical sources such 
as Pythogoras, on the onc hand, and complicated accounts of local history, 
on the other, meet. The professional historian or ethnographer writes 
"about" the past or "about" a people. Their representational conceit is to be 
found in the kind of "aboutness" they engage in . It entails a view that some 
form of mental content (that of a trained subj(.'(; t) is directed toward an ob
ject-the past or a people, Zapata is engaged in a \'ery different kind of 
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to mind are variations of~in terdisciplinarity, ~ ~col laboralive efforts, ~ "oound
ary crossings, ~ or evcn thc now almost picturesque ~blurrcd genres, ~ all of 
which we have referred to in this inlroductioll. BUl instead, turning a splin
ter of colonial vocabulary against those who once used it to exclude and to 
hurt, wcwould li ke to call this collection a "metissage." In colonial disco urse, 
a metise referred to the colonial category of "half-bloods." But as Ann Stoler 
has so vividly argued, it tOok the metissage of French Indochina and the 
Netherlands Indies to threaten and undermine a great many imperial di
vides. Like the metise o f colonial Asia, the essa)'S in this collection "converge 
in a grid of transgressions. ~ In so doing, they seek not only to sub\'ert ~the 
terms of the civilizing mission~ of disciplinary thoroughbreds-be they an
thropology, literary study, or literal), criticism- bu t to introduce "new mea
sures of civility~ that e nable the recogni tion of the robust movement between 
word and world, a r«ognition that refuses to perpetuate a curbed liaison un
de r the civil pl·etext ofinterdisciplinarity (Stoler 1992: 550-551), 

NOTES 

I. Our al1ention 10 the somewhat archaic word amtexlu rt and its rich connota
tions was di rected by Geoffrey Hill's little gem, TM ElUlmy J UUlIllry: 1I'0rd.!, Conto:· 
11m', and Olhtr Circumslanas oj 1..llllgTJage (199 1). 

2. Defined by Geoffre)' Hill (1984: 2) as ~a setting at one, a bringing into con
cord, a reconCiling, a uniting in harmon)': 

3. Joannes Fabian (1983) was the first 10 make this point ill a grand way. 
4. J usc ~Illor.d · here, not in the weak, Durkheimian sense. but in the strong 

sense where mor.!l choices--and hard ones at that. for which there may be no prece
dents--are made. See Evens 1982. 

5. For an e Ktended treatment of this distinction, see WaTtenberg 1990; 
chap. 9. 

6. See Turner 1990 for an eKtended account of Victor Turner's founding 
interests. 

7. [n E. T. A. Hoffmann 's NachlJliiru, we find that the feeling of something 
uncanny is associated with the figure of tht: Sandman, that is, with tht: idea of being 
relieved of one's eyes. 

8. [thank Ruth Behar for turning my attent ion to the place of these two writers 
in the .'lCheme of thing~ and e.'pecially to the writings of the I .... ti"" write r. Gloria 
All1aldua. 

9. See Ter.tda 1992. 
10. Anza[dua 1987: also see Rosaldo 1989: [96-224. 
11. For a collfftion of early essays on this theme. see Wilson 1970. 
12. For an intelligent updating of these philosophical issues in anthropology, sec 

Thoma., McCarthy's rel'iew (1992). 
13. For a clear distinction between de Saussure 's semiology and Peirce·s semiotic 

and lhe impossibililY of translating one into the o ther's tenns, see Deledalle [979. 
[4. For a more detailed and analytical d i.'iCussion of this now-infalllou.~ distinc

tion between Kri/iurand riviliJaliQll, see chapter 1 ill Elia.~ (1976: 1-64 ). 
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~aboutness," a man "going about" being-itl-lhe-world. The former is about a 
.... 'ay of knowing the world: the laner concerns a way ofbeing-in-the-world. 18 

As alluded to earlier, the collusion of literature with ethnography is an 
old, even if an uncanny. onc. As Ivy shoWl! us, this collusion was not limited 
to Europe but was a much more general phenomenon, extending even to 
Japan. Ivy describes this relationship between literature and ethnography 
(mainly in the form of folklore) as complicitous and ghostly; the more dili
gently we search for their definitional contours, the more blurred their 
objects become. The object in question is a culture and a tradition that, if 
not already absent, never in fact existed. Ivy points out that ~the disappear
ance of the object-folk, community, authentic voice, tradition itself-is 
necessary for its ghostly appearance in an authoritatively rendered tex(. The 
'object' does nOl exist outside its own disappearance.~ Faced with such 
evanescence in the imaginary and the dive rsity of dialects in the real, the 
Japanese folklorist Yanagita, encoumering the modernist imperative, at
tempted to write the uncanny specificity of local differences within the 
emerging constraints of a singular national language. Anthropologists and 
literary critics have, in their own ways. been no less free of this modernist 
imperative to fix in a language-me language of science in the case of an
thropology, the language of method in the case of literary criticism. 

If, as Borncman would havc it. the impulse 10 narrale is pancultural, even 
more salient are those moments of~cuhural poesis~ alluded to by Friedrich, 
the ~dialectical images" of Benjamin, and ~the uncultured excesses~ re
ferred to by Valentine Daniel, which defy the will to narrate and occupy the 
even denser interstices of human life than those amenable to narrative. 
Daniel finds the crisis of representation in the human sciences and the hu
manities becoming manifest in its starkest form in the context of violence. 
He begins his chapter by sketching the relationship between the ty.'o fields 
that claimed culture for their own, the anthropological concept of culture 
over against the humanistic Arnoldian view of culture. The former ap
peared to triumph O\'er the latter in the rise of cultural studies' and literary 
study's turn to the underprivileged, the oppressed, or merely the ~ordi

nary. ~ But Daniel finds culture in either o filS representational modes to be 
far too Hegelian, far too trusting o f the "reasonable, - and far too indulgent 
of "the art of complaisance -19 to be able to provide us with the perspective 
we need to understand the violence in and of culture. For Daniel, culture's 
sign ificant Other is its ~counterpoint," which he identifies as the blind spot 
that posits itself at the center of cultural understanding and into which the 
excesses o f passion and violence flow, outwitting the gentle forces of reason 
and the aesthetic imagination that constitute culture. the very forces that 
make literature, ethnography, and narrative possible. 

In wrapping up our introduction and in handing over these chapters to 
you, the reader, how should we characterize our offering? What readily come 
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15. As just one example of Kramsch 's work, see "The Culwral Disc:ourse o f For
eign Language Textbooks," in Singennan 1988: 63-88. 

16. See Paul Friedrkh, ~[nterpretation and Vision: A Critique of Cr)'ptoposi
ti\i~m." Cultual All1hrofJOlog)' 7, no. 2 (May 1992) : 2 11-23 1. 

17. In her comments on Ihe work of Gloria Anzaldua and Marlon Rigw; at the 
meeting of the American Ethnological Society in 1992. 

18. For a lucid clabor.ttion of this Heideggerian point, see Drc)fus 1991: 68-69, 
92-96. 

19. For one o f the earliest and richest expositions of "the art of complaisance"
which still is such an integr .. 1 part of both senses of "cullure" employed by Daniel
see the handbooks on proper conduct appearing in the Early English Books Series 
(1641-1700). which bear the title Tkt Arl of Complaisanu, (ff. 7M MtallS to ObJigt in 
GonlMTPition (S.C. 1677), 
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Narrative Fields 



ONE 

The Culture in Poetry and the 
Poetry in Culture 

Paul Friedrich 

Acwrd;Ilg /0 a view cOli/mimi)' fuid ill 1'11. Fu 's ti~, much. a/the Book of Songs, 
llu IR(ll1 ullcUnl suroiuing corfn's o/CJ.inf,se ~tT)', amsislni 0/ songs and ballfi(u 
which had ll«1I tklibem/tdy colkckd from amO>lg 1M ptasantry by ruins who wishnl 
/0 IhlDmine 1M Umper a/lhrir propk. 

O"VlD HAWKES 

OPENING GAMBIT: PLATH'S ~WORDS" 

A= 
After whou stroke llu UI(lQ(f riup. 
And lhi! u hoe!i.l 

Ech.oo Imvt!lIing 
Off /mm Ih, (min' liM hor=. 

Tiu sap 
Wells liu lears, liu tM 
Walt'>" $triuing 

To TH$/(J.b/ish. its mirror 
C>vc- llu fWk 

Thai drops and turns, 
A while 5Jmll, 
l:"'ale11 by wa il), gr«1u. 
Yrors Wi" I 
EnrounlerlMm on tht road-

Words dry and ridukss, 
Tiu in.ufaligabk hoof/aps. 
1171ik 
From 1M bollam of tht pool. fi:ud ,lars 
Govern a lift. 

This rarely cited poem illustrates some decish'e con nections between po
eu-y and culture. As we start into the poem, "axes" seems to all ude to the 
craft or craftsmanship with which the poet is fashioning something from lhe 

This ~Ma)' is dedicated to the living memory of Paul Riesman. 
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wood of a living tree. The echoes traveling otT like horse s are the crafled 
words going QUI into the wood to make it ring and into the world to make 
people listen. The sap welling from the tree is an extension of this conceit, 
like the human tears oCthe poct-craftsman. from wh ich there is a sudden as. 
sociation to the water of the female sources of this poet 's work Lhallr ies, in 
the face of vicissitudes, to reestablish the order of a mirror before transmu
tation into the stre ngth o f a rock and then the morbid but a lso regenerat
ing image of the greens, the poet growing into new paths. Years later, the 
poet, now far along the road of life, encounters her words and poems and 
their sound. an encounte r o f read ing and remembering except that they arc 
now dry and riderless, on the ir own o n their tireless hooves. In a final shift, 
the poet is plunged into or e\'en identified .... i th a pool's depths, another di
mension of water symbolism, whose stars, the same as those above, govern 
and control her life and verbal creativi ty. 

We see that ~Words~ is integrated in many ways. To begin, the rings of 
the tree resonate with the cenlfifugal sound wa\'es of the echoes and also 
wi th the equally centrifugal ripples of the water that tries ~to reestablish it
self. ~ A second, similar geometry takes us through a half-dozen angles and 
directions: (I) the oblique downward mo\'ement of the axes; (2) the out
ward movement of the echoes; (3) the inv.'3.rd movement of the water; (4) 
lhe horizontal plane of the waler itself; and lhen (5) its downward motion 
and the words going off centrifugally, or perhaps intersecting on a tangelll 
with the vertical, up-down that connects the stars in the pool with the ~ tars 
in the sky: and, last and most, (6) the way the entire poem is governed by 
the figure o f a whirlpool or vortex. 

Since we are tal king about a poem and since poetry, by one definition , 
forefronts the phonic shape of the message, is partly about the music of the 
language (Wfight 1986). we should note that the poem as a whole is keyed 
on atsounds (~axes, s."lP, taps, ~ etc.) and an equal tissue of sibi lant/ shibilant 
( s) sounds (often working with k sounds). The abo\'e is th e begi n ning o fa 
partial-subjectivist and fonnalist- interpretation: other approaches would 
yield oth er generalizations. The longer we look at this mastcrpiecc, in fac t, 
the more meanings, cohere ncies, and subtexts we will fin d , until the philis
tine reader is moved to ask, ~Ye s, but what good is poetry?~ 

~\Vhat good is poet'1'?~ is a cyn ical questio n that, ex plicitly or implicitly, 
we arc confronted "'ith often eno ugh. We rots.ld rejoin , I suppose, with, 
~What good is anthropology?~ 

A PRI VILEGE D ENTRYTO CULTU RE 

Students of culture, like poets, are e ngaged in construcling a worlchiew, 
whether sudden insights into ~the mind of primitive man ~ o r the vision in 
Leaves of Gmss, the nitty-gritty of a ~linguaculture~ or the piecemeal induc-
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tion of matrifocality from the a rchaeological remains of twenty Pueblo 
households. In these and other instances, the o~jeClive is not only to get a 
worldview but to get inside a world view, to COnSlru("l texIS of one 's own that 
reveal maximu m e mpathy and comprehension. When looked a t this way, 
the poems or songs that one finds, panicularly when they are generally 
known and instantly understood by people, can constitute an incredibly 
swifl and sensiti,'c cntryway. Eskimo poems and songs that deal with seal 
hUllting, or the realities of old age, o r the vu lnerability of the single woman, 
or one's embarrassment or fear of embarrassmen t at forgetling the words 
of one's song, all seem to provide in d isti llate form some of the deep con
cerns, values, attitudes, and symlXlls of individuals or even of the e nti re com
mun ity; one is often given the gist of the culture in a way that would be 
difficult or impossible to infer. These insighL~ and intuitions arc of singular 
value because they char:u;teristically deal with and involve the emotions. the 
cultural experience as fe l! as well as understood-thm is, in psychological 
terms, the phenomena of intention, identification , motivation, and affect 
that are often neglected in cultural analysis-includ ing m uch of the recent 
research that combines an ideology of emotional ity with practices that fea
ture analytical instruments and objcctivized data, 

In societies like the Eskimo, a large body of oral literature is shared to a 
significant degree by everyone and is aptly an d frequen tly cited by many per
sons; in other words, the poetry is a constitut;nt as well as a vchicle o f the cul
ture and, more particularly, thc li nguaculture, that is , the "domain o f 
experience that fuses and intermingles the vocabulary, many aspects of 
grammar, and the verbal aspects of culture~ (Friedrich 1989: 306). Poetry 
in th is sellse is at once MdataM for analysis an d itselfa body of generalizations 
about life that are at least as subtle as what the social scientist normally 
comes up with. Th ese poetic d ata and insigh ts in the interstices of culture 
are dealt with below with particular reference to Tu Fu and rang China. 

There arc many possible relations between a cul ture and its subcultures 
o r between IWO o r 1110re subcultures ( including the case of poetic subcul· 
tures) . Fo r example, the culture of Everyman (to the extent that there is 
o ne) may overlap or be coordinate wilh a/ the poetic subculture-as in the 
case of the Polar Eskimo mentioned above. [n othe r case~, there is consid
erable overlap and m uch agreement (T ang poetic culrure with in national 
culture) . In other cases, there i.~ li ttle overlap 0 1' consonance between the 
culture at large and a sm,lll enclave of socially alie nated poetic specialists: 
witness the young Chicago bard who used to read his work in the entrance 
to one of the train stations-an island of postmodern poetry amid a stream 
of totally uninterested suburban comm uters. But even this bard and the 
commuters, when inten'icwed about his poetry, would havc provided a prl\'
ileged entree and an original angle on American values in the 1990s. We can 
shift our focus and see poetry as a way to establish better relations or as a 
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son of projective techn ique that \Vi II stimulate value-laden discourse among 
the people we arc interested in. At a deeper level. poetry is a consti mem of 
the imagination of any stud ent of culture and, like other imaginative ingre
dients, \\-111 emer into the p rocess of theory building, empathetic descrip
tion, and lhe naming and classification of phenomena. The basic 
charaCleristics of most good poetry--economy, elegance, emotional con
densation-will contribute to superior culturaJ studies. But let me consider 
in greater detail the pragmatic interweaving or, beuer, interpretation of p0-

etry and culture. 

POETRY IN CONVERSATION 

Just as the language of conversation can inform poetry, so poetry can and 
often does inform conversation . This is partly because, at o ne level, conver
sation is always organized or at least channeled in terms of figures-irony, 
mcmphor, ch iasmus, and so forth-and to this extent conversation is p<>
etry. Al a mo re concrete level , actual words, p hrases, lines, and e\'en longer 
units may be components of conversation with h igh frequency and high 
symbolic import. The conversation ofliterate Chinese and e\'en Chinese ad
vertising is occasionally studded with fragme nts from Tu Fu and o ther 
poets (probably thousands of poets if we take into account the myriad mi
nor and anonymous ones who have made their little contribution to the 
pan<uhural repertoire). Similarly, the conversation of Arab Bedouin is in
terspersed not just with words and lines but the fi xed two-liner, the ghin
'lUWas, hundreds of wh ich are known by the ordinary speaker and used, 
abo\'e all , in emOlional, lim inal, intimate, and! or problematic situations. In 
many cultures, ind uding modern, industrialized ones, e ntire dassicaltexts 
may be widely known , voluminousl)' memorized (especially in secondary 
school), and play an important role in comersation, rimal, and politics: the 
Koran in many Musli m COUlllries (Caton 1990); the Bhagavadgita in Ind ia 
(at least Brahmanical India): Homer in Greece today: the Old Tesmment in 
Israel: contemporary poetry in Irelan d (Coleman 1990): DO'1 Qui.l"Qtt' in the 
Spanish-spcaking world; and a canon of classical poetry in Russia, notably, 
Pushk.in , Tymchev, Nekrasov, and the fab ulist Krylov. These are not just cor
pora of lel'ts but also underlying cultural charters, paradigms, precedents, 
and templates in terms of which to Ih'e , modest guidelines for the small in
d ividual who is having trouble on d eck in the storms at sea that life conmins. 
They are also poetic charters fo r poli tical acts and attitudes of national or 
illlernational import, such as territorial claims and counterclaims 10 Israel 
or at least Jerusalem and the Weu Bank. Despite this cultural and political
cultural dimension of poetry, the relatively prosaic nature of much Ameri
can com'crsation, particularly lhal of social scientists, lends to carry over 
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into the practice of ignoring the richly allusive poetic subtextuality of con
versation in many cuhures such as those just enumerated. 

From yet another point ofvicw, the ideology ofa cult ure o r a social class 
wi thin that culture may be deeply embedded in its lyric charter poems-but 
so thai it is partly or wholly hidden . There is complete agreement between 
Robert Frost's practical dictum to never say what you are actually talking 
about in a poem and the New Marxist claim that "what [a text] doesTlotsee, 
is not what it does not see, it is what it s«s~ (A1th usser and Balibar 1970: 21) . 
By the same token, the student of a culture's innermost symbolic values 
would get far by studying the gaps and silences in its key poetic texts, 

Sets of poems, then, can function as a son of ever-present verbal COIl

sciousness that ~he1ps one to li\'e,~ among other things (Pesman 1988). 
These poetic constituents of conversations, at one le\'el, are like a well
turned phrase, an apt expression of needs and realities that are not neces
sarily poetic. In another meaning of M language,~ the mean ings of these 
words and sentences can fu nction as a sort of ever-present consciousness 
and conscience that underlies and partly determincs the more superficial 
verbalizations. At yet anmher, deeper level, we havc to think of ~language ~ 
in some sense as continuously interpenetrating all levels of consciousness; 
in other words. language is a product of consciousness, but consciousness is 
also a product o rlanguage (Chomsky ] 972; Lacan 1978). At any o f its mean
ings or levels, the "language in question may be the condensed , acu te, and 
sensitized language o f poetry and poetic forms. It is in these tenns that the 
understanding, or better, the apprehension of individuals, culture , and 
worldviews, is dearly facili tated and goes hand in hand with sensitivi ty to the 
poetic underpin nings of com"ersation, politics, and ordinary life. To ignore 
these u nderpinn ings is like someone trying 10 enter a house while ignoring 
the keys under the doormat. 

METH ODOLOGY (I): I N EVITABLE REDUCT ION 

All known treatments of culture are g uilty in the first degree of reduction
ism. be this 10 genealogical charts of kinsh ip terms or to ~bird song and 
laments, ~ o r even to local factionalism and the vendeua (r eid 1982; 
Friedrich 1987). These an d other approach es reduce, apocopate, and select 
in skewed ways that reveal the author's prepossessions and obsessions. 
The inevitability of rcduction stems in large part from the simplifying 
assum ptions of all scientific practice and also art: whocvcr thinks that 
all-embracing Walt Whitman does not reduce d rastically sho uld read in 
n ine teemh-century American economic, social, or in te llectual history. 
VVhat is striking is Ilotthe fact, or better, the variant of reduction ism, in any 
given case but the way diverse stude nts o f culture claim that they thcmsel\'es 
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Was the agony I felt so strange, 
when I saw the man I loved 
thrown on the earth 
with bowed head? 
Murdered by enemies, 
wonns have for e"er 
deprived him 
of his homecoming. 
l.i~ja-ijaja. 

He .... "aS not alone 
in leaving me. 
My litde son 
has vanished 
to th .. shadow .. land. 
Ijaja-ijaja. 

Now I' m like a beast 
caught in the snare 
of my hut. 
Ijaja·ijaja. 

Long will be my journey 
on the earth. 
It seems a.~ if 
I'll never get beyond 
the foot-prints that I make. 

A worthless amulet 
is all my proper[)': 
while the northern light 
dances its sparkling Sleps 
in the sky. 

Qr:mertoq, Copper Eskimo wo man, Musk 0" Folk 
(From Lowe nstein and RalImus..o.n 1973: 19-2Q) 

Such poems and thei r creation cann ot be regard ed as a social product 
p ure and simple , as an OUlpUl of purely social forces conceptualized by a 
purely sociocen tric model; we should be able to recogn ize the absurdity of 
the claim by formalists such as Brik (Eagleton 1983: 30) and TynyallOv 
(1978) that had Push kin never Ih'ed, Eugtllt OlJegin would have been written 
by someone else. The social fac ts of lyric poeuy raise in unamidablc fo rm 
the significanuy individua l aspects o f creativi ty, he ,'e verbal creativity. T he 
biographical (life h istorical), psrchohistorical, and individual stylistic ap
proaches, far from being ~posi tivi stic," as some structuralists claim UelTer .. 
son an d Robey 1986) , ac tually tend to invol\"e or e\'en entail a dissolution of 
the boundaries between poet and c ritic , subject and object, con te n t and 
form (aside from the fac t that the biographical approach antedates Rposi_ 
tivism " by ccnturies, C, 'cn mille n nia Uohnsoll , Vasari, Plutarch ]). Close at .. 
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arc amiding it, whereas others are exemplifying it. As against such pros and 
cons, poetry ~is good for somethi ngM because it apprehends, represems, and 
extracts something critical in a world out there and also the world in the 
mind of the member of the culture and in the amhropologist '$ own mind. 
and it does this \\'ith a diffuse sensitivity that not o nly complemenL~ otlle r 
approachl:s but blocks lllany of the most extreme forms of sciclllistic re
ductionism. The many poetril:s alluded to in this chapter-notably. Eskimo 
poetry and the poetry ofTu f u---deal with emotional and ethical matters in
tricately and comprehensively. They are Ma morphology of feeling H in a way 
thaI is analogous 10 music (lhe phrase is felix Mendelssohn's): the shape o f 
realh.ed poetry that is widely appreciated may be assumed to somehow re
flect the shape of emotions that it symbolizes. 

But this morphology of feeling-and this is one peculiari ty of poetry 
among the verbal arl5--is also like music in a way that bears not just on the 
representation of emotion in a given culture or tradition but on the repre
scmation of emotion by the student of culture in the larger sense: as sug
gcsu:d earlier, poetry is like music in its powerful rules fo r economy, 
condensation , and what Stevens cal led Mthe art of finding what wil l suffice. H 
Becausc poetry is understandably grouped wi th the humanities, and be
causc the criticism of poetry' has to be so grouped, most people overlook o r 
at least neglect how dose poetry is not o nly to music but to linguistics and 
e\'en mathematics (Sapir 195\; 159). The quality of elegance and the goal 
of extracting gist, neither of which can be captured by paraphrase, help to 

make poems and poetic lines part of the charters and ideologies of lTlany 
cultures which the student of culture may want to deconstruct or at least ex
amine with due thoughtfulness. 

Being attuned to the poetic dimen sions of culture necessarily means be
ing alive lO a very differem netwo rk or texture of values, attitudes, and sym
bols. Going beyond Mbei ng a1tuned.~ one can take account ofa great variety 
o f phenomena, fro m the scven main eonnotationsofMblue" inAmerican Stu
d ent culture (which tend to be not only the same but hierarchized the same 
way) lO the lTlany meanings of Hsemiment ~ in the emotional structure of a 
passionate Mexican leader (f riedrich 1987: 54-73) to the meaning of 
"shameM (that is, lack of fulani-appropriate qualities) among the Fulani 
(Riesman 1977: ch. 7). It will often be difficult 10 deal wi th, to say nothing of 
analyze, thesc difluse and extensive networks of meaning and feel, but that 
is precisely the point and the genuine issue. Being attuned to the poetic di
mensions of language and culture, of linguaculture. by greatly expanding 
our "database H and the realism of o ur perceptions, effectively blocks or at 
least complements the familiar reduction or essentializing of culture to the 
graphs. paradigms. tables. and trees of social science ideology. Another way 
of saring this is that srudy based on ordinary language and ordinary experi-



44 NARRATIVE F IELDS 

more insight than a great deal of the usual experience. Often these poetic 
intuitions seem to represent universal values: a haunting, deep similarity 
abounds in the world's poems about the death ora ch ild, a WIl o r a daugh
tel". T hat, too, is pan of the humanb:ing good of poetry: to suggest d imen
sions of common humanity that, limiting th ough they may be, qualify the 
heanlessness of one kin d of extreme relativism and of many kinds o f socio
centric New Marxism. 

To illustrate the above contention, I include the following shon poem. 
Like many poems of the stereotypically rat ionalistic, neoclassical, and ver
bally affected eigh teenth century. this poem is, quite to the contrary, collo
q uial, emOlion charged, and ofun ivcrsal import (Lonsdale 1984: xxxvii; this 
remarkable anthology dispells many stereOlypes of the eighteen th century). 

To an Infant Expiring the Second Day of It.'l Birth 

Tender softness, infant mild, 
Perfect, purest, brightest child; 
Transient lustre, beauteous clay, 
Smiling wonder of a day: 
Ere the long..enduring swoon 
Weighs thy precious eyelids down; 
Oh ! regard a mot.hcr'~ moan , 
Anguish deeper than thy own! 
Fairest eyes, whose dawning light 
Late ",ith rapture blessed my sight, 
Ere )'OUI' orbs extinguished be, 
Bend their trembling beams on me. 
Drooping sweetness, verdant flow'r, 
Blooming, " 'itn 'ring in an hour, 
Ere thy gentle breast sustains 
Latest, fiercest, vital pains, 
Hear a suppliant! Let me be 
Panner in thy destiny! 

The poem was written in 1728, published in 1733, Abou t its am hor norn
ing seems to be known except her name, Hetty Wright. In this anonymity 
she reminds us of the name-<:lniy Eskimo women who bemoaned their fate 
in lyrics caplUred o n the wing haIfa century ago by that ethnographic giant 
in lhe earth, Knud Rasmussen. 

Why will people 
have no mercy on Me? 
Sleep comes hard 
since "hula's killer 
showed no mercy, 
[jaja- ~aja. 
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ence runs the alm05t certain risk of being itself ordinary. A $Cientific con
sciousness, in contrast, that, as its goal, starts with the full poetic system can
not fa il, in principle, to deal with the ordinary but also with a great deal more 
that is extraordinary, poten tial, possible, and still realistic. Sociocultural lin
guistics and the various cultural and social anthropologies should, on the 
analogy of politics, be ~the art (and science) of the possible. ~ 

M ETHODOLOGY ( 2): CONSCIOUSNESS AND EMOTION 

"Culture~ can be used today as a conven ient cover term for d iverse ideas and 
phenomena, including the traditional archaeological and linguistiC situa
tions: what can one infer from a heap of shards and similar refuse, o r from 
a set of texts in an exti nct language? But even these empirical and concrete 
meanings overlap with many kinds o f consciousness in the sense of general 
fi elds o r associations of patterned perceptions, concepts, emotions, and mo
tives or intentions thai are relatively explicit, known, and art iculated. In this 
broad and indeed sometimes tenebrous sense, we can speak of many kinds 
o f consciousness, o ne of which is h istorical: what do Icelandic adolescents 
see in and construct from standard symbols of their cherished history, a 
Viking helmet, a patriOlic poem (Koester 1990)? How does such historical 
conscio usness contribute to Icelandic poetry, or political culture (e.g., re
garding international fishing rights)? Alternatively, the consciousness we 
are concerned with may be dominantly emotional: how does the individual 
perceive the threat or even the ad\"ent of death, and how is death felt by the 
dying man or those at his side (Tolstoy 1978 )? And again, how does th is par
ticular consciousness structure culture in a practical, engaged sense (e.g., 
the concern wi th MlA~or the reburial of American Indian remains)? Or the 
consciousness may be of social categories: rather than a set of terms that are 
defined with structuralist minimalism by their contrast with each other, 
what is the positive emotional content, what I used to call the "blood, sweat, 
tears, semen, and mother's milk~ meanings of\"erbal symbols like ~mother" 
and Mbrother" (Trawick 1990)? And again, how do these meanings of kin
ship terms bear on the observance ofvendelta obligatiOns (e.g., in the Cau
caslls cuhures wherc the murderer trics 10 get at and kiss thc nipple of any 
woman in the victim's patrigroup in order to establish "milk-brotherhood~ 
and hence nullify blood vengeance obligations)? In the case ofthesc three 
slrong examples of a consciousness of national patriotism, feclings about 
d eath, and the texture o f kinship, one good of poetry is that it gives us closer 
approximations of the sorts of consciousness that live in and animate a sin
gle person, a culture area, or even a historical period. More poillledly, so 
much poetry in so many cul tures does inm[ve Mlovc and death " that the gist 
ofa hundred or even a dozen death poems can in the optimal cases give us 
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temion to the individual an d the individual creative process, while pan ic u
larly fostered in the con text of poetry and poetic cri ticism, leads not 10 treat
ing non pocLS as poeLS, al though it is worth trying, but 10 evaluating the 
individual potter. mother, fisherman , or leader with fu ll attention to. (or ex
ample. the tropology of their language, the metaphors of action in their 
construction of their lives, or whatJames Fe rnandez (1986: 28-73) calls "the 
m issio n of rne laphor . ~ Poetry an d, 10 a lesser exten t, poetry criticism o r po
elies thus have a d eeply humanizing influence on the study of culture and 
cultural consciousness and in this sense are the unrecognized sister disci
plinesofpersonality psychology, J ungian psychology, and the whole fie ld of 
cuh ure and personality. 

METHODOLOGY (3): MMET HODO LOG ICAL INDIVID UA LISM" 
VERS US POETRY AS SOCIOC ULT URALLY DETERM INED 

Tht trlU (oem of cu I/un i.! in tht intt rllcli01l Of$puific individuals and, 011 I~ Sll />

jutiw silk, in I~ WQT/d of I1Unllingi which tach of 1m individualJ rnay uncon
mmuiy aM/mel for hiwmlf from hi.! pa>1iripolitm in theM. j"leraclio,u. 

-F.. SAPIR 

Poems in folklore collections or in the texts of a dead language arc rarely 
individual in the sense o f allowing us to infer an individual author, a lth ough 
th is has been possible in notable cases. Th e individual authors of Bed ouin 
two-liners as described by Lila Abu-Lughod ( 1986) are sometimes known , 
although in general anonymous. But in a ll cultures, including prim itive and 
peasant ones, poems are to begin wi th created by o ne person and for a li t
lle wh ile at least are known as a personal expressio n an d may even be pos
sessed inalienably, just as, to turn the tables around, the anonymous poem 
is the exception in large, li terate societies. T hese hard facts aoout poetic and 
similar artistic creath~ ty and productivity force the responsible student to 
deal not only with the significantly individual sides of such phenomena hut, 
more generally, with the con tention that a ll culture may be seen as, to a sig
nificant degree, a world of individ ual(ized ) mean ings, or, com m uting the 
Sapir quote above, the possibil ity that the individ ual agent or actor is our ba
sic datum from which arc constituted and from which we constitute our in
terpretation o f such things as group, society, and nation. To illustr.ue this 
point of Mmcthodological individualism n with individual authorship in peas
an t society. I turn to a snatch of my own fieldwork: 

Of my tive )'car~ of jieldwork, lhe majority (l954-!'i6, 196.'>-67, 1970) have 
been spent among the Tarascan Indians of w uthwestern Mexico. I recall 
watching, sometime in 1967, a young man wander aimlessly in a field at high 
noon. and then I heard from him that he had been composing a story ror me: 
-rhe Three BUH.crf]ics. w This man was a linguiStic virtuoso in his aptitudes but 
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also a mad poet in a fami liar Spanish or Amcrican .'\Cnsc; the most proli fi c and 
obscene joker in ha"'est brigades; the man ""ho knew the most stories in town ; 
who!le sentences were the longest and must complex, but "" hose scores on my 
teslS for Ta ...... 'lCan grammar were the most de\iant, and at times wild; who, in 
a brawl, used the fine , long j ackknife [ had given him to seriously sla.~h his 
brother's hand; who, when his mother, a reputed "'itch. was being buried, 
leapt down into her grave and stood for a long time on her coffin, apostro
phizing hcr and wuping piteously; who. when I had to go to a neighboring 
hostile village to get boxes for my wife's pottel)' collection, led me up the 
ravines where I would be in the least danger from sniper fire; who over
identified wi th me and, when I took a different vinuoso back to the States, suf
fered pathological jealousy and chagrin; finaJly, a thoroughly macho woman
izer. who eventually j oined the Mexican cavall1·. where he did vel)' well. Most 
Tarascan \;rlllosi I have knO\\'fl (in ceramics and gui tar making as well) had 
similarlye)(Ceplional and emOtional imaginations. (l98fi; 46) 

47 

Vet there is a nip side to th is un iquely individual auth orsh ip and the cor
respondi ng tendency and temptation to embrace ~methodological individ
uali sm. ~ In the same way, while discussions o f the culf.u re/ poetry interface 
usually ro<:us o n what poetry can bring to cul ture, or wh at poetics can bring 
to an thropology, it is JUSt as rewarding to ask what culture and an thropol
ogy can bring to poetry and poetics. In one obvious sense, a lyric poem , 
whether it aspires to be significant to a ll human ity or to a local powwow, is 
as e nsconced in society, culture, and h istory as a llY intellec tual and artistic 
representation and, at seve"'dl lcvds, callnm be understood without histori
cal, ph ilo logical, and anthropological contextualil.ation (Benjamin 1989) . 

T he p heno mena of lyric pocu)', while full of isolated , socio historically 
underdctermined gen ius, also abounds with eases ofsociohisto rical overde
tcrmination, of clustcrings of creativity that beg fo r causal explanation o r at 
least an etiological interprct.'ltion: prime examples would be the century or 
so each o r the H igh rang of Ch ina, of Elizabethan and J acobean England, 
of the vAmerican Rella i ssance,~ of the Ru ssian Gold en an d Silver ages, of 
An glo-American modernism, and Spanish mooD71i.wUJ, and of seven th- and 
sixth-centuryGreece. Most of these emorescen t ages arose in the context of 
some combination of most o r a ll of the following five ractors: 

I. intense national, ethn ic, o r even local consciousness and often p ride 
(e.g., the Greek city-state, Elizabethan England ) ; 

2. extraordinary primary and or secondary schooling in language arts 
(e.g., the T 'ang entrance exams, the Russian aristocratic system o fpri
vale tutors and adolesccnt un iversity education ); 

3. encouragement of youthful precocity (e.g .. adolescents welcomed 
in to adult literary societies; Pablo Neruda in Santiago, Ch ile); 

4. maximum prestige and valorization o f poetry by the society, especially 
its hegemon ic circles (e.g., the public schools and early colleges or six-
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lccmh- and scvclltccnth-cemury England-Milton and h is friends; 
the high status Of~POC1~ in society); 

5. avai lable aristocratic burcacrnlic lifestyle that allowed lime fo r litera
ture (notably. in Tang Ch ina and n ineteenth- and carly twentieth
century Russia). 

The genesis and cmorcsccnce of Tang Chinese and Russian classical 
poetry, in particular, could be rigorously in terpreted as the d etcnnined 
expression of the worldvicw of an e nsconced nationalistic, linguistically 
hypcr traincd, poetically oriented aristocratic literali (Goldman 1964). 
(One speculates. incidentally, on juSt what social and hisLOrical factors are 
caus ing the extraordinary pluralism of form and content in American 
poetry today.) 

All these fa ctors suggesl lhat lyric poetry, while inviting so-called method
ological individualism, also affords compelling and sweep ing examples of 
lyric creativity as a social produCl in a New Marxist sense. One way LOapproach 
such social determinism would be thro ugh massive correlations usin g a world 
samp le, as in A. L. Kroeber's extraordinary, p ioneer analysis. In the one chap
ter that deals with poetry in h is umjiguralions of Culiurt Growth, some of the 
variables I have j ust named are isolated and discussed. Yet most persons would 
correctly fe el lhal reducing T u Fu and Li Po lO c ri lical poinu on the lOp of 

a ClllVe in an essemially statistical analysis is somehow missing almost a ll 
of the points that really mailer. A se<:ond approach would be through the 
intensh'e study of one lyric poet in all the fullness o f social and historical con
text, as in Walter Benjamin's also extraordinary, pioneer analysis of Baude
laire (I989 ). although, once again, most people would correctJy feel that 
I'educing the great symbolist poet to a product of the political economic 
forces of his lime, to questions of p roduction. dislribmion, and consum p
tion, to what American poets include under "po biz, M is missing most ofwhat 
matlers. A third approach , which I personally famr an d which is partia lly 
ill ustrated here, is LO triangulate (or quadrangu late or even sexangulate) be
tween a re latively small number of poets and/ or poc lries or poetic tmdilions 
that the given student can understand, "control ,~ and e\"en internalize ..... i th 
a modicum or sensitivity and thoroughness-in terllls of knowin g (even 
memorizing many of) the texts, mastering the intellectual history, a nd SO 
ro rth ; it is vi tal that these poets and poetries be selected judiciously (my own 
combination of Po lar Eskimo, Arab Bedouin, Tang Chinese, and, more in
te nsively, modern American and Russian , has proven fruitfu l). With such tri
angulation one can generalize and synthesize for much of the world about 
such issues as poetil; form; the creative process; in termedia relations to other 
arts; deterlllinate rclations with society and culture; the way poeU)' incarnates 
both culturally specific and unh"ersal, pan-human values, such as grief over 
a lost baby; and, last but nOl lea~t. the possibilities o f creatl\'e interaction be-
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tween students of poetry and students of culture. The method of triangula
lion , adapted from Ralph Linton 's method oflriangulalion in culture stud
ies, has the advantages without the disadviullage of the extensh'e (c.g., 
Kroeberian) and the imensive (Benjamin-stylc) approaches. 

PRACTICUM: TU FU 

My original contention that poelry can provide an e}'eopening enuy LO cul
ture as a system ofyalues and ~-ymbols is powerfully illustrated by the sorts 
o f inferences that can be madc from C\'e n a small sample of the poetry of 
Tu Fu: thirty-five poems in the canonical T'ang anthology (the same set 
used by Hawkes) comes from a LOtal of over 1.400 poems by Tu Fu. This 
widely encompassing, if select, corpus to uches on a great many themes, 
some of them Confucian in the conventional sense of respect and affec
tion between primalY relatives, or concern with the sociopol itical hierarchy 
and one's advancement within it. Om ofa spectrum that includes these and 
o ther subjects, let us look only at what he appears to say about nature, or 
better, the relation between man and nature; one initial reason for doing 
this is that about half of his best poems, as anthologized by David Hawkes, 
.sum to be dealing with nature. In reviewing some o f these nature poems, 
let us keep in mind that Tu Fu's personal idiosyncratic view agrees LO a con
siderable extent with thl'ce others: ( I) those of the Chinese poetic tradition; 
(2) those commonly held in Tang China; (3) specifically Confucian philo
sophic values. In what follows, incidentally. I depend heavily on the pctite 
but brilliant study by Hawkes, supplemented by Yu-Lan Fung, William 
Hung, and Stephen O wen. 

Tu Fu's worldview contains a ph ilosophy of nature, or beuer, of the na
ture / culture relationship. To begin, nature is literally Grlimated: trees and 
rivers are inhabited, even incarnated by spirits of many kinds. Thus in one 
poem called "From the World's Elld,~ we hear that "arl hates a successful 
destiny [i,e" a too successfullifeJ,just as the hungry goblins in the moull
tains rejoice at the chance to gobble up a passerby." In another poem, 
"Dreaming of Li Po," one of sevcral devoted to this deeply admired friend, 
Tu Fu expresses anxie ty at the dangers p rescnted by the tre mendous dis
tances that Li Po has had to cross to reach him in a dream and concludes 
with the warning (here in a "litcral,~ word-by-word u'anslation): ~Watch 

deep, waves broad / Don't let water dragons get." T hese arc not primaril)' 
fi gures of speech: Tu Fu and Li Po imagined really real dragons beneath the 
waters, really real goblins in the mountains. Nature, second o f all, is seen as 
deeply analogous to society: nature in its parts is always tropological raw ma
terial for symbolizing relations among human beings, human mental states, 
and familiar human predicaments. One T u Fu poem called "To the Recluse 
Wei Pa," opens with, "Often in this life of ours wc resemble, in o ur failure 
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to meet, / The Shen and Shang constellations, one of which rises as the 
other seLS . ~ In yet another poem called ~To a Fine Lady, ~ we hear that "the 
way people feel in this world is to hate what is decayed and fi nished I Myr
iad affairs afC like a lamp flame flickering in the wind. ~ And elsewhere in 
the same poem: ~E\'en the vetch-tree knows when it is evcning; / Mandarin 
ducks do not sleep alone, ~ that is, the husband who has abandoned her 
should know when it is evening. time to retu rn to her and a life in conjugal 
fidelity. These and other analogies between the human and natural world 
are often phrased in te rms of a symbolism that had become panly fo rmulaic 
in the Tang Chinese poetic, where. for example, a solitary goose on me 
wing is a standard emblem of at least three th ings: aUlllmn, a wanderer, a 
letter to or from an exile far from home. To rake one example: 8Here at the 
world 's end the cold ""inds are begin ning LO blow ... . When will the poor 
wandering goose [i.e., wanderer, letter) arri\"e?~ The more or less formu laic 
equalions, paradigms, and sets could chan nel and structure the creative 
process but also be played with and adapted in all sorts of ways. My impres
sion is that the T'ang code of Tu Fu 's lime was not as explicit and compre
hensive as that of Classical Tamil bUllhatlatcr, in the nimh century, this was 
indeed the case. 

Third, nature is shared by nm or more people or (:ven all human society; 
it is as though reality re(luired at least two persons an d nature itself in in
teraction. Thisontological, dialogical premise informs some ofTu Fu's most 
memorable lines and poems, where, for instance, Mthe moon is the same as 
that which shines down o n our birthplace [i.e., morpheme by morpheme, 
Moon is old-home brightl ! My brothers scauered in different places. The 
moon is only real as somethi ng shared by two or mo re people. Put aphoris
tically, nalllre is MOUl thereM o nly if it is Min hereM between us. This premise 
of a con tinuous relation between the socially, dialogically human and the 
natural d oes a lot of work in many of his most remarkable poems, and this 
dense interdependence between the dialogical and the natural deser.'es 
more cri tical concern than it has receh'ed so far. 

Let us start to conclude with what is my fourth, and perhaps most obvi
ous, contention about the poetics of the relation between man and nature, 
and that is, nature's anthropomorphic response to human beings and soci
ety. In MSpring Scene" we find the following: ~Moved-by times nowers sprin
kle tears ! Haling separation birds startle heart" (i.e., the birds seem 
startled as with the anguish of separation ) . But these relalively simple
minded instances of the Mpoetic fallacy" are in Tu Fu encased in a much 
larger context where "Human nature have feelings tears wet blossom " (that 
is contrasted with Mriver-water river-nowers h ow come-to-end" [i.e., they go 
on forever ]). Indeed, the deeper folds of what seems 10 be Tu Fu's tropo
logical inte ...... 'eaving and even identification of man and natu re is so can· 
tinuous that there is no line between them. In o ne of his "Th oughts on an 



CULTURE IN POETRY AND POETRY IN CU LTURE 51 

Ancient Site," devoted to the tragic life of a court lady, ~painlings have 
recorded those features that the spring wind cares.'«:d." In a second set of 
thoughts on an ancient site, a famolls but failed statesman is likened {Q a 
single fcather floating among clouds. The following poem ~N ight at Waj 
House," contains what some th ink is the best hcptosyllabic couplet in the 
language: 

Fifth-walch drums-bugles sound s;td-strong 
Thrcc."gorges star-river 's shadow moves-shakes ( 182) 

Here the elaborated syntactic, semantic, and eyen numerical parallelism 
helps 10 establish the illusion of a sort of isomorphism between man and 
nature_ 

Perhaps the most p rofound apprehension of the conti nuous relation be
tween the human and the natural is T u Fu's "Ballad of the Old Cypress." In 
a long chain of mainly original metaphors and similes, the master incarnates 
the solilary old tree: ~boughs are-like green bronle I Roots are-like rocks"; 
the "wide-encompassing, sn ake-like coil" of its roots grips the earth; the bit
ler heart has not escaped the ants, "but there are always phoenixes roosting 
in scen led leaves_" The o ld cypress becomes a cosmic treo:! and also a symbol 
of neglected genius in its old age. 

To sum up provisionally, in the Tu Fuian view, nalUre is animalcd , an al
ogous to SOCiety, only meaningful as part ofa dialogue, and ilSClfresponsivc 
or at least spnbolically or indexically related 10 culture. The CUSLOm in cril
icism is to not address these issues as Confucian or to deal with them as 
Buddhist or Taoist dc.oviation or pan of the syn thesis or at least coexistence 
of all three religions in T'ang times. It is my contention, which cannot 
be fully elaborated here, that these ideas about nature, while owning some
th ing to Buddhism and Taoism, are an essential and native Chinese part 
of Confucia nism. 

Through the poems there runs the generically Chinese but diagnostically 
Tu Fuian idea of cosmic space where man is neither central nor absent but 
only an infinitesimally small part of the cosmic whole. Our poet e mphasiles 
this again and again in poems that descend from very general, abstract Ie\'
e1s down to a final cath exis and poetic clo~urc 011 a small , humble, and vcry 
human detail: the hatpin thai his white hair is gelting 100 thin to hold, the 
cup of muddied wine that he has to refuse, himselr as a lonely goose or a 
solitary sandgull. The philosophy in these poems is the same as that ofthe 
numerous Chinese paintings where in the same nook or fissure in the midst 
o f \'ast mountains and mist-filled gorges we notice a small man in his hut or 
his boat in his small human space. 

There are many OIher aspects of nature that I could dwell on that may be 
just as important as those given: nature as unchanging or constant: nature 
as awesome. majestic. and full of divi ne power; nature as harmonic, in that 
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its seasons and other natur,tl cycles contrast with the irregularity of human 
affairs that can be destroyed by nature; between nature and ordinary human 
life there is the dream world with its dream logic (as in his dream poems of 
Li Po, so akin to his half-world of spirits and goblins, and, for that matter, 
the world of tile imagination of all his poetry) . These and diverse aspects of 
nalUre can be morc fully apprehended by letting Tu Fu lead the way. His 
world\;ew, partly because of the great popularity he has enjoyed in such a 
large audience, may be thought oras highly meaningful in the Chinese tra

dition more generally, in the culture ofT'ang China, and in the Confucian 
tradi tion. At least these three ambitious hypotheses would be worth explor
ing further. 

Are many of the component values and sym bols just discussed shared by 
many American and Russian poets? Yes, to some extent, but that enlarges 
r,nhcr than diminishes their partly universal significance. It also partly ex
plains why, o\'Cr tweh'e centuries later, they are meaningful and inspiring to 
Anglo-American readers, indudingsophisticated and often tired graduate stu
denL~ in comparative literature, anthropology, and rela ted arts and sciences. 

"The obseryer is pan of the field of obsenmion ~ 

Tu Fu and Confucius influenced Emerson and Thoreau and, more re~ 
cen dy, have inspired such American masle rs as Robert Bly and Gary Snyder 

(Faas 1978) . I am a part-lime participant in this tradition (e.g., going to high 
school in Concord, Massachusctts). T he following poem ( 1990) came to me 
one cold winter morning five years ago, after biking to the office and work~ 
ing through David Hawkes's version, that is, through the ideograms, the 
transliteration, the literal translation, the rich an notation, and Hawkes's own 
literary translation of a Tu t U ~son net ~ (rhymed pcntasyllabic e ight-l iner). 

Early Hours 

[t is dark before dawn and the city is quiet 
like the dead silence of a cave. Burglars 
haye gone hom(, a.. I bicycle . Iowly thn)ugh stree'" 
you wouldn't recognize. Se\'eral croWl! Start to caw 
on campus as [ pass. Then they rise from lhe tops 
of the [OCUSl~ to circle beneath the crescent 
of the moon. It is cold enough to crack open 
the essential remembrance.: 
Concord in winter 
and the tracks of a bille jay in snow. or my run 
1hrongh deep frost after midnight mass on Christmas. 
But, when [ finally ge t there , my office is warm 
and by dawn r"e deciphered the Tang Chinese 
ora Tu Fu ~sonnet" in Regu[aled Verse: 
bctw<.:cn Heaven and Earth a Ring-Necked Gull. 
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In this poem, as I see it, the natural emironmcnt of crows and jays in the 
deep cold ofa northern winter i5 melded with such thoroughly cultural and 
even urban components as burglars and midnight mass on Christmas, and 
everything is headed LOward a cathectic closure on the small, personal act 
of trying to intuit the meaningofa poem byTu Fu~before taking off again 
into the gull metaphor. At the time of the writing I was not aware that I was 
imitatingTu Fu; later that day I checked o n "Gulls~ in Roger Tory Peterson's 
Cuidt to North Amcican Birds to make sure that I had the species right. I may 
ha\'e suppressed the connection LO Tu Fu because of some jealous instinct 
of self-preservation, even some ~anxiety of influence ii la Bloom. More 
probable a reason is the d iametrically opposed meanings of his ~sandguW 
and my "ring-necked guW: his stands fo r personal isolation and loneliness 
amid social disorder and imagined personal failure as a writer, whereas 
mine stands for inspiration in a liminal space against a background of se
curity in one's comm unity and gralitude at some success with one's writing. 
In any case, it was on ly two years later when I gOt back to the poem, carlyon 
in the Hawkes volume, as part of teaching Comparath'e Poctry/ Poetics, that 
I realized that my "ring-necked gull," which I had seen so often in the fall 
off the shores of Lake Michigan, was a local, Chicago-area response to the 
gull in Tu Fu , first literally translated as "sandguW by Hawkes, but then, in 
o ne of h is rare but critical errors of judgment. rendered simply as "seagull~ 

in the poetic translalion. 
To fill out matters for the critical reader, I include here Hawkes's in

fonned literary translation, and his literal translation oCthe last two lines. 

Thoughts Written While Tr.lvelJing at Night 

By the bank where me fine grasll bends in a gentle wind, m y boat's tall mast 
stands in the solitary night. The Stars hang down on:r the great emptiness of 
the Ie>.·el plain, and the moon bobs on the running waters of the Great River. 
tJleralUre will bring me 110 fame. A career is denied me by my age and sick
ness. What do I most re.semble in my aimless wanderings? A .seagull drifting 
betWeen eanh and sky! 

The literal translation runs as follows: MFine grass slight wind bank / Tall 
man lonely n ight boat I Stars hang down level p lain ~'astnC5S I Moon bobs
from-great river's fl ow / Name how literature famous I Office due-to age
sickness resigned / 

7. PiiiQ-/Jiiio hi-SIIQ s( 
Drifting-.:\rifting what-am like 

8. na,,-di Ji slla-oii 
Sky-eanh one sandl"oull 

To belabor the o bvious, if a poem o r a poet provides us with an entree 
into an exotic o r at least different worldview, as I think is indisputable, then, 
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ordinary irony and indeed mendacity of her most famous poem , MDaddy, ~ 
in which her fa Lher, a .... 'arm-heaned if somewhat authoritarian Boston Uni
versity botani$t, is caricaturized as ajackboOlcd, J cw-bulchering Nazi. Th is 
i$ one way to exorci.se a beloved father who left ),ou alone, an orphan. It is 
also o ne way to build a per$Onal mythology and public relations image for 
college students and New York critics-to be "relevant" in the worst $Cnse. 
But Lhi$ is not our concern here. 

Our main concern has been to enter in to Plath 's great poem "Words" 
and perhaps itlustrate the degree to which poems are informed by culture, 
the degree to which culture is in language (comm ute the professional cliche 
of "language in culture"). All this is complementary to our earlier con
te ntion Lhat poetry-poetic images, tropes, materia prima-informs. chan
nels, and structures culture. The case of a major poet condensing the gist of 
a basic myth in he r fam ily and her subculture in to one of her fin est poems 
may be taken as a token of what happens all the time in more quotidian , 
humdrum, and even banal arenas of life. 
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given t.he unh'ersalsofcxpcrie nce and of what some anthropologists call the 
pan-human aspect of culture, or belter, life. those same poems should pro
vide us with an entry or a new understanding of ourselves in the scn~ both 
of some subculture of Ame rica and of the unique particularity o f ca<::h of 
us--whether or not the new insights and intuitions are necess.,rily jelled in 
a poem ~after Tu fu , after Garda 1.or<::a, after the Eskimo.-

RECURSION TO SYLVIA PLATH 

We began with Sylvia Plath and now, after a long dis<:ussion of poetry 
and <::ulture. let us return to her ~V'lords~ to see what we have learned. The 
body and mind of the poet are engaged in an act of sacrifice with an ax that 
makes echoes ring from the trunk of a tree, but this is less the Old Testa
ml:nt tree of the knowledge of good and evil than the giant ash tree ofGer
manic, spedfically, Old Norse, myth. It is from this tree (and the alder) that 
the warrior-poet Odin (or Wotan) fashioned the first man. It is this tree 
that the poet must cut into to extract the wo rds of his poems and from 
which ~the sap wells, like water,~ like the primal fluids of both the poet and 
the tree with which she or he is identified. It is the tree of self-sacrifice on 
which Odin, the god of learning, poetry, and magic, hung himself for nine 
days and nigh ts to acquire the lo re of the runes and hence achie"e wisdom 
for the gods. (The word for "write,- that is. for Plath 's flUldamentai act of 
putting words to paper, <::omes from the Prow-German ic word for ~scratch -: 

runes were scratched on slabs of wood [-beech , - was bolt, from which comes 
our ~book-]) . Beneath this tree the waLer of Plath 's sources is -striving w 
re-establish its mirror- over the rock of ages that turns into "a white skull 
eaten by weedy greens,- wh ich is the floating skull of the Norse god, Mimir. 
The most basic connection to German ic mythology, however, is the pool 
with its Mfixed stars,-thal is. of fate, that -govern a l ife,~ that is, the doom of 
Plath and of everyone, stars that lie at the bottom of the Well of Knowledge, 
that is, the Pool o f Mimir, beside which stands lhe World Tree, Yggdrasil 
(Salus and Taylor 1970; Bellows 1957). 

Thus we see that the main cultural subtext of~WordsH is a complex skein 
of symbols from Germanic and, to some extent, world mythology (Eliade 
1976); but more than that, it is one source of the poem's e normous imagi
native thrust. In this it resembles lhe eponymous poem in her Ariel collec
tion where, beneath an apparent symbolism of suidde and decadence, 
there roils a German ic mythological symbolism of regeneration. Whethe r 
she got these mythic subtexts from her childhood readings or the stories of 
her myth-loving father in her (German-speaking) home, or whether they 
were mainly acquired in the many university English and German courses 
she took and taught is not our concern here. Nor is o ur concern the extra-
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The Story of the Jackal Hunter Girl 
Margaret Trawick 

"There goes o ne of them now!~ cried my com pan ion, Lakshmi. ~She's the 
same one I saw before! Go onl Go up and ask hcrl~ She pointed in the d i
reclion ora barefoot woman striding through the bazaar. 

Lakshmi was right; the woman wasaJackal Humcr. 1 knew she was a mem
ber of thai caste, bccal15C she was dressed in the kind of outfit thai o nly 

Jackal Huntcrwomen wear. She looked about thirty. She was tall and strong, 
high<.heekboncd and golden-skinned. like mosl of the Jackal H unter 
people, and like most of them she had dirt on her arms and legs and her 
hair was dry and disheveled. Heart lXlunding. I approached her. Would 
she be able to tell me what I had been trying to learn for so long? Or would 
this be another dead end? 

~Arc you a J ackal Hunter?M 
Of all the stupid questions. To ask a person'scaste in urban Tam il Nadu 

is more than a little rude, espedallyamong low-caste people, especially with
out even an introduction . Besides, it was obvious from her appearance what 
this woman was. But she would soon be gone, and I could not miss this 
chance. 

The woman llImed and sm iled al my while face. I knew what she was 
thinking, or I imagined I knew. 

~Buy some beads!~ she exhorted me, pulling from her sack a dozen 
strands of multicolored glass and plastic beads. ~Only thirty rupees for these 
black ones! Here ! Take them! Thirty fupees!- She put the strand o f black 
beads in my hand. 

Mech anically, I took them and reached into my purse to gel my wallet, 
an old habit, but as I was pulling out the money Lakshmi SlOpped me. 

~Don 't buy anything." she hissed in to my ear. ~Make he r tell you the story 
first. Make her lake you to the encampment.-
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I paused. Generally, Lakshmi's ad\ice was wise. Without her help my life 
in Tamil Naclu would have been much harder. I had hired her as my cook 
many years before when I did not know how to cook fo r myself, and she had 
q uickly moved into the role of research consultant and surrogate mother, 
ferreting out interesting informants for me and berating me tearfully when 
I ate poorly or turned a deaf ear to her words. She was smarter and took 
good care of me, but sometimes she protected me too much. Thirty rupees 
was too high a price for the bcads--I knew at least that much- but I could 
spare thirty rupees and would ha\'e give n many times that price just fo r the 
hope of gening a member of the Jackal Hunter caste to tell me the story of 
the Jackal Hunter goddess, Singamma. The woman standing before me 
could not be rich; surely she could use the money she asked for the beads. 
To buy them might show her that my interest in her had substance, might 
convince her that it would be worth her while to pay some atten tion to me. 
Or it might show her that I was like most other foreign visi tors, my eyes set 
on th ings to buy and not on the peo ple who sold those th ings. The woman 
.... 'as waiting. 

Ml' li buy the beads later, ~ I said. ~First could I talk wi th you for a little 
while? I want to know about rour l ife. ~ 

The woman looked away. Her eyes daned around the bazaar, as though 
search ing for someone else, li ke a person engaged in a boring cOll\"ersalion 
at a cocktail party, seeking an escape. "What is there to talk about?M 

"Ha\'e you ever been through the city of Madurai? M I asked. The J ackal 
Hunters arc nomadic scavengers. T hey travel by trai n like hoboes frOIll town 
to town, never staying in one place fo r more than a few days. AI; long as they 
identity themselves through their dress and demeanor as Jackal Hunters, 
they are allowed LO travel ticketlcss, a kind of ritual privilege afforded their 
caste in exchange for their being sca\·engers. 

''I'ye been to Madurai many times," the woman answered, war ming up 
some. A crowd was gathering around us. Singly, nei ther of us would have 
been an unusual sight. But a foreigner talking wilh a scavenger was strange. 

"Have you ever been to a town called Melur, a few miles west ofMadurai ? ~ 

"We'rej usl com ing from there.~ 
\Vhat good luck! Melur, the site of the Singarnrna shrine. was a hundred 

miles away. I had searched allover Melur for Jackal Hunters, hoping to find 
the group Wilh which Singamma was identified, hoping they could tell me 
their version of where she came from and what had happened to her. But 
the week that I visited Melur, the J ackal Hunters were nowhere around, and 
no one could te ll me where they had gone or when they would be back. The 
h igh-caste people in Melur told me to give up my search. They told me th at 
even if I fo und the Jackal Hunters, they would not be able to help me. T he 
Jackal Hun ters, they said, were d irty and dangerous people whom I should 
stay away from; moreover, according to the townspeople of Me\ur, theJackal 
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Hunters knew nothing about Singamma, even though she had been a girl 
of their caste. Now, by accidcnL, I had encountered J ackal H unters from 
Melur camping out in Ihis lown o fTirunckcli, where I had come on other 
bu~ i ncss . Here was my chance to ask them directly the questions that had 
been on my mind for years. 

"Do you know anything about Sin gamma?" 
"That poor girl. She died thirty years ago." 
"Can you tell me her story?" 
"She went to the Melur market to sell beads, and when she was returning 

to her family alone in the even ing some high-caste men fo llowed her and 
offered her food and the n trapped her in a goat stall and raped her. Then 
she was murdered by her b rothers. H er body is buried there in Melur.~ 

This was the Story I was looking fo r. At last my search Willi over. 

I shall explai n why my encounter with the J ackal H un te r woman on that day 
was so important to me. And before I relate the outcome of that encounter, 
I must provide some information about the place of J ackal H unters in In· 
dian society, about Singamma the Jackal H unter goddess, and about myself 
and the nature of my research. 

Since my first visit to India twenty years ago, I have admired the J ackal 
Hunters. Maybe it is my populism. Rich p<"ople bore me. Pe ople who have 
to Ih'e by their wits on the street somehow seem much more interesting, 
and the J ackal Hunters of southern lndia are street people like no o thers. 
In the cities of Tamil Nad u, they are highly conspicuous. Camping o ut at 
bus stands and train stations an d near temples where festivals a re going on , 
they lh'e by telling fortunes and selli ng beads and small birds that they have 
captured and t. .. dismans made out of parts of the an imals they hunt
peacocks' fee t, bear claws, tigers' tee th . monkey eyeballs, jackal heads. T he 
conservation<onscious Indian government has forbidden the h unting of 
some of these an imals and the selling ofilems taken from them , but still the 
J ackal Hunters sell gen uine-looking teeth, feet, and claws and swear by 
these items' wish""Kraming powers. T h c..'Y a lso sell med icines made fro m var
ious planL~ and m inerals that they gathe r on thei r rou nds. 

With the money they get from their sales, they sometimes buy rice and 
len t ils, which form a part of their meals. But another important part o f their 
die t consists of ite ms thai they have foraged from the city and the counuy
side. Jackal Hunter women llIay regularly be seen picking through garbage 
bins for things they can bring home to th eir fami lies to cat. When higher
caste people havc wedding fea5ts,J ackal H unters will be there to gather and 
consume the leftovers from the leaves that the I"edding guests have eaten 
ofT of. \ Vhen there a re vermin and animal pests in a neigh borhood-snakes, 
cats, raLr-the Jackal Hunters will be called on to capture these pests, I,'hich 
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they then take back to their camps and eat. In the countryside thcy hunt and 
eat everything from sparroNS to bears. 

But thei r fa\'orite food isjackal meat, hence their name. The nineteenth
century ethnologist Edgar Thurston reponed that J ackal Hunter men 
captured their favorite quarry by imitating jackal calls so perfeclly that 
they atlr3.cted real jackals, which Lhey then netted and killed. jackal Hunter 
men of the present still engage in this method of hunting jackals. When they 
do their jackal calis, they sound (to an American ear) like a chorus ofwolves 
or coyotes. 

It is remarkable enough that the jackal Hunters have survived to the pre
sent within the arcane niche that they have carved out for themselves, adapt. 
ing old hunter-gatherer ways to a modern urban environment, homeless, 
shelterless, always on the move, raising their children entirely on the street, 
living off garbage and vermin and still staying more or less healthy. More reo 
markable still is the strong pride J ackal Hunters take in thei r commun ity 
and their way of life, given their statuS in South Indian society as a c<l!I te ut· 
lcrlybeyond the pale of caste itself. NOlonly are lhey Untouchables to high· 
caste Hindus but within the ranks of the various Untouchable castes,jackal 
Hunters are lowest of all. E"en other Untouchables will not touch them . 

Yet jackal Hunters hold fiercely to lhe vel}' customs that cause other 
castes to despise them. It is against jackal Hunter caste law for men to cut 
their hair, for children to go to school, fo r a family to settle down in one 
place. Members of other low castes strive to imitate high-caste Hindus, in 
hope o f improvi ng no t only the rank ofthemsckes as individuals but, more 
important, the rank of their caste as a whole. But if ajackal H unter adopts 
the way oflife of ordinary middle-class Hindus and, for instance, takes an of
fice job, he must accept ostracism from the community into wh ich he was 
born. In general, Jackal H unters keep themselves aloof and observe what 
one educated onlooker called Ma severe discipline. H Unlike higher-caste 
H indus, Jackal Hunters make no exceptions LO the rule of monogamy. Ther 
strictly follow what Tamils call '"the order of one man, o ne woman. H j ackal 
Hunter women who go to the market LO sell beads and trinkets must be back 
at the camp before sundown, or they will be drh'en from their fam ilies and 
their caste or even (in former limes) killed. South Indian J ackal Hunters 
ha\'e their own deities and speak their own language, a melange or North 
Indian and South Indian tongues unintelligible to people outside the jackal 
Hunter caste. jackal Hunter women do not wear the saris, tight jackets, and 
gold-colored jewelry that most respectable Somh Indian women wear but in
stead wear a multilayered (alf·length skirt, a loose-fitting blouse, heavy metal 
ankle bracelets, and Jllany strands of glass beads. Thus, in a variety of ways, 
the jackal Hunters maintain their distinction from and show thei r d isdain 
ror the world of respectable Hindus whose garbage they eat. Or so they did 
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until just about twelve years ago, when their life began to change. But I will 
say morc about this later. 

As an anthropologist with a belief in the power of the world's nonprivi
leged peoples, ~thc people without hisIOly,~ as Eric Wolf calls them, and 
with a special place in my heart for foragingcommunilies, I had always been 
intrigued by the Jackal Hunters and longed to learn from them about their 
life. I never had an excuse to approach them, howc\'cr, umil a piece of in
formation about them fell inlO my hands in 1984. During lhat year I was 
working in a village north of the city o f Madurai, collecling life histories and 
songs from the people who lived there. About half the people in the village 
were Paraiyars, a major Untouchable caste with millions of members 
throughoUl Tamil Nadu, most of whom work as agricultural laborers. The 
Paraiyars were invoked at the time in an intense political struggle to raise 
thei r economic and ritual status (the two tend to go hand in hand), through 
legislation, education, and private efforts 10 adopt the customs of higher
caste people, the very customs thaI higher-castc people used to justify their 
privileged status vis-a-vis lower castes. If the major differences in customs 
were erased. Paraiyars knew that high-caste H indus would be deprived of an 
important ideological playing card, Hence the Paraiyars of that village at 
that time were scn lpulously clean, dressed in the most respectable clothing, 
forbade divorce and widow remarriage, spoke the purest, most ~civilized~ 
Tamil, celebrated expensive weddings following the high-caste ritual style, 
went broke paying for these weddings and amassing large dowries for their 
daughters. and sharply distinguished themselves. on grou nds of ritual pu
rity, from castes even lower than they were. TheJadal Hunters were a kind 
of human being with whom the Paraiyars felt they had nothing in common, 
They liked to ridicule the Jackal Hunters and impugn their moral integrity, 
accusing them in folk songs of thievery, prostitution, brother-sister incest, 
and worse. They ne\'er thought of establishing an alliance with the Jackal 
Hunters in their efforts to revise the oppressive caste hierarchy of which 
both Jackal Hunters and Paraiyars were principal victims. 

But one day I heard a song sung by a Paraiyar woman which seemed to 

express a different point of view. The song was addressed to the spiri t of a 
Jackal H unter girl named Singamma, and it told the story of this girl's life, 
her violent death, and her return as a goddess to demand recompense from 
the men who had murdered her. Essentially this song was a hymn in praise 
o f Singamma, recounting her sufferings and her triumphs, and offered to 

her in the way that hymns of praise are commonly offered to Hindu deities. 
Wo\'en throughout the song were a multitude of images of defilement, the 
state of ineradicable ritual pollution in which both Paraiyars and Jackal 
Hunters are considered (by higher castes) to be immersed. There also 
seemed to be a deep sympathy on the part of the singe r for the unjustly mur-
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dered J ackal Hunter girl and a close identification with her, The song sung 

by the Paraiyar woman told th is story 

AJackal Hunter girl called Singarnma lives with her fil'e brothers and their 
wil'es, Singamma is kept secluded by her brothers and their \'oive$, but one day 
she "pU\$ on different clothes" and slips utf lO the local !Own market to sell 
beads, Still in town at dusk, she goes to a wedding fea.o;t, gathers up the s.alh .. -
polluted rice off oflcal'es discarded by the wedding guem, pUL~ the rice in jars, 
and brings the jars of rice back home, To punish her for disobeying them and 
for coming horne late, Singamma's brothers send her to stay alone in a hut in 
the forest. Then the brothers themselves enter the hut, pull the doors shut and 
lock them, and rdpe Siog-dmma, telling her, 111e sun has set on our good 
caste, we arc excluded from caste," 

After this. the brothers depart, leaving Singamma locked in the hlll, But 
Singamma declares, "If my honor is destroyed, le t the doors of the hut stay 
closed, but if my honor is undestroyed, let them open," Magically, the doors 
open, and Singamma flees to the arms of her mother. Her mOlher warns her 
that because she ha.o; been raped, she can no longer perform the tasks of an 
honorable woman, such as cooking milk and rice for a wedding feast, and that 
her brothen are going to kill her. Like a child seeking comfort, Singamma la)'5 
he r head in her mother's lap. She then takes a louse comb in her hand and 
"assumes the foml of louse eggs· [or perhaps she dreams this). As she lies th us 
sleeping ill her mother's lap, her brothers kill her, splilting her head with an 
ax. Then they dismember her body, bury it in the floor of the hut, and flee. 

From Singamma's grdve, a poisonous red oleander plant springs up, and 
an earthworm ~mergcs from i\$ flower. When one of Sin gamma's brothers rL'
turns to the grave site, the earthworm speaks to him. telling him to build a 
house for Singamma. A~ soon as lime i$ burned in preparation for il~ con
struction, UlC house grows up magically by itsdf. Subsequently, Singamma ap
pears in a vision to a woman who comes there, identifying herself by name in 
response to the woman's queI)'. Then, "rising high and ~peaking with \In
sheathed ent'rgy: Singamma addresses her eldest brother. saying, "You art' 
the one \'o'ho killed me, who s.aw my sin. who undid lIle, Tell me to rise up out
side. Now I \'oill stand up Slr.tiglu and show you." She leaves the house, she goes 
outside, th"}' rdise her up. And the final stan~a of the song affirms, ~As soon 
as they raised )'OU up. Singamma. rour house, too, stood up tall." 

The stO')' of Singam ma is one of coun tless South Asian legends of vi r tu
ous, chaste women who are abu~d by husbands or male kinsmen , d ie vio
lent, unjust deaths, and return 10 haunt the living as powerful and angry 
goddesses. The smallpox goddess Mariamman, worsh iped by mill ions in 
Tam il Nadu, is supposed to ha \'e originated in such a way. Similarly, the 
g reat Sri La nkan goddess Pattini, the literary heroines Tankal and NalJa
tankal, and numerous regional and village goddesses share the attributes of 
long-suffe ring selfl ess devot ion to h usbands o r brothers, spiritual power ac
cumula ted by d int of this d evotion. violent death at th e hands of vi llains. 
and postmortem apotheosis and revenge. The violation of ~xual pu rity is 
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also a frequently occurring theme in South Indian goddess mythology. 
Many South Indian women laboring under the burden of a sexually op
pressive society, made more onerous still by the weight of poverty, identify 
with the goddesses about whom such SLOries arc LOld and draw comfort 
from the promise of ultimate justice and empowerment that they offer. In 
Tamil Nadu, the possession cults that grow up around these goddesses [end 
10 cut across caste boundaries. emhasizing nOI caste h ierarchy bur solidarily 
among wOlllen in similar situations of distress. Typically in South Asia, it is 
a young, recently married woman who is most likely 10 become possessed 
by a goddess or some other spirit. This is because the role of the new 
daughter-in-law is perhaps the most oppressi\'e of all social roles in India. 
Removed in her early teens from the home of her parents and siblings, mar
ried to a stranger and living in the house of strangers, treated as a servant 
and burdened with a workload much greater than any she has ever borne 
before, clumsily d eflowe red and required 10 submit 10 frequem sexual in
tercourse with her stranger-husband so that she will quickly become preg
nant, knowing that if she docs not become pregnant within a year she may 
be reviled, beaten, sent back in disgrace to her parents' house and never 
given a second chance at motherhood. the young daughter-in-law can eas
ily break down. When a spirit enters her, she does nOI, cannot, act herself, 
for the spirit (on trois her spee<:h and movements. The girl may dan (e 
wildly, may hurl obscenities al her in-laws. Illay refuse to work: all this is the 
possessing spirit's doing. The spirit may demand special foods, special 
clothes. When these demands at'e met, the spirit departs. Meanwhile, the 
daughler-in-Iaw has gained a brief respite from work, achance to let out her 
feelings, and perhaps also some nourishing and tasly food and attractivc 
clothing, without being held responsible for her strange behavior. Some 
women gain greater freedom and power still by becoming professional 
spirit mediums and healers. In this capacity, they serve only their spirit fa
miliars; husband and childrcn must take second place. If a spirit medium is 
successful, she may earn a substantial income and ..... ill become the undis
puted ruler of her family. 

The politics of spiri t possession is nothing new 10 anthropologists; the 
palterns jusl described have frequently been reponed by obsen'ers of the 
lives of poor people o'·er the decades. Spirit possession happens through
out the world but seems to be especially prevalent in South Asia, where 
literary texts document its occurrence from the beginning of the first mil
lenium B.C. Like the story o f the sufferi ng-\\-'oman-tumed-angry-goddess, 
with which it is oflen combined, spirit possession is an ancient, well
established way for South Asian women to cope with Ihe Illost oppressive 
aspects of their lh·es. without aClUally seuing themselves against the system 
(family/ villagc/ stale/ sodery) that oppresses them but on wh ich they are 
dependent fo r their survival. 
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Thus, whe n 1 re turned to Tamil Nad u in 1990 and visited Melur, 1 was 
not surprised co learn that a possession cult had grown up around the 
sh rine of Singamma and that most of the people who became possessed by 
Singamma's spirit were (in the words of a man living near the shrine, who 
claimed to have helped build it) Mrecen tly married Paraiyar women who are 
having problems with their fam ilies." At least with in the specialized context 
of this possession cult, it seemed, the antipathy between J ackal Hunters and 
Paraiyars was suspended . 

In 1984 when I first heard the hymn to Si ngam ma, I was nearing the e nd 
ofa busy period of lieldwork and did not have ti me 1.0 visit Melur and learn 
more about the cult. So I took the song home and studied it together with 
other materials I had recorded that year, looking forward to the time when 
I could go back and hear dilTere nt versions of the song that had been per
fo mled so movingly by the Paraiyar singe r. Most of all I wan ted to know what 
the Jackal Hunte rs themselves could tell me about Singamma. Did they wor
ship at her shrine? Was she an established deity of their own? Had they in
troduced he r story to other castes, wh o liked it and adopted it? Did they ha\'e 
professional spirit mediums who served her? Did Jackal Hunter women gain 
power in this way? I had a feeling that the Mh istorical~ Singam ma had lived 
and died not so long ago. Perhaps there would be some o lde r members o f 
the J ackal Hunter comm unity who had actually kllov,'!} her and could tell 
me about the even ts of he r life and d eath as they remembered them. Then 
I could document the growth of tile cult frolll its begin ning in an actual hu
man life tragically ended to its culmination in the birth of a goddess. Th is 
would be a good example ofa truth I had come (0 see as archetypal , how in 
India the powe r of Womanhood always triumphs, even as countless real In
dian women needlessly meet early deaths. 

But because I had pressi ng concerns at home, the rears sl ipped by with
out my finding a chance to return to India. At lasl in 1987, I phoned Barnie 
Bate, a young graduate stude nt friend of mine "" ho was j ust departing for 
Tamil Nadu, and asked h im ifhe would visit the Singamma shrine in Melur 
fo r me. I explained that I was trying to find aJ ackal Hunter rendition of the 
hymn to Singamma. "If the sh rine has a priest or a shaman, ~ I said, ~ask him 
or h e r to te ll you the s tory of Sin gamma. T ape-record the shaman 's version 
if you can . ~ I assumed that the people in charge of the Singamma shrine 
wo uld themselves beJackal Hunters, si nce this goddess might represcn t to 
the world at large a strong image of their proud caste. 

A year later, I gO( a package from Barnie. conlaining a lape casseue, a 
transcription of the cassette's contents, some photographs of the Singamma 
shrine, and a long letter describi ng his experie nce in in\'cstigating the 
sh rine. It had bee n difficult , he wrote, because the exorcisl who worked at 
the shrine-his name was Vellaccami---<iid not understand "'hy Bamie was 
there and felt intim idated by hi m. 
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"The recording session lasted about two hours, ~ Bamie wrote. 

Vellaccami sang di rectly into the microphone, and when his e)'es were not 
closed he looked al lhe dancing L.E.D.lights on the machine. We stopped ~'
eral times and discussed the tape, the machine, and if",c could hear it .... At 
the end I attempted to ask some questions of h in> about his family and up
bringing. My questioning and timing werc sloppy and he dammed up. I de
cided it wasn't the time or place. He was 50 conscious of the machine and 
tightened up when the red light indicated it was on. He relaxed noticeably 
when it was off. 

After the aborted interview I attempted 10 calm him down a bit by engag
ing in light conversation . Again . failure. I asked his wife if she were .urdid that 
her husband deal! with ghosts. She said something I didn't catch, so I re
peated, "Does it frighten you to listen to Ihis song?" She said, "You 'Q' the one 
that frightens me!" She then ..... ent on to express her fears that I WdS some kind 
of police and thai I would force her husband to Stop working, 

Nevertheless, the song on the casseue was a fine performance, It was also 
quite different rrom the perrormance I had collected rrom the young Parai
yar woman, Cevi, Whereas Cevi's song was addressed directly to Singamma 
and the events were narrated largely in the second person, Vellaccam i's nar
ra tion .... "as in the third person entirely, Vellaccami's song identified pre
cisely the site of Sin gamma's death and the manner in which she ..... as ki lled, 
while Ccvi's song was vague on both coun ts, Cevi's song contained numer
ous magical and mythical elements: a talking worm, a building growing up 
by itself, the heroine before her death assuming an animal form, Vellac
cami's song was d ramatic but unmythologized; all the events it described 
could have been h isLOrical fact. While Cc\'i dwelled o n Singamma's good
ness and virtue, Vellaccami dwelled on her seducth'e beauty, Cevi's song cli
maxed at Singamma's apotheosis, Vellaccami's song climaxed at the rape 
scene, wh ich it d escribed in lo ng and cinemalic delail, comparing the 
trapped Singamma to a fran tic sparrow captured in a net. In Cevi's song, 
Singam ma ..... as raped by he r own brothers; in Vellaccami's song, she was 

raped by two higher-caste men. Vellaccam i's song also con tained a long de
scription ofthe possession of the rapisl 'sdaughter by Singamma'sghost and 
the role of the exorcist in identifying and p lacati ng the ghost. In the mid
d le of h is song, Vellaccami suddenly changed voices to simulate the market 
cries of a J ackal Hunter gi rl inviting customers to buy birds and strings of 
beads, jackal bones, and healing oils from her: a wild rhythmic chant that 
sounded pardy human, partly jackal, partly bird. These ..... e re the cries that 
Singamma's ghost was sup posed to emit through the mouth o f her victim. 
Cevi's song contained none of these elements. 

What could account for al l these differences between the two songs? Un
till had a chance to go back to Ind ia myself and ask, I could only guess, Since 
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Vellacc:ami evidently made part of his living as an exorcist at the Sing-.unJna 
shrine, it would make sense for him to stress in his perfonnance the impor
tant role of the exorcist in dealing with Singamma's ghost. Low-c:aste men 
sometimes did bec:ome goddess mediums, dressing in women's clothing 
and speaking and acting like women when they went into trance and re
c:eived the spirit of the goddess. Some amh ropologists have argued that 
these men are ac:ting out a kind of Oedipal fixation. Perhaps Vellaccami .... 'aS 

a medium of th is sort. Perhaps this ..... 'aS why he emphasized, indeed drama
tized, the sexuality of the goddess. 

My visit to Melur in 1990 deflated this last hypothesis and was in other re
speCts also rather disappointing. Vellac:cami was not a medium of Sin gamma, 
nor did he become possessed by her or iden tify with her or consider himself 
her devOlee. Rathe r, he was an exorcist who in the past ten years had cor
nered the market on Singamma's ghost, exorcising he r for a fee fro m spirit
possessed young women. The demand for his services as an exorcist being 
irregular, he had other businesses, too, including a regular business as a 
fortune-teller in the Melur market. He .... 'aS not aJ ac:kal Hunter but a Kallar, 
the Kallars being one of the more powerful landholding castes in the area. I 
j ud ged from his well-made clothing and his new bicycle that in general he 
was doing pretty well. 

Vellaccami remembered singing for Bamie. When I approached him , he 
seemed not afraid but rather like he did not wan t to be bothe red with me. 
He said that since he had already sung the Singamma story for Bamie and 
since I had the tape, there was no point in doing the same perfonnance for 
me. Bamie, he said, had promised I would come and pay h im for his per
formance. I doubted this was true but gave him twenty rupees all the same. 

The people in charge of the Singamma sh rine, that is, the building itself 
in which she was said to be housed, were also Kallar men. The), told me they 
were demtees of Sin gamma, whose shrine used to be althe base ofa nearby 
banyan tree. \'Vhen the banyan tree fell over a few years ago, theypoo1cd their 
money and buill this shrine. They all were local residents, but tltis was not 
anyone 's home village, Ihey told me. Until ten yean ago, the place had been 
a wasteland where nobody lived. Then a COllon mill had been built thcre, 
and a village had grown up a"Olltld it lO house lhe workc rs. S itlgamma 's g .... "c 
site was inside the cotton mill grounds, but I could not visi\. it. The grounds 
were e nclosed in barbed wire and o n ly mill workers were allowed in. The 
guard at the gate to the mill stcrnly enforced this pl'Ohibition. 

Why had Ihcy bothered to build a new sh rine for the ghost of a Jad.al 
Hunter girl? WAs an act of del'otion, an act of merit, H one man answered. 
"Si ngam ma is a powerful spirit. In return for our devotion, she will proteCt 
tlte village and the mill.H 

Did Jackal HUlllers ever come and worship al the shrine? "Occasionally, ~ 
the man answered. ~\'Vhen the Jackal Hun ters pass through here, they oITer 
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worsh ip 10 Singamma jusl as c\'cr)'onc else d ocs. BUI they have no special 
conn ection with hcr.H 

How did the spirit ofSingalll1l13 attack people? HH crc is how it happens, H 

a you nger man said . "A young girl will be walking dOWJl the ro ad. past the 
shrine. AT the time she passes the shrine, someth ing will startle her. Perhaps 
j ust a sudden loud noise. Wh en sh e is startled, the n the ghost o f Sin gamma 
will allack her, but the girl will not realize it at the time. She will return 10 
her own vi llage. Years later, after she is married, when t11cre are some trou
bles in her marriage, thou is whe n she will become possessed . Then they will 
call in an exo rcist, and the ghost will identify itself as Singamma. Then the 
girl wil] be brought here, and the ghost will be dispelled . M 

Wh en a young "'oman was possessed hy the sp irit of Sing am rna, another 
man told me, she would start chanting the market cries characteristic o f 
Jackal Hunter women selling their bead s and slTlall birds at festivals. She 
would demand to be dressed in j ackal Hunter clothing an d to be fcdjackal 
meal. The clothing would be bought for her and the meat procured, and she 
would be led dancing down the road to the Singamma shrine. Vellaccami 
would lead her along the way, keeping her moving [0 the beat of his drum. 
\\'hen they reached the sh rine a cock would be sacrificed and the spirit would 
depart. The depos.scssed woman I,'ould PUt o n he r old clothes and leave the 
Jackal H unter outfit as an offering at the shrine. I wondered whe n I learned 
the details of this exorcism ritual whether some higher<aste women might 
secretly envy the mobility, the defiance, and the namboyance o f the j ackal 
Hunter people. Possessio n by Singamma might allow a hardworking and re
spectable village daughter-in-law to be a d irty runaway j ackal Hunter girl for 
a I"hile. The cult of Sin gamma might give village women a context in which 
to think deeply about joining hands wiLhjackal Hunter wome n. 

"Who are the girls who become pos.scssed?ft I asked. ~Has this happened 
to local women? "lay I meet any of them?ft 

-No ." the men an swered. "It is mostly Paraiyar women from other villages. M 

But o ne man who looked about fi fty years old \'olunteercd, -'\-Iy wife was 
possessed by Singamma, many rears ago. But that was before Ihey built the 
shrine, before Vellaccami came here. " 

Cou ld I meet his wife? ~No , she haS gone to h er home vil lage. M 

I left the shrin e and the village and walked back to the Melur market, 
where I had been told thcre might be j ackal Hunters. I was fceling discour
aged . It seemed as though the j ackal Hunter goddess Singamma, in whose 
fate I had come to feci I had an interest, had been entirely appropriated and 
circumscribed by middle-caste, landowning men. Vellaccami controlled her 
spirit, the COllon mill own ed her Ixxty, and [he shrine builders managed her 
public image. No landless person , no O\'cnmrked woman benefited fro m 
her power. except pe rhaps tile )'oung Paraiyar wives who were -attacked ~ by 
her, and whatever they gained seemed fl eeting. 
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I hunted through the Melur market fo r the J ackal Hunters I had been 
told might be there, asking many people, but my search was futi le. They 
were gone. I might catch a bus to the Alagar temple where a festival was go
ing o n; a child had told me they wel'e probably there. I was exhausted from 
my miles of wal king through the midafternoon heat. I decided just to go 
home and headed for the bus stand. 

While I was wait ing for the bus, an old man d ressed in white khadi hailed 
me. ~I hear you're interested in me J ackal Hunters," he beamed. MI can tell 
you all about them; I' m a social worker, involved in the Society for the Ad
vancement of J ackal Hunters.~ 

Better than na ming, I though l, and followed him 10 his house. It was a 
small one-room place ncar the bus stand, half office an d half home. The old 
man spoke for what seemed like a long time, while I liste ned, not needing 
to say much to keep him going. He began by citing Thurston's description 
of the J ackal Hunters. He told me that there were several nomadic tribes in 
the Madurai area. Some, such as the Lambadis, were fierce, but the Jackal 
Hunters were gentle people. T hey were monogamous, he said, as if p roud 
of them for this, and they did not steal. Prior to India's independence, some 
Gandhian social worke rs had taken an interest in them, hoping to help 
them, but most of the Jackal Hunters were not interested in being helped. 
One orphaned Jackal Hunter boy was adopted by these social workers, 
raised and educated and married by them to an orphaned girl of another 
caste. Then when he was an adult, he was sent back to his own people to help 
organize them and educate them . He failed in this task: the J ackal Hunters 
ostracized h im because he had cut his hair and adopted h igh<aste Hindu 
ways and. worst ofaH, had married outside the community. 

Later, the o ld man said, another Gandhian social reformer took it on 
h imself to develop the J ackal Hunters. He bought land for them and built 
houses and schools for them , and he himself had even married a Jackal 
Hunter woman. He had a hostel for J ackal Hunter children in Saidapet, 
where he also lived with his wife and child. Scores of Jackal Hunter children 
had been taken away from their parents and lodged at the hostel, where they 
were taugh t to read and write and to be vegetarians and were given voca
tional training. One such child had even gone on to gel a Ph .D. in engi
neering, the old man told me. Great advances had been made. 

I thanked the old man and left for home, feel ing even more uncomfort
able than before. On the one hand, I felt nothing but admiration for 
Gandhi and h is followers , whose main aim had been to instill in the Indian 
people, especially Untouchables and women, enough confidence in their 
own strength and courage to demand independence. As part of his program 
of nonviolence, Gandhi was a \'egetarian. and I had become a pacifist and a 
\'egetarian mysclf partly because of h is influence. 
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On the other hand, to try to transform hUnlcr-gathcrers into vegetarians 
for purely philosophical reasons seemed to me to be a problematic pursuit. 
And the old man 's description of Jackal Hunter children being taken away 
from their parents, kept in a boarding school, and made to adopt the way 
oflifc sanctioned by the dominant culture reminded meofan accounl I had 
once rcad by a Hopi woman who had been taken from her home as a child 
and forced to live in a govenllnent school. Native Americans did not feel 
they had benefited from these kinds of ~educational~ programs. Were the 
nomadic tribes of India faring any better? 

A short while later, I found myselfin Madras and went to visit close friends 
who knew the neighborhood where the Jackal Hunter hostel was supposed 
to be located. Yes. they knew of this hostel, they said. It .... 'aS famous; everyone 
in town knew where it was. The man who ran it was a member of their own 
caste. Reddiars. His name was Raghupathi. One of my friends thought h e 
had married a Brahman woman namedJnana Sundari. And yes, indeed, the 
children they had taken in were being improved. Recently, the children had 
given a concert at the Jackal Hunter hostel. They were adorable. my friend 
said. T hey sang \·ery sweetly in perfect Tamil long songs that they had mem
orized, and they were impeccably clean and wen mannered. You would never 
have known they were Jackal Hunters, she said. My friend was angry that at 
the beginn ing oft.he concert t.he ch ildre n were introduced asJad:.al H unters. 
She said it made thcm dirty. it made the performance d irty, to call them by 
that name. Someone e lse had argued with her. saying that it was important 
to say what caste these children belonged 10, to show to the world that even 
Jackal Hunter chi ldren could come this far. 

The J ackal Hunter hostel was in a hollow behi nd the main bus stop at 
Saidapet. There was one large concrete building contain ing the school on 
the first noor and the beadwork factory on the second. Next to that was a 
smallcr concrete building housing the main administrative o ffice. Beh ind 
these twO buildings were two rows of concrete houses. In front of the build
ing complex was about an acre o f open space containing several large 
banyan trees. Camped heneath the banyan trees were what appeared to be 
several families of Jackal Hunters. They did not look up as I walked by them 
to the main office. 

~ I \·e come to seeJnana Sundari. Is she in ?~ 
~She'sgone to a wedding. She will be back later this morning." 
~~ Iay I wait here for he r?" 
-Certainly. Would you like some tea?" 
A5 I wailed, I looked around the office. People working behind desks. 

Typewriters. Newspaper clippings framed and hung on the wall. Twenty 
minutes passed. 

~Wl1ile I'm waiting, may I look at that newspaper anicle on thc wall?" 
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"Until J nana Sundari comes, is there anyone else I can speak with? May I 
speak with the Jackal Hunters outside?" 

The office worker seemed accustomed to such requests. "\'Vill any of them 
do?" he asked. 

"Yes," 
He wem out and came back a minute later with a young woman and a 

tcn-year-old girl. The woman was chewing betel. She spat out the door. 
"'Th is chi ld has run away from the hostel many times," the office worker 

told me. "Her mother," he said, glancing coolly at the insouciant woman, 
"does nO[ discipline the child for running away. She is the reason they will 
not be corrected." 

I followed the betel-chewing woman out to the foot of the biggest banyan 
tree, where six or eight people werc sitting. 

"Do you know what this is?" I asked in Tamil, showing them my portable 
tape recorder. 

Mit 's a Panasonic cassette recorder, Hone of the children answered. MHow 
much did it cost?" 

I turned o n the L.pe recorder. ~Ha\'e you ever heard of a goddess called 
Singamma? She lives in MeJur. They say she was o ne of your people. H 

Blank stares all around. "No, we don't know. H 
I wondered where I .should go from here. It would be nice if I had time 

to stay with the m longer. But i had to board a train that night. 
RCan you tell me anything about the d eities you worship?H I fe lt foolish. 

An old man standing by rattled off a list o f names of deities. starling 
with Kali. 

~Do you like your itinerant way of life?H I asked him, hoping to ease into 
the quest ion of why the Jackal Hunters would not stay on the land that had 
been given them. 

The old man pulled a p ile of battered postcards fro m his pouch . "W"e've 
been all o\'er india,H he said, smiling broadly. I looked at the postcards. 
Delhi. Benares. Agra. Bombay. Srinagar. 

"You \'e been as far as Srinagar?H I asked incredulously. 
~ I've been as far as Srinagar,H he responded with obvious pride. 
MBut do you like u-aveling all the time?~ I asked. "Would you settle down 

if you could?H 
The old mall did not answer. It was as though he could nOt understand 

the question, which was possible. "We've traveled all O\'er India,H he reo 
peated, showing me the postcards again. I turned back to the young woman. 

"\Vould it be possible for you to tell me the story of your origin ?M Since 
the Paraiyar version of the story of Singamma was tOld as an e xplanation of 
why and how the J ackal Hunter caste had Mfallen ,H I thought lhe Jackal 
H unters migh t have a rela ted account. 
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"O r could you tell me the SlOry of any ofrour gods?~ I asked. It was a long 
shot, certainly, since I had just arrived that morning and was a total sU'3.nger, 
but the Jackal Humers d id not seem suspicious o f me, as Vellaccami had 
been. They had pro bably been interviewed in this same fashio n by more 
than one newspaper repone r. if one were to judge by all the newspaper dip
pings the office worker had shown me. 

"We should tell the story in our traditional way,~ the young woman said 
to me. 

"That would be good, ~ I answered. 
She summoned a young teenage girlw come help her, then seated her

self on o ne of the more elevated roolS of the banyan tree, while the girl sat 
down at her fee t. The woman commenced a formal narrative, in verse, in 
what I took to be theJackaJ Humers' own language . I could not understand 
a word of it. At intervals, the girl at her feet would inject a question, keep
ing to the meter. and the woman would respond. It seemed like a sort of 
catechism, with the elder woman acting as iOSlructor, the younger as stu· 
de nt o r novice. In the middle of th is perfor mance, the office worker im er
rupted us. 

jnana Sundari has come, ~ he said to me. ~She invites you to her house 
for lunch . ~ 

~Come back as soon as you finis h eating. ~ the J ackal Hun te r woman wid 
me. "There will be more o f us here at that lime, and we wi ll be able lO an· 
swer your questions better. ~ 

"Be sure to visi t o ur beadworking fac tory before you lca\'e ,~ the offi ce 
worker said. 

I mounted the stairs to Jnana Sundari's apartment. She was a small, 
round, serious woman, dressed with impeccable modesty. I could under
stand why people would take her for a Brahman. She to ld me that the best 
person to talk to about the J ackal Hunters was her h usband. He was the 
founder of this establish ment and could explain things to me better than 
she herself could. she said . But she became friendlier when she saw that I 
could understand Tamil. I explained to he r about my interest in Singamma. 
She \\".1." intrigued . 

"I was born and grew up in Melur,~ she said , "But I have ne\'er heard of 
this goddess. ~ I told her about the way that young Paraiyar WOllle n were 
possessed by the sp irit of Singamma and spoke in her voice. As I spoke , 
J nana Sundari's eyes grew wide. 'They speak in the Jackal Hunter tongue?~ 
she asked. 

~Singamma speaks through them. ~ I answered. I then told her the story 
o f Singamma. about how she had been murde red by her brothers because 
o f the loss of her chastity, 
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A young office worker brought it to me, together with a scrapbook con
taining other magazine and newspaper clippings. One article in the Indian 
Express discussed the "problt:m" of the Jackal Huntns' refusal to be re
fo rmed. In its efforts to improve the lot of scheduled tribes, the Indian gm'
e rnment had made gifts of houses and land to the Jackal Hunter 
community, so that they would have an opportunity to convert from a fo r
aging to an agricultural mode of subsistence. But the Jackal Hunters had 
abandoned the property granted to them and insisted on continuing their 
itinerant way of life. Why? According to the author of the article, J ackal 
Hunters ha\'e a strong belief in spirits and ghosts. They will not stay in a 
place where a person has died, for fear that the spiri t of the d ead person, 
tethered to the site o f its death , will haunt them. If the Jackal Hunters re
main in one place for too long, e\'entually a member of their commun ity 
dies there. Then they must abandon that place and move on. (If this is true, 
I wondered, could it be the reason why the J ackal Hunters do not lay claim 
to the shrine o f Singamma?) 

Another article talked about Raghupathi and his decision to d evote his 
life to the Jackal Hunters. In his youth he had seen the corpse of a Jackal 
Hunter who had died of smallpox, lying festering near a train station. No
body would touch the corpse because it was double polluting: it was the body 
ofaJ ackal Hunter, and it was killed by smallpox. Rilghupathi had taken the 
corpse away and burned it himself. Later he saw aJackal Hunter woman giv
ing birth at a bus stand. No one would come near her, not even her own kin, 
because of the birth pollUlion, so Raghupathi himself assisted in d elivering 
the baby. Shortly after it was born, the mother picked up the baby and went 
begging around the bus stand. These two experiences shocked and d is
turbed Raghupathi so much that he decided he must do something to im
prove theJackal Hunters' condition. On the day that he saw the new mother 
go begging, he determined to make the development of the Jackal Hunters 
his life's work. So he moved in with a band of Jackal Hunters and started 
holding classes for the children. Subsequently, he decided that he could not 
sincerely devote himsclfto theJackal Hunter community unless he married 
one of its members, so he began a search for aJackal Hunter girl who could 
be his bride. Since lhe Jackal Humers were unwilling to give any of their 
young daughters in marriage to a man from outside their commun ity, and 
since Raghupathi h imself, despite his decision to marry across caste, su11 in
sisted that his bride be educated , \'egetarian, and previousl}' unmarried, it 
seemed unlikely that a lllatch would ever be made. Eventua11y, however, 
Raghupathi made the acq uaintance of the Jackal Hunter man who had been 
raised and educalCd by the Gandhian social workers, and he married this 
man's daughter. He r nallle was Jnana Sundari. 
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"The Jackal Hunters of that time practiced a severe d iscipline,~ Jnana 
Sundari commented, after she had heard the story, I thought I detected a 
hint of pride in her voice, These were, after ail, her own kinsmen, 

Jnana Sundari cooked and served lunch (vegetarian , of course) to me 
and a cousin ofRaghupathi'swho was visiting, We all sat LOgether at a table 
and talked as we ate, Western"slyle, I asked the cousin what Raghupathi's 
family had thought about Raghupathi marrying a Jackal HUlller girl. They 
were all in favOl- of it, the cousin said to m}' surpri.'ie. There had been many 
cross-castc marriages in that family. Their tradition of social activism went 
way back. Old lefti sL~, I realized with delight as he spoke. A I"hole family of 
radical utopian s. 

Raghupathi entered, smiling cheerfully. Jnana Sundari introduced me 
and repealed what J had said about Singamma. "When girls become pos. 
sesscd by her, they speak the J ackal Hunter language," Jnana Sundari told 
him. Raghupathi made no comment. 

He was a handsome man with eyes burning fiercely abo\"e iI well-kept salt
and-pepper beard. He wore a green turban and a green shirt, which he ex
plained 10 me were signs of his membership in the local Green Party, He 
said, ~ I hear there is an organization called Greenpeace in America. I would 
like to write to them but do not know their addrcs.~.~ I prom ised I would 
send him the address when I got back home, as I often received mailings 
from that organization. 

The betel-chewing woman whom I had started to interview before was at 
the door, sum moning me. ~AlI the people arc gathered out under the trees 
now, ~ she s'lid. "We're ready to continue tetting }'ou the story. ~ 

"I'll be there in a few minutes, ~ I said, ~as soon as I've finished talking 
withJnana Sundari an d R."l.ghupathi.'· 

"The people outside can't wait for rou,~ the woman replied. "They all 
have to leave again in a little while. Give me the tape recorder and I' ll record 
th e ~tOry for you and bring it back to rou before rou lea\"e.~ 

I started to hand Ill}' t.ape recorder to the woman, but Jnana Sundari 
Slopped me. ~Oon 't let them usc the tape recordcr,~ she said. Mlfyou want 
to make a recording of the things they say, you should operate the machine 
yourse1 C I glanced helplessly Oil the betc1-chewing woman , who sh rugged 
and started back down the stairs. 

"They will nevcr be corrected,~ said Jnana Sundari. It was a statement I 
heard severallillles ill the course of the day. 

Raghupathi had agreed to let me interview him, and so after lunch we 
went up to the roof where there was less noise and Raghupathi thought the 
acoustics would be better. He spoke for about an hour, telling me about his 
encounters with the corpse and the parturient woman . essentially the same 
accounts that had been written up in the newspaper some years before, and 
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then telling me his future plans. He hoped to start a school in which the chil
dren would be taught to live in a namral way. 

~AII you need is a tree, ~ he said. ~A11 you need is to sit in the shade of the 
tree and eat the fruit that the tree provides. You do not need electricity. You 
d o nOt need civilization. You do not need sc ience.~ He hoped to teach the 
Jackal Hunter ch ildren under his protection to live in this fashion. 

~But don't theJackal Hunters already lead a naturallife?~ I asked him. 
"They lead a ki'lld of natural life, H he conceded. ~But their food habits are 

very bad. They eat all kinds of meal. ~ 
I left Raghupathi's house feeling somewhat reassured. The J ackal 

Hunters were not required by law to send their children to his school, and 
the families of the childre n in the school could easily fetch the ch ildren away 
if things got too uncomfortable for them. Raghupathi was a gentle, courn· 
geous man who meant only good for the children he had taken under his 
wing. He had given the J ackal Hunters another option and had probably 
been instrumental in improving their economic situation. 

And yet I also felt there was somethi ng wrong. Clearly, Raghupathi 's val· 
ues conflicted on many accounts with those of the Jackal Hunters them
selves, and I wondered how practical his idea of living under a tree really 
was. TheJackaJ Hunters knew what it was like to live under a tree. How much 
had Raghupathi's dreams been influenced by the realities of Jackal Hunter 
life? It was the kind of question that could not be answered in o ne after
noon's conversation . \'Vhat would happen if the J ackal Hun LCrs became 
what Raghupathi wanted them to be? They would probably be beller ofT in 
many ways, at \cast for a while. But a ',."ar of life would disappear, knowledge 
would be lost, foraging as a survival option for human beings would be ren
dered stil1less viable than it had already become. We might need that way 
of life, that knowledge, that option someday soon. Did Raghupathi know 
this? He seemed to be an incurable idealist. to romanticize the natural way 
of life. Or was I the romantic? It seemed to me that Raghupathi , as a high· 
caste male, was appropriating the Jackal Hunters to his own mopian pur
poses.just as Vellaccami had appropriated their goddess for the sake of his 
livelihood. But was I not appropriating the two of them, incorporating them 
into my rC!lCarch dcsign? 

As I left the apartment ofRaghupath i andJnana Sundari. thanking both 
o f them for all their kindness and all their help, the young office worker 
whom I had met in the morning approached me. ~Please come and visit our 
bead factory before you Ica\'c, H he said, repeating his earlier invitation. I fol· 
lowed him to the bead factory . which was on the second floor of the build· 
ing next door. There in glass cases were necklaces and belts and earrings 
and seated on the floor were six or eight wcll-dressed young adults working 
at making more beaded jewelry. A sign above the door proclaimed, ~Au· 
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themic Gypsy Beadwork. ~ The Jackal Hunters of Tamil Nadu are often re
ferred to as gypsies. 

MArc YOli all J ackal Humers?M I asked the young workers. They did not 
look it. But they politely said they were. I examined the things on display 
and bough t a belt and some earrings and many strings of necklaces, partly 
10 please the manager of the factory who had brought me there and partly 
because I like beads. 

By now it was late afternoon and I knew I had to gel back 10 my hotel 
room and pack my suitcase for my journey thaI evening. I was hoping to con
tinue my intclView with the J ackal Hunters outside, even if the woman I had 
originally spoken to was gone, but as I left the bcadworking factory, I saw 
that there were only a half-dozcn people beneath the banyan u-ees now, in
duding one well-built middle-aged man standing naked under the largest 
tree pouring water over h imself. No, I will not lry to interview him during 
his bath, I decided, and continued on my way to the bus stand. That night, 
Laksh mi and I LOok the train LO Tirunelveli. 

I h ad work to do which kept me from exploring the [Own, but a few days 
afler we arrived in T irunelveli, Lakshmi reported to me that she had fo und 
a group of Jackal Hunters camped near the train station. "'hen we wen t to 
the place where she had seen them, they were no longer there. The station 
master had driven them away. we were lold. But Lakshmi took me to the 
bazaar to a place whe re she had seen one of the women selling beads, and 
there that woman was again. 

"Take us to your home," Lahhmi said. She meant the place where the 
group of Jackal Hunte rs was staying while they were in Tirunekeli. Funny 
that she called it their home. 

The woman stopped at an empty stall in the bazaar and said, "Sil down. 
I can tell you the story here. M But Lakshmi commanded her to take us to 
where the other Jackal Hunters were staying. The woman seemed nOt [0 

wam to do it. I guessed that she wanted to keep me, as a potential customer, 
to herself. It was probably hard making a living selling beads. 

Reluctantly, a t Laksh mi's insistence, the woman led us O\'er the foot
bridge to the other side of the railroad tracks. There in an open lot next to 

the tracks about a hundred people were sitting scauered abom. Whe n they 
saw us coming, a dozen o r so of them crowded around us. There was much 
talking in what must have been their own language with some Tamil mixed 
in. I heard the words muppalll vanl.Jham (~thirty years~) and ale kalai ( ~the 
same SIOI)'"). The woman was trying to explain to the others what I wanted. 
A train rumbled by on the tracks twenty feet away, drowning out all other 
sounds. A turbaned man broke through the crowd pressing in on me. Ex
cept for his lUI'ban and some amulets hung around his neck, h e had on only 
a loincloth. In carefull y enunciated English he said to me, one word at a 
time, ~\\'here are you come from ?" 
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~ I come from America," I answered him in Tamil. 
~Ahhh,~ the whole crowd said in unison, whether responding to Ihe con

te!Hormy answeror to the language in which it was couched, I did not know. 
~How do you perform your wcddings?~ another woman said in Tamil, 

looking not al me bUI at the other people in the crowd, as though answer
ing a question rather than asking one. She had guessed the nature of my 
business and was predicting the kind of thing I would say ne xt. 

This woman, whose name I learned later wasJagathamba, was now told 
o nce again by the woman who had led me to the encampment that I was in
le resled in the story of the girl who had died in Melur thirty years ago. 

J agathamba lold one of the children to go fetch a straw mal. T he child 
brought the mat, andJagathamba laid it down by the side of the road . 

~Si t down ," she said, to uching me on the shoulder. She touched me again 
and again as she spoke to me. "Do you want us 10 tell you the story in our 
own language, or in Tamil?" 

"Tell it first in your own language," I answered. "The il tell it in Tamil.~ 
MAhhh,~ said the crowd again. 
J agathamba and the first woman seated the mselves fac ing each o ther on 

the mat, and I placed the tape recorder between them. Ther began a per
formance that was not unlike the pedagogical o ne I had seen in Madras, a 
kind of formal rapid-fire dialogue, one speaking and the ot.her responding. 
The fi rst woman would say a few sentences in the J ackal Hunte r language, 
and Jagathamba would the n repeat them in Tamil. Mte l" a while, the alter
nation of languages broke down , and the first woman interjected many 
comments in Tamil, as though wanting to bypass the formalism of speaking 
first in a language I did not know. I lranslale here the Tamil portions of the 
performance. 

"A girl went to town , it is said, to beg something to eat." 
"They invited the girl, saying, ' I'l l gh'eyou food. Come 10 my house.' With 

these words, they invited her, it is said.~ 
"O n both sides, they dosed the doors, it is said. ~ 
"She was a grown-up girl, and they invited he r to secretly have inter-

course. it is said. " 
"They stuffed a doth in that girl's mouth . it is said." 
'Then th ey raped that girl and wasted her, it is said. ~ 
'Then they dosed that girl out of the house, it is said." 
"She had six brothers. it is said. Those six brothers . 
"She said to those six brothers, it is said, to those six brothers, 'Jfyou kee p 

me, keep me, or if you leave me, leave me, or if you kill me, kill me, in what
eYer manner.~ 

"The youngest brother said she had committed a sin. The oldest brother 
said, 'One must not commit a sin . We must not keep her.' ~ 
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"'Then the boy s.,.id, ' I will marry that girl,' it is said , ' I will keep that g irl, 
and give you twelve rupees brideprice, and marry that girL' So he spoke, it 
is said. But those brothers did not agree, it is said. 'We don't want you. You 
may leave us. You must not marry her. You must not perform a marriage, 
leaving your own caste , and going to another caste asking. You must not 
keep that girl.' That is what those brothers said to that farmer boy. H 

-rhen the brothers brought that girl away, telling her to lie across their 
th igh, and with a hammer, an iron hammer, beating her with that hammer, 
they killed her. H 

The woman who had been telling the story in the Jackal Hunter language 
whilcJagathamba translated, now slipped into Tamil, saying, "'Then she be· 
came a ghost. H 

that girl became a gh ost, ~ J agathamba repeated. 
then having become a ghost, in order once again to be born, she went 

lO a gi rl among those people who graze cattle and goat5, and she seized her, 
it is said. Having seized her, she said, 'Only if you bring oil and a buck or 
bull and give them to me will i come OUI.' ~ 

\\'hat does she do, they say? 'Give earri ngs, corn gruel, a sari, a mat, like 
this one, a mat, a bottle. Leave all that.' ~ 

Another woman intetjected, ~She asks all of that, because of what 
happened. ~ 

The na rration continued , andJ agathamba translated, ~Having become a 
ghost, that ghost will seize a woman, no? Then the people of that caste will 
die. She goes and becomes a ghost, and a farmer girl, someone who is out 
g razing cattle and goats, she will a ttack her. The n what will she ask? 'Give 
me gruel. give me earrings, give me corn. g ive me a mat, give me a bottle, 
give me jewels and bangles.' So she asks, it is said . That fanner girl. She is 
the one who becomes a ghost and inhabits that shrine. Then she will seize 
),O1l. You must go there and ask, they say. In Melur. They say you have asked. 
When he beats his drum , that exorcist, when you ask him , he tells you di
rCelly. ' In this way, people of the J ackal Hunter caste, they sell beads and 
Il{~cdlcs, a goddess [.laklll went by, in this way fh'e or six people raped her 
and killed her, then she herself came and seized someone, Now she wants 
jewelry, earrings, a mat, gruel, jackal meal. 

'Jackal mcatr I asked. 
MJackal meat." J agathamba repeated, "They won', eat all that, but if the 

ghost seizes that girl she will ask for that, and she will eat it, they say. She will 
ask for it and eat it. ~ 

More narrative came now in the J ackal Hunter language. Jagathamba 
translated, ~When that was finished , the six brOlhers had six wivcs, it is said. 
They all wcpt, it is said. Having wept, me six of them cut up the girl and 
buried her and went to another town,~ 
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~And that boy who had invited her to have secret intercourse, that 
boy who invited the sparrowlike girl to havc secret intercourse, thcy cap
tured her [ric} in a tape, it is said, and the one who punished her by killing 
her, they captured the two men in the tape, the music, the sound, that 
house, that road, there is a little road, he took her along that road, that 
grown-up girl , to take her along the road they captured her in the tape, And 
aften"iards .. . ~ 

~Whatever farmer girl wearing flowe rs goes along that road, for desire of 
the flowers she will sit upon that girl. She will turn to a ghost. She dances, she 
sings, if the ghost lighVl upon the girl who wore flowers, it is said, she speaks 
the language of our caste. Then they take her to an exorcist. Banana, green 
chilies, onions, millet gruel, corn gruel , she will ask forallthat, it is said.Jackal 
meat, she will ask for that to eat, it is said. That's the story,~ saidJagathamba. 

"That's the storyt~ I echoed, breathless and laugh ing. 
"That's what they captured on the tape, it is said," answeredJagathamba. 

"They captured it on the tape and weill from town to town wearing roses 
and dancing. It's o n the Lllpe, they say. To raise the habit of nonviolence, 
justonewoman, she went toe\'ery single town. A devotee of god, she became 
a devotee of god.-

"They captured il on the mpe?- I asked. 
"They captured it on the tape. There, in Melur.
M\Vho?" 
"That temple. In Mclur there is a temple, no? Right in that temple, they 

captured it on the tape, it is sa.id. Standing there in the temple, she wept, it 
is said. ~ 

MStanding right near the temple, she wept, it is said,- the other woman 
affirmed. 

"Those brothers .. . ,- someone cl.~ put in . 
Jagathamba colllinued. -She weeps with in the temple, it is said. 'Oh God. 

you killed me in this way. They raped me, and my brothers killed me, and 
my sisters-in-law wept. And their children wept. What am I to do?' Like that 
she we pt right near the temple. it is said. There is the bus stand in Meiur, 
you know? And near the bus stand there is a temple, a big temple. Near that 
u:mple she wept profusely, it is said. She: weeps within the temple, it is ~id. 
Near that temple, she wept profusely, it is said. In that very place he captured 
her, the tapc-person .~ 

Me: ~'Who wept?~ 

J.: ~That girl , the girl who died.~ 
Me: MSingamma? ~ 

J.: MSinl,ramma, Singamma. Her name is Sin gamma. Thirty years have 
passed . On this day thirty years have passed. M 

Someonc else: "Thirty years, but she livcs in th,1t tape still.-
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J.: "Okay, now I will tell you a story." 
Me: Jell it," 
J.: '" willldl you a story. A girl of our caste went 10 the fanners. She be· 

came a teacher. A girl of Madurai. " 
Me.: ~Where?" 

J.: "Madurai. Madurai. In Madurai, a girl of our caste was studying. Vi'h ile 
sh e was studying, a person, he was a Pillaimar . " 

Me.: ~From wh crc?~ 

J. : "From Madras. No, he was a Reddiar. A Reddiar came and asked for a 
girl of our caste in marriage. And we said, 'Get 10SI, Misler! You should put 
mud in you r mouth! What arc you asking 10 marry a girl of o ur caste for?' 

.. 'No, mother,' he said, 'I am well bred. I too am an importan t man. I 
have studied enough to be a teacher myself. If you give a girl to me, an ed
ucated girl, I will marry her,' he said . 

.. 'We'll give you something. all right, ' we said. 'Mud to pUlin your mouth. 
We wi ll never give you a girl of ours. We will never do it.' And so they were 
talking, in our caste. 

MBut that man said he would not give up. 'Wh at girl in rourcaste has stud
ied?' he asked . 

"In Madura;' there was a girl who was studying. J nana Sundari. The girl 
whose name W"dSJnana Sundari. Raghupalhi, his name was Raghupalhi. He 
went. He went to MGR [M. G. Ramachandran, forme r chief m inister who 
encouraged cross<aste marriages and presided over them en masse) and 
did the marriage. They did the marriage, and he gave her jewels and every
thing. They got married and she has I WO children, two girl children . A girl 
child, in our caste she became an important maller, She has taken our chil
dren and educated them. ~ 

Me: "Where is she?M 
j.: ~In Madras. In Saidapet. A big hostel. And in Kalyanamkundi. In Con· 

jec\'aram. Thevaraneri , where our Jackal Hun ler colony is, o n Sanjavaripu· 
ram Road. In our J ackal Hunter colony is it school, it big school. That one 
lone woman went and married that man, and wherever the people of our 
caste are, those children she educates to the eighth or the tenth or the 
twelfth grade, and now she isa fi ne, big, rich woman. \\,herever she casts her 
eres, there she buys land. " 

Me: "And now she's in Saidapet?M 
j.: MSaidapet. Yes. Raghupathi. " 
Me.: MJ-Iave you been there?~ 

J.: ·'Yes. Our children ha\'e studied there. Those chi ldren . and these ch ilo 
dren [pointing some out], a ll of them are educated children, children who 
ha\'c studicd to the eighth grade, thc tenth grade ... " 

A young man interjects: "I'm an M.A.! M.A.!" 
Me: ~You 're all l\.-1.A.? Having stud ied this fa r .. 
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Young man : ~l am not working.H 

Me: ~You ' re not working." 
Young man : "The go\·ern ment gave me no work." 
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J.: "I'm just tcll ing you. These children have studied. These girls. This boy. 
They have all studied. T hat girl. They have all studied. With Raghupathi. H 

Me: MOkay, you all have land ... H 
J.: "vVe have land. We have houses in T hevaraneri. In Thiruchendur on 

Sanjavaripuram Road. [She and the young man speak harshly to thc noisy 
children in their own language. hush ing [hc ("hildrcn up. J Please listen. In 
Thiruchenduron Sanjavaripuram Road. Our colony is at Thevaraneri. Hey! 
Karunan ithi! [another ch ief min ister]. Karunanithi gave us 140 houses. a 
schoolhouse, a radio officc. a watcr tank, a school for the children to study. 
all thc convcniences he gave us. H 

Me: "Okay, I have a question. " 
J. : ~Yes." 
Me: "You ha\·e gotten all these convenien("cs, yet still ... H 
J. : ~We still live in this \O\<lY?" 
Me: "You wander from !Own to town ." 
J.: "There is no water. We have no v.<lter for farming." 
Me: ~Oh." 
J.: Manly if t.he rain falls is there a harvcst. Ifit doesn 't, there isn' l. In a 

year, there may be a harvest, o r there may not be. They give us loans, the 
governme n l. Loans. Six thousand per person . They give tiS si,.. thousand. 
They gave it. We took the loans and we bought beads and sold the m at 
Sabari Malai {a major pilgrimage cen ter], and in this way we sun.1ved. BUI 
now they have stopped giving loans. Sometimes we do well, and sometimes 
we go hungry. Our ch ildren who have been to school have no work. We will 
do any kind of work, manual labor or offi("c work. Wc do nOl steal. We do 
not tell lies. H 

The talk went o n in th is vein fo r some time. At one point I asked J agath-
amba, "Do your people st i1l hunt? Can you get food in this way?H 

She answered, '"We used to hunt, but we don't so much any more." 
"Why not?" I asked. 
"Where's t.he forest?'" she answered. "'There is no forest anymore so how 

can we hunt? We still catch jadals and rabbits and sparrows and so fOrlh . 
But we can ·t live on thaI. " 

"\\'here are you from?~ the man wi th the M.A. asked me. 
"America," I told him again. 
"'Tell the people of America we need a bore well,~ he said loudly into the 

tape recorder. 
"Listen ," I said , ''I'm nOI the president o f the Un ited States." 
"Ahh h." the whole group o f them responded in u nison , as before. 
Ml'll do what little I can," I said , "But please don 't expect 100 much. ~ 
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I told them that I wanted 10 hire onc of t.heir educated children to help 
me transcribe the tape we had just made, and perhaps we could take things 
from there. It was getting late in the afternoon and we all had other work to 
do, so we agreed \0 mCCllhe following morning, to make further plans for 
the transcription. 

As Lakshmi and I walked back 10 our hotel room, my mind was busy try
ing to absorb and make sense of all the things I had learned in the past two 
hours. Everything I had thought about the Jackal Hunters was turned 
around. I had had a vague sense, previously, that by studying the cult of 
Singamma, tape-recording the songs of the cult. analyzing them and pub
lishing my analyses, I was in a certain way appropriating, swallowing, and di
gesting a thing that belonged to the Jackal Hunters. 1fT was not harming the 
Jackal Hunters by doing this work, I was nevenheless inevitably distorting 
the information conveyed to me, merely by putting it into a publishable 
frame, But now I was made aware of an interesting twist to this chain of 
even ts, for now I saw that the Jackal H unters had appropriated my act ofap
propriating them. They had taken the news of Bamie's tapc:. ... recording the 
story of Singamma in Mclur and had incorporated th is news into their 
retelling of the Singamma legend, embroidering on the MfactS,M to be sure, 
so as to fit the event to their own u nderstanding of what Singamma was and 
so as to make the new episode in the legend redound 10 Singamma's glory. 
IfVellaccami the exorcist had Mcaptured" Singamma in his song, and if my 
friend Bamie had in turn captured Vellaccam i·s captive version of 
Singamma on his tape cassette, then the J ackal Hunters had captured this 
whole scene in their new version ofthe Si ngamma story. It was like the car
toon picture of a fi sh eating a fish eating a fish. And here I was taking the 
form of the biggest fish and capturing the Jackal H unters themselves, I 
thought wryly. Bm I had better keep an eye on my tail. 

In another way, also, my new frie nds had surprised me, for they, the 
hunter-gatherers, had forced me, the anthropologist, out of my quaintly 
folkloristic and unprogressh'e frame of mind. I had come to them looking 
for a J ackal Hunter "version - of what I had come to think of as "the
Singamma story; a mythic ideal type, or else an aClUal historical event, whose 
pristine image I thought I could reconstruct more or less accurately if I col
lected enough versions of the tale. I saw Singamma herself as an example of 
the eternal H indu goddess: tragic victim of brutal oppression, whose rage 
from the other side of death helps keep murders and rapists from doing it 
too often. 

J agathamba and her friends had seen what I wanted and had cheerfully 
complied with my request. They told me a story. Then they had doubled the 
ante, bytelling me a second story, hard on the first . They had scarcely drawn 
a breath between the end o f one story and the beginning ofthe next. They 
had not given me time to think that I was moving into a different category 
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The Lebanese women and children had len the apartment across the yard. 
Able to afford a couple of months respite in Cyprus--away from water short
ages and electricity o utages, car bombs and gun hallles in the streets--th ey 
had now gone back to Lebanon. I had come to know the tall , dark-eyed 
woman in panicular. She would si t on the narrow balcony of their apart
ment. clutching her hands and looking out O\"er the dusty park next door. 
She had knocked quietly on my door late olle morning to te ll me she had 
heard me t.'llking to my children while I hung out (he clothes; sh e thought 
I sounded Lebanese; her next door neighbor had told her I was writing a 
book about refugees; sh e thought 1 should hear what had happened to he r. 
I did, over <;olTee or orange juice on mornings when I did not lean: early for 
the library or one of the al"<;hives. And our kids played together, trading 
their own stories of life in the m idwestern Un ited States and in Beinlt. I 
thought I had to let her know that I was not wri ting about Lebanon or even 
about refugees in particular. She insisted it made no difference. She would 
visit and tcll me about her neighbors and neighborhood in Beirut, h er fam
ily elsewhere in Lebanon , the other women and children who had come to 
Cyprus with her. And she would ask about how I lived in the Uni ted States, 
what 1 was doing in Cyprus. how I came to teach literature, about my fam
ily. n eighbors, and frie nds. 
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of ethnology, from myth and religion to political economy, from traditional 
thought to modern. They had just set the two stories side by side, given them 
a roughly parallel SLrUClUrC, and left it to me to weigh their relative values. 
The main formal difference between the two stories was that the fi rst had an 
ending, the second did not. 

In the first story aJackal Hunter girl had gone out begging. Offe ring her 
food, a boy of an agricultural caste had raped her. After this, the girl had let 
he r brothe rs decide what to do .,·:ith her, giving them three choices: aban
don her, keep her, or kill her. The boy had asked for the girl's hand in mar
riage, offering her kin a brideprice. The brothers had refused. They had 
killed the girl, their wh'es had wept. and the girl had come back as a ghost 
to haunt the living daughters o f higher<astc men. Now she had achie\'ed 
the stature ofagoddess. but from the J ackal Hun ters' poinT of view her story 
was over. Her life ended thirty years ago. Her hungry ghost was contained 
in a shrine; her weeping voice ... ,ascontained on a tape. Only the hunger and 
the weeping would be eternal. 

In the second story ajackal Hun ter girl had gone to school. A young man 
of an agricullUral caste, desiring an educated jackal Hun ter wife, had asked 
to marry her. Suspecti ng the worSt. the girl's kinsmen had .n first refused , 
but the young man protested that his intentions were honorable, and the 
girl had married him. He ga\"e her wealth , alld she used it to buy land and 
houses for her own people and to educate their children . In j agathamba's 
hands, jnana Sundari 's story had become a new myth, a new ideal for her 
daughters and sons to e mulate. T he jackal Hunte r girl who gota college ed
ucation and married o utside her caste had achieved the status ofa heroine, 
but her work was far from complete. She was still teaching more children, 
still buying more land. And there was the big problem of fi nding jobs for 
the jackal Humers. A long, uphill battle awaited them all. Only the days of 
caste separatism were over. 

I missed my appoinUllent with the jackal Hunters the morning I said I 
would visit them again . As I dozed through the misty dawn , I woke j ust long 
enough to tell myself they would probably forgive this lapse of punctualil)'. 
I instructed Lakshmi to wake me at 5:00 A.M. the next day, 10 accept no ex
c:uses. Uikshmi did as I asked a nd at 5:35 A.M. lhe day a ftc r I said I would 
visit them, I stumbled O UI the hotel door to visit the jackal Hunters. I got to 
the bridge that wen t o\"er the tracksjust as the sun was rising. I mounted the 
bridge and looked d own o n the place where I had talked with lhem berore. 
Nota soul was the re, not a trace ofthere even having been an e ncampment. 
I realized with dismay that I should not have slept through my appointment 
the day before. Overnight, the Jackal Hunters had moved on . 
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Now slanding in her place on the balcony was a thin old woman dressed 
in black. She watched me closely as I hung out the clothes, a liule surprised 
when after a while I greeted her in Greek. 

"You're from America, aren't you? A teacher, right, who's writing a 
book?~ (Information circulated rather efficiently in the neighborhood.) 
And then, after a short pause, ~ I have to lalk to you." 

In a few minutes, she came over car rying a large plastic bag. When I of
fe red her coffee, she smiled and asked for orange juice instead. (Later she 
laughingly admitted that she was not sure at first whether I knew h OI,' 10 make 
Cypriot coffee, so orange juice seemed a safer choice.) She introduced her
self as the owner of the flat across the yard, in Nicosia on a five-day "leave of 
absence" from her enclaved village in the north.l I introduced her to my 
mother-in-law who had come to spend a couple of months with us in Cyprus. 
\Vhile I got coffee and orange juice, they lalked aboutdaughters-in-law, about 
the effects on younger women of their access to education, and about the 
lace tablecloth that my mother-in-law was crocheting. As I reentered the 
room. the old woman called out. 

"So. your mother-in-law makes lace, you make books, is that it?~ 
This pleased my mother-i n-law, EJcn i, immensely for she is the daughter 

of a vi llage schoolteacher and proud of her six years of formal education. In 
a strong Cypriot d ialect, the old woman proceeded to describe the school 
that her sons and daughters had auended in their now-enclaved village on 
the Karpassian peninsula in the Turkish-occupicd north of Cyprus. She was 
in Nicosia to see her daughter and grandchildren and get medication for 
her husband who was tOO ill to make the long bus trip to the south. She 
rather matter-of-factly calaloged life under Turkish occupation-the ha
rassment and daily ind ignities, the shonages of basic necessi ties and inac
cessibili ty of medical care, the isolation and loneliness of being cut off from 
family and friends who had left or been forced o ut of their village, the frc
qucntcancellationsofthcir mon thly passes!O unoccupicd Cyprus. With the 
help of substantial gO\'ernment subsidies for resettling refugees, her chi l
dren had purchased the aparullent across the way for her and her husband. 
But the old couple had never moved south to the untx:cupied half of the 
capiwl city. They h ad had different plans; a t th is point in her story. lean qui
edy began !O creep doWll the old ..... oman·s wrinkled brown face. 

~In the beginning, we old folks thought we would stay in the villages !O 
take care of things. to defend what was ours. Until evel}'thing went back to 
the way it was. It wouldn' t be long, we thought. The LCypriotl gO\'ernment 
urged us to resettle in the mean time, assured us that there would be a quick 
resolution by the U.N. to the 'Cyprus problem' and that all refugees would 
then retu rn to their homes. But [unlike the younger villagers] we didn't 
have children to send to school, work to take care of. We had our pensions, 
our gardens with vegetables and an orange tree or t ..... o. So we stayed. We 
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tried to kee p things up. And we managed in the beginning. But we were al
ready old to start with , and fifteen years have gone by. Now we can barely 
manage. Me, of course, I' m younger than my husband.~ 

Here the old woman smiled faimly. with a touch of pride. 
MFiftec n years ago, we thought ... we would hold out against the in

vaders. We old folks would be the 'from line.' M 

She paused fo r a moment and smiled again, a little more sadly this time. 
"Then we stopped talking so much about everything going back to the 

.... oay it was. We knew anyway. And the oldest o f us started dying ofT. \Ve had 
trouble preparing and burying the dead. It got harder to take care of o ur 
houses, o rthe vegetable gardens that we depended on. ~ 

The old woman slopped again and looked at me almost fiercely. 
"Are )'ou go ing to put this in your book? Will you reme mber? You write 

that we ""eren't fooled. We knew. We knew things weren ' t going back to the 
way they were before. But we stayed any\'.'ay. No matter what the [Cypriot] 
government said; we told them we would hold out in the north. No matter 
what the Turkish military authori tics threatened; we told them we were old 
and could cause them no harm, that they had noth ing to gain by forcing us 
out. No matter how much we wou ld rather have been close to our children; 
we told them we would wait fo r the ir re turn to our village. And we were n't 
wrong. Or maybe we werc. But we were n 't fooled . \Ve kncw.~ 

She broke off for a moment, wiping her eyes almost angrily. And then 
she began again , telling us now about her ho use, her children , her family 
and co-villagers, the things they had and the way they lived befo re the inva
sion. Looking often at my empty hands, she punctuated her story with MOo 
you understand me? Will you remember what I say?M My mother-in-law
feeling, I th ink, compelled to defend the absence oftapc recorder or paper 
and pencil-reassured the old Cypriot woman lhal l had a great memory, 
thai I could re mcmber telephone numbers and addresses from years ago. 
And then. pointing out her own experiences in the Balkan wars, \Vorld War 
II, the Greek civil war, the dictatorsh ip (s) that followed, and the loss of vi r
mally cverything that she had known as a young woman, my mother-in-law 
added that nothing is the way it was before. Old people have o nly their 
memories of a better ti me. At this thc old Cypriot woman straighten ed up 
in he r chai r and an swered firmly. 

"The memo ries aren ' t j ust ours. We havc to think it was a bettcr time. We 
have to sa.y it was a beller time. We have to keep telling the younger ones 
stories about that beller timc.~ (She casta mean ingful look in my direclion .) 
~And maybe it wi ll be that [belter time] for them in the future." 

With Ihat she drew her plastic bag d ose and pulled out a bag of fresh 
hulled lima beans. 

"Now I've told you what I ha\'c to say to you. Wouldn "t you like somc fresh 
limas? I grew them myself-beans from occupied Cyprus. Two liras a kilo. 
Hcre, just look at what fine beans they arc.'" 
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We laughed; I bought the beans. And she weill back to her encla\·cd vi l
lage two days later. Though we made arrangements to meet the following 
month when she hopcd to bc allowcd 10 return to the south, I Ile\·er saw her 
again. Six weeks later h er fl at was rellled o ut to an old Lebanese couplc and 
their grandch ild ren . 

T he old Cypriot woman's conversation is suggestive testimony: to the simul
taneous though not ullcolltradictory telli ng of personal and ollicial history; 
to the crucially gendered matrix o f the telling and its audience; to the im
brication of p rivate---home, family, village---and public-the political. the 
state and nation, the Turkish invasion of Cyprus and resistance to it; to the 
~ethllographic~ aspect of presumably nonethnographic, arch ival rescarch.2 

I will relUrn to this last notion. But there arc tWO facel~ of the old woman's 
narrative that seem particularly significant in the present con text. One is 
her insistence on her own authority in the narrative preselll in which she 
tells her story. Wh at seemed most important to her, what she emphasized 
over and over, was her ability in the narrative presclll to te ll the larger story 
as well as her ovm past experiences-and the prefelTed manner in which 
she told both. In the retelling of her narrative, I privileged, as she seemed 
to do in the telling, her claim to and disti nctivc style ofnarrat.ive amhority. 
Of course, her story or, more properly, stories were importanl tO her telling. 
T hey were sct in two past momentsscparated from one ano ther by the Turk
ish invasion-l ife in her village before the invasion, her home and posses
sions then, her relationsh ips with fam ily and CD-villagers the ll and life in her 
now-encla\'ed village in the occupied north of Cyprus, (the creep ing loss 
00 her home and possessions, her relationsh ips with her family and CD
villagers, most of whom are now separated from her by death or by exile as 
refugees in unoccupied Cyprus. But as important as he r stories was her 
strategic construction of narrative authol"lty. It was Ihis authority, the per
spective fro m II'hich she co uld and did tel l her own and the larger stories, 
that she insisted most adamantly I be able to remember. Accordi ngly, her 
narrative authority and strategy includ ed the attempt to carefully and rela
tively di rectly implicate her audience in the telling. T he implication of her 
aud icllce (in this inSlan ce, m y m o the .... in-Iaw .m d me ) wa.s not "'i mply an at
tempt 10 d irect the reception of her narralh"e but to gen erate other nan""3-
tives for which hers miglll provide a suggestive story and st),le. She, as many 
of the other women with whom I spoke, was concerned not just to rela te her 
0 \\"11 sto !), but to question th e reasons fo r and influence the context of what 
sh e thought might be Ill )' retelling of her story. 

And so, I remember her strategic authority here perhaps because she in
sisted o n it-a variant claim to some sort of narra tive realism on my part. 
But morc important becausc it suggests what became O\·en"helmingl}' ap
parent in the more textual focus of my rereading of nationalism and the 
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considcr.uion oCthe larger stories oCthe nation (s) in nationalism. That is in 
spite of, or at least simultaneous with, the ~boundary fixations" that specific 
nationalisms-in-crisis would call forth, the peoples of the nation often ne· 
gotiate that nationalism and its boundaries in far more \'arious and ilwcn
live .... 'ays than they are given credit or apparent narrative license for. It was 
the specifics of those literary and cultural negotiations and their implica
tions that I wailled to trace. Those negotiations and their implications sug
gest that-in the consideration of relations between the state and its 
societies and, more specifically, between culture and the state or opposi
tional and dominant cultures-to look only at official or ruling parl}' or gov
ernmental or international proclamations, laws, documents, or statements 
of intent and to read them literally, ~ statem ents of fact, is to forget the ways 
in which they construct ~fac t.~ But more to the point, the suggestion here is 
that the velJ' folks whom those proclamatiOns and documents and laws claim 
to and undo ubtedly do partially represclll·1 do not read , live, or theo rize 
them as statements of literal fact. They then suggest the importance ofpay
ing attention to the ways people narrate the stories in which they are in
volved and the stories that they tell. My retell ing of those stories, my attempt 
at antiliteral readings of official and unofficial stories, does not neatly coin
cide with either their tellings or their readings. More likely. our various an
swers to the question of what is o r was h appening b u mp against eaeh o the r 

uneasily. 
At first, the conversations over midmorning or late afternoon coffee 

seemed to me simply a gendered part ofliving in the neighborhood; I wel
comed the company and was familiar enough ..... ith the ritual among women 
of coffee, gossip,jokes, and personal and social concerns. And then I was an 
object of neighborhood "fieldwo rk" as we)]: I was a curious transitory mem
ber of a neighborhood community that was only too familiar with passers
through. Later, I came to think oCthe women's stories asa way to check that 
what I thought I saw in political and cultural texts was not only a figment of 
my desire or imagination. But it became increasingly clear that these were 
also and simultaneously occasions for other women to speak their piece ("to 
say what I have to say to you") to a marginally familiar and arguably trust
worthy outsider. And to mark the privilege of my position as someone who 
could come and go, who could gather stories or read texts and retell them 
to a different and differently powered audience. There was no recrimina
tion in their pointed observations about that privilege, on ly a relatively di
rect request to communicate something of their own detenn ination . 
resourcefulness in duress, and expectations for change. My reading or lis
tening and retelling, then, cannot "re-present" or substitute for theirs. But 
I would invoke as trope their narrative strategies to suggest that the battle 
over who gets to tell the story of what happened-and in the telling critically 
shape the whal-happened itself-is a complex and variously waged one and, 
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finally, perhaps only provisionally won. In that bau le, however apparently 
decisive its oULCome, counternarrati\'es (whether alternative o r conservative) 
of what happened do not just give up and go away. They sometimes manage 
not only to survive but even to insinuate themseh'es in the dominant nar
ratives, though that is scarcely an inevitable or unwaveringly predictable 
possibil ity. 

The literary p recedent fOf these observations was that participants in a 
li terary narrative or complex of narrath"es do not perfo n n that narrative and 
their roles within it in precisely the ways that the narrative structure would 
appear to direct. T his suggests that in the construction of nationalism as a 
narrative, the role of the state and/or dominant political organ ization as 
authoritative narrator is constantly under assaulL Not j ust from without
from other, competing nar ra tives---but from within-from other, compet
ing te llings of (not qui te) the same story. T he o ld Cypriot woman 's narrative 
account contradicts the notion that narrative theorizing and potential nar
ra tive alteration (and, more arguably, structural transformation) are un
available to narrative characters o r narralees within the narrative. For she 
articulated in performance, in the telling, a complex and strategic theory of 
narrative. She accounted for the nonidentical calls of the Cypriot govern
ment, the T urkish occupation forces, and her family and co-villagers and 
her necessarily non identical responses to those calls. She recognized and 
participated---or was fo rced to participate-in various narrative accounts o f 
he r place in the dominan t order o f things. And implicated variously in those 
narratives, she constructed fro m within a position from which to strategi
cally narrate back. In the process she iterates her own agency as partial nar
rator, not just as victimized character, in a narrative not entirely of her own 
making. The apparently incontrovertible and fixed order of a military oc
cupation, a national (jst) government, a village society, or the Cypriot fam
ily is at least d isputed and arguably e\"en controverted. And, obviously, she 
attempted to account fo r her audience as well. 

T he "order" of a li terary or at least wrilten narrative is here in terestingly 
implicated by the "order" of an oral narra tive-an order that resonates for 
the audience/ reader as much asfor the te ller l wri terand ~text. "The retelling 
of oral narrative is virtually always a \';lriation o n a theme; it is nOf the exact 
d uplication of the theme and its o rder. The authori tative text of a narrative 
with irrevocably positioned narrator (s) , narratees, and characters is puta
tively far easier to main tain as an abstract category in a written text between 
the two covers (a mark of our own fetishiza tion of the word as book-object 
perhaps). But, in fact, even there-wri tten om and contained between two 
covers---the firm ordering o f narrative is no t as firm as it might appear. 4 

The second suggestion of the o ld woman's conversation that r would like 
to foreground is her assertion or the necessity of telling stories---stories of 
~a beuer time,~ ofa different time, in the past-in the hope of making pos-
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sible a better future. IL is, with distinct urgency, to hold out for the possibil
ity of things being different, of there being something other than the end
less repetition of the same in the present. On the one hand, her insistence 
on her own narrativc authority in telling storics concedes an agency in the 
narrath"c present in retelling narrativcs that would not seem to grant her li
cense for that authority. On Ihe other hand, the stories of the past (or pasts) 
and their telling in the present point to, hold out for, a future ofsometh ing 
better and different when neither the narrative present nor the stories past 
would seem to allow that authority either. Here, then, telling stories is not 
just a way of constructing an arguably renegade authority in the prcsen t or 
of nostalgically remembering a better past; it marks the desire for, the at
tempt 10 point at (but not necessarily to represent or narrate), a d ifferent 
future . It also marks the desire for what, lacking a better word, I will call 
"confront.ation. ~ That is to resolutely bring to the fore, to get in the face of 
thc audiencc with, an ignorcd Story and/ or narrative penpecti \"e on a story 
in which the audience is implicated. Thus, as the old Cypriot woman in
sisted, not JUSt the narrator and her characters but the narratec, thc implied 
reader, the real reader and listener are variously implicated in the telling. It 
is the construction of narrative alilhority and the implication of the narra
tee/ reader in that construction that is of equally paramount concern in 
Rina Kat.selli's literary narrath"e, her novel, Bbu Wh ahJ· 

Kat.selli's Blue Whah is another point of entl)·-powerful, if troubling-to 
what is fam iliarly referred to in Cyprus as "the Cyprus problem" (10 Kypri· 
ako). It is as much a disturbing performam:~ oJas it is eloquent testimony to the 
contradictions of the Greek Cypriot position (s) on and in "the Cyprus prob
lem." First written "from exile '"6 in the Cypriol capi tal of Nicosia in 1976, lhe 
nm"el was revised in 1978 and published later that year. Katselli, like the un
named male narrator of GaUuia Jalaina, is from the northern port city of 
Kerynia, from which she and thousands of others were forcibly drh'en when 
the mainland Turkish army used that city as a point of entry fo r its invasion 
in Jul ), 1974. Her novel opens in Nicosia a year and a halfaftcr that invasion. 

Katselli's autobiographical account of her initial enclavcment in Kery
nia 's Dome Hotd and subsequent flight to the unoccupied south of Cyprus 
is recorded in Prosfugas sion topo nwu/ (Refugee in My Homeland).7 Galatia 
Jalaina is not, then, Katselli's first narrath"e account of the uproo ti ng of a 
third of the Cypriot population from their homes during and following the 
invasion. In fact, the differences bet ..... een these two narrath'es provide an in
teresting com mentary !lot j ust on ethnic boundaries in Cyprus-though 
both narrators are distinctly Greek Cypriots-but also on gender divisions 
within the Greek Cypriot community. For the first-person narrator of PrQSfil
gas ston topo mou is clearly designated as Katselli herself or, at a minimum, as 
a distinctly female nalTator. The narrator of Galazia Jawina, in contrast, is a 
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forty-two-year-old Creek Cypriot man, a once prosperous landowner and 
chicken rancher in Kerynia who, with the devastation of the invasion, loses 
everything except his penchant for kculLUrc~ and karl.H His often bitterly 
ironic accoun t o f h is fal l from the kgrace~ of wealth and property to his sta
tus in the narr.l.tive present as a dispossessed and penniless refugee is in d is
tinct contrast to the anguished urgency of the narrator of Pros[ugas ston topo 
motl. T hai narrator tells a stof)' of violent displacement from home, e\"ery
day life, friends and fam ily; of missing rela ti\'es; of dead bodies strewn in the 
streets; of long days of endavement waiting for the defeat of the invading 
army and, when it becomes dear that that will not happen, o f international 
,lSsistance to flee to the south; of emotional exhaustion and personal loss. If 
the narrator of Blue ~Vhalealso speaks of personal loss, of missing family and 
friend s, of displacement. his story is rather more distinctly distanced and reo 
framed by the irony of the narrative present rather than the loss and con
fusion of the story time itself. T h is d ifference is, I would suggest, not just 
some predictable transformation in perspective with the passage of time 
but, at least equal1y, a performance of im plicit gender boundaries in Kat
sclli's narratives. The bitterly ironic tone, the self-absorbed concern, and the 
almost-catt."gorical poli tical, social. and literary pronouncements of the nar
rator of Blue ~Vhaleare not available to the narrator/ author of Refugee ill My 
Homeland. It is, instead, the pressing concern for the narrator's community 
of fam ily and friends, for their sulVival and safc£)" for an effective commu
nal and personal response to the violence and violation of the T urkish in
\'aSion that dominates Pros[ugas slun tapa mou. 

Galazia [alaina opens in an apparen tly less urgent tone with a sho rt verse
form dedication enti tled "Text fo r/ to 19 friends.~ en igmatically signed 
HD.G.C.~ ("X.E.K. H). lf Prosfugas ston 10fJ0 mou openly addresses a wide audi
ence, the dedication of Galmia [ainiua conspicuously fo regrounds its own 
more constrained appeal. The lim itations of that appeal are reiterated 
throughout the narrative, as in the opening when it offers an authorial ded
ication fo r o nly one copy-its own . T he other copies are to be inscribed by 
the nineteen fri ends with their own dedication or invocation in it blank 
space provided by the author. But such constraint notwithstanding, there is 
;:J, n e><plieit. if ironic, auemp' from the beginni n g of this kmanuscript ~ to im_ 

p licate. to provoke the participation of, what is that severel)' delimited au
d ience. And yet the designated narrative response site for the n ineteen 
readers o f D.G.C. 's manuscript is as circumscribed an d impinged on by the 
narrator as the refugee life of D.G.C. himself. 

Divided into thirty-ni ne short , if architectonical1 y constructed, sections,S 
Galazia[alaina does not inmke the urgent immediacy, weariness, and fear 
of what are presumably the jo urnal-cntr ies-written-during-catastrophe o f 
Pros[ugas sloll 10fJ0 mou. T he opening of section I is a letter, wri tten in casual, 
almost leisurely fashion. 
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fri end , 
I'll write first of the blue whale. Not because [ .... <lnt 10 justify the title of 

my manuscript, but. well. if you don '( iiI;., the rest of these pages, o r if they 
strike you as untrue, OT--c\'en if you believe them~if you find that they dam
age the favorable opinion that you have of the world. or if you are like me a 
displaced Greek Cypriol9 and you ' re tired of saying the same thing over and 
over, or, finally. if you are a member of a powerful country and think you 
areo', in danger o f being sen'ed the same dish of injustice that was offered to 
me. hold DOlO this page. And you'll have a shorl handbook about her (the 
blue whale) whose life is as mOl'ing as the lives of all Ihe others who are men
tioned below. 

Now then , the blue whale before they made her extinct. ... (5) 

This is followed by almost two pages o f detail about the size, weight, eating 
and mating habits, and so on, of the blue whale. Each time a specific figure 
is given in refere nce to the blue whale, the number is written fi rst in letters 
and then in parenthe tical Arabic numerals in what is almost a caricature of 
precision in scientific writing . 

.. . onc hundred (100) fce l long, . .. 111'0 hundred (200) IOns .... it would 
lake thineen (13) elephants 10 equal her .... She easily lravels eighteen (18) 
nautical knots an hour. (5--{i) 

In spite of the discreet analogy proposed by the narrator between the blue 
whales of the title and opening section and the CypriOt refugees-they are, 
at minimum. both "moving~ stories-the repeatable precision of scientific 
knowledge proves an impossibility in framing and telling the refugee story. 
There is no simple an d direct narration of the ~fac(S~ of his refugee story. 

The thwarting of his desire for precise and objective narration becomes 
apparent as the narrator accounts fo r the context in which he learned his 
facts about the demise of the blue whale- a program aired o n Cypriot na
tional television immediately following the Turkish invasion . His response 
to that program is to "step out onto the balcony and cry. feeling unbearably 
ashamed of my sudden sentimcntality~ (7), Repeated precision cannot be 
marshaled for the "blunt account of our dismantling. ~ There is, in fac t, a 
double fa ilure of analogy here betwee n the narratives of the blue whale and 
the Cypriot refugee. Not only is the language and slyk--putatively precise 
and scientific--of the blue whales' swry unavailable to D.C.C:s telling bUl 
the narrative perspective o f the television docllme n tal)'--omn iscient, th ird 
person-is an impossibility as well, at least as he narrates his own story. (Nar
rating (heir own Story is, presumably, an impossibili ty for the blue whales. 
The television account and lhen D.C.C. 's narrative account represent them 
instead.) 

D.C.C.'s proposition of all analogy between the s(ories of lhe Cypriot 
refu gees and (he blue whales elides the disjuncture, lhe absence of analogy. 
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between the two as narraliVl!S. It is precisely the language and perspccth'c of 
the narrative of the blue whales that pose a continuous threat to the narr-a
tive of D.G.C. and, by extension, or Cypriot refugccs in generaL The omni
scient o r at least impersonal third-pcrson narrative perspective--that of, say, 
an international commission on refugces or even a governmental refugee 
report-and the precise language ofstatistics-~two hundred (200) toOS"
are the opponents against which D.G.C. marshals his irony and first-person 
narrative pcrspccth'c (howcvcr limited). At the same time, like h is rcsponse 
to thc television story of the blue whale, the narrator 's ironic first-person ac
count is threatened throughout by a lurch into ~sudden scntimentality~ 
or-more often, though scarcdy as self-consciously-into fi erce ethnoreli· 
gious chauvinism. H) 

But if the narrator can recite the "facts" about the blue whales in section 
I, he most decidedly cannot do so---or at least, not any longer-about him
self. And so, not surprisingly, section 2 opens with the question, ~Who am 
Ir The narrator confides, "Some times I answer in \'erse, sometimes with 
(:u rses~ (8). This section (:ondudes, howel'er, with neither verses nor curses 
but with the reproduction of the narrator's rcfugee identity card. Like his 
~baptismal namc,~ which has been replaced by the 10 number on his 
refugee registration card and the initials D.G.C., the narrator 's choice of 
verses or curses has been resolutely impinged on by definitions and answers 
to the question "Vt'ho am I?" that are distinctly out of his control. Whatever 
Mfacts~ he might once have been able to deploy in answer to that question 
were (scientifically?) disputed by the Turkish invasion and occupation of 
Cyprus. The remain ing thirty-seven sections of Galazia [alaiM" then, are the 
narrator's attempt to regain or reconstruct some of that control both by 
telling selected new ~facts~ about his si tuation and self and by writing in a 
suitable audience for those -facts.~ 

In a movement reminiscent of the narrative of thc old Cypriot woman re
counted abo\'c , the narrath"eofthe unnamed D.G.C. 11 moves back and forth 
between twO topoi and times: the lost (if retrospectively ambiguous) plenti
tude of a time and space before the Turkish invasion and occupation of 
Cyprus and the narrative present and refugee camp space of a literal up
rooti ng and exile. His is an una\'oidably molley narrativc-binerly ironic, 
picced together from fragmented stories, marked with inconsistencies, 
unanswered questions, and sardonic observations. The narrator's language 
as he tells his stories is similarly pieced together: from demo tic Greek, the 
flyleaf of the novel includcs a notc on ~Orthograph}",- identifying the ac
cents used in the text as the system of the Unh·crsity of Thessaloniki (in 
mainland Greece); from ancient Greek, with Hcraclitus a.~ the narrator's 
preferred philosophical site; from the Cypriot dialect, with a glossary ap
pended to the novel; from the flowery language of artists like the narrator's 
cousin, cxccrpts from whose work the narrator includes in his own text. The 
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iron ic p ride in his authorial p roductivity in the narrative present. And that 
narrative present is grounded in and even generated by the second tenn in 
the string of oppositions-in unorthodoxy, illegality, deviance, and mad
ness. If it is some future llarrath'e for which the p resen t wi ll be concluded 
that the narrator desires, it is vel)' much in the narrative presenlthat he ar
ticulates that desire. The narrative present, with all its associations of rup
ture and deviance, provides access to that narrative futu re. T he serial 
construction of opposing terms that point al the past and present aspires to 
nei ther. Rather it aspires to a future narrative moment and its perspective 
for which the narrative present will be past. It is that projected future mo
ment, its narrative(s), and, most importan t, his own correct and onhodox 
position, to which D.C.C. as narrator struggles to accede. For that future 
narralh'e, his (dead) body and his affairs (includi ng h is man uscript, the Blue 
Whale) v.i ll be in ~orthodox Christian " order. It is in this light that he pro
ceeds, the n, fro m burial rites to the conten ts o f his ~official" v.ill , legally 
recorded but inaccessible in now-<Kcu pied Kerynia. So he p rovides the text 
of his revised, iflegally ~unofficia l " an d unrecorded, will. 

Having thus provided for the orthodox ordcr of his narrative elosun: (his 
v.ill , burial position , and funeral rites) , the narrator turns to the demands 
of the narrative present-his manuscr ipt for nineteen friends, th e pages of 
which he seeks to fi ll ~responsibly," urging h is readers to do likewise wi th 
their pages. Section 12 introduces the narrator's cousin, also a refugee and 
writer, and their argument about the purposes of arl. In a gesture that 
presages o ne of the ph'otal contradictions of K..tsclli's novel , the narrator's 
text is interrupted by his cousin 's insistence that he include hrrtext in his .l~ 

He acquiesces, if grudgingly, and follows the excerpts from her work with 
his own rum inations on the purposes of art. In closing, the narrator enjoins 
his readers to fill the remainde r of the page he has left blank with thtir 
thoughts o n the subject. He re again the narrator's directive is as notewor
thy ror its circumscription as for its solicitation of his reader's response. 

Section 13 warns his nineteen readers. especially those who live outside 
o f Cyprus, of the difficulties of contacting the narrator to register their ( un. 
solicited and uncircumscribed) responses to h is manuscript. ~ I have no tele
phone in my shack." Nor is coman through the mail likely: MMy iocation 
here in the desolation of stat~wned land in Leukosia is too difficult to fi nd 
for the person who del ivers mail . ~ So, too, attempts at contaCt by newspaper, 
radio, or television announcement are all fmile; the message will never 
reach its destination, the narrator warns. Still, almost perversely, he urges 
the readers of his manuscript, "Write me an unrestrained account of your 
opin ion ; you havc nothing to fear from me.~ D.C.C.'s narralees are here im
p licitly implicated in a double b ind \"cI"}! likc thc situation ofD.C.G. h imself; 
wri tc if rou want, but it will not reach me o r havc any effect on what I am 
doing. Or; respond only here. in the carefully demarcated spaccs that I 
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rupture that necessitates a patchwork of history and quasi-autobiography 
also, ;1 seems, necessitates onc of language. 

In this fashio n , then, the narralOr of Cauuia falo.ina auempts to proceed 
with lhe telling of h is story as he proceeded with the "ordcr ly~ life that be
fell him in Kerynia before the invasion. While his initial answer to the ques
tion of his identity is to present his refugee idcmity card, he subsequently 
cites historical precedents [or his statuS as exile and refugee-the Armeni
ans and Greeks of Asia Minor who fled the Turks, the Jews who ned Hitler. 
the Palestinians who fled the Israelis (sec. 3). He describes h is wife's ridicule 
for his preoccupation with writing instead of with heroism (sec. 4). BUI, in 
spite of her ridicule, he describes and then rcjecLs (sec. 5) the auto bio
graphical realism and descriptive detail of his earlier "'Tit ing, noting his 
aborted auempt to represent life in Kcrynia before the invasion-an at
tempt he bitterly refers to (pace Proust) as ~A la Recherche du Pays Perdu ~ 

(Remembrance o f a Homeland Past). Bu t his refutation of realist descrip
tion notwithstanding, he then engages in considerable descriptive detai l 
about his present condition: his relations with his wife (sec. 6), the (sexual 
and psychological) -madness- that allows him 10 survive his present silUa· 
lion (sec. 7), the poten tial destruction of the world and the worthiness of 
the human race to survive.12 

The narrator then recoun ts his ltilorthodox- political belief$ derived, he 
claims, from reading history books. And he concludes this account ofputa
tive unorthodoxy with a request to be buried in the orthodox ~position of 
an Orthodox Christian corpse, with (my] hands crossed in front of me. 
Later (SC(;$. JOand 14 ), fea rful that it will be fo rgotten in the turmoil of the 
invasion and occupation with the many dead who must be buried , he de
scribes the "'traditional orthodox- burial position and procedures. Thisjux
taposition of apparently disjunct narrative segmenL'! suggests anotller 
unwritten (and u nwriteable) narr,nive for which the narrative present of 
Blue Whale, in all its unorthodoxy, will h ave ended. For that future narr,Hive, 
the narrative presen t is cast as that which will have been rather than that 
which is. In this con text, the narrator's concern v.ith the moment of narra
tive closure-of his own death but also, al least for him, of the end of un
orthodoxy as well-will have been signaled by his own orthodox burial 
position and funeral riles. And thus he will presumably transcend the nar
rative present to another narrati\'e space and time (an O rthodox afterlife?). 

The rapid succession of scarcely subtle series of oppositions in these 
scnions-sane and mad, normal and deviant, legal and illegal, orthodox 
(Orthodox ) and unorthodox, past and present-would, then , certainly 
seem to privilege the initialtenn in each sct. There is an implicit, if u neasy, 
postulation of relation among those initial terms: past, orthodox/ Ortho
dox, legal, normal, and sane. Bill the move ( 0 link that cluster of signs as syn· 
chronousand almost inherently related is dubiously bascd on the narrator's 
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provide for you. (The threat of a reader who does nOi confine herself to 

the demarcated spaces for response is made clear in the dosing lines of the 
novel.) D.G.C. thus reitc;:rdleS for his audience something like the cond i
tions (hat impinge on his own situation . The spaces [or his responses to the 
refugee narrative in which he finds himself are equally constricted and con
stricting. In fact. he longs for silence but fears that. ifhe falls silent, he will 
become yet another symbolic martyr. ~And so, I'll continue, describing 
some human types that I know or, at least, I knew~ (47) . And he proceeds 
to oudine the correct procedure for burying the dead (especially for him
self when he dies) in section 14. 

Subsequendy (sees. 15--24), the narrative shifts to the narrator's friends 
and acquaintances--Cypriot and fore ign-and the various ways in which 
they ha\"e come to terms with, responded to, the occupation of Cyprus. This 
series of vignettes concludes in section 24 with the narralOr's decision "ot to 
tell the storyofMsome women from Kerynia who've become like blue whales, 
extinct like Our Lady of Chrysoglykiotissa . ... [To narrate their stories] 
would take a great deal and I feel il·S better that they hold a special place in 
my heart rather than a page here~ (70). 

The parallel in this passage between women of Kerynia, vi rtually exti nct 
blue whales, and the Virgin usurped.from.her·throne suggests a problematic 
e quation th;n implicitly informs much discussion of the ~Cypru$ p roblcm. H 

Baldly stated, the formulation o f implicit equivalencies runs something like 
th is: the properly Henthroned H and ~housedH Virgin is (or should be) the 
marker for (Greek) Cypriot woman who is (or should be) similarly accom· 
modated in her own housc. 

But this religious and familial order has been violated-invaded-and 
that space occupied . The Virgin who once ~sat on her throne~ has been 
~uprooted from her home, ravaged. and her house made into a mosque H 

(70). And thus, according to this formulation, both Virgin and woman
here, specifically, ~some women from KeryniaH_are, like the blue whale, 
made extinct. This postulation that the woman uprooted from her home 
is the woman extinct resonates ominously in terms of this narrative, not 
to mentio n of post-1974 Cypriot society and culture. I. H ere, in the narra
tor's rhetorical construct, the reference to the di.!Order or rupture of the 
configuration Virgin/ woman/ home results in a refusal (or inability) to nar
rate.l ~ The narrator breaks ofTh is own Story of disorder and d isplacement in 
a geslUre strangely evocative of his representation of that other orderly nar
rative---of-enthroned H Virgin and "housed~ (Greek) Cypriot woman-bro
ken off by the Turkish invasion and occupation. It is the latter that, perhaps 
perversely, generated his own narrative in the first place. And so his refusal 
10 narrate is a sort of ncgath"c testimony (by self.imposed silence) to the 
highly charged and threatening power of the formulation that constructs as 
parallel the unhoused Virgin, Cypriot women, and extinct blue whales. 
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It is a t this moment of narrative disjuncture that our narraLOr turns from 
the people around him to ~more abstract concepts and how they operate in 
o ur times." With bitter irony he d iscusses the ~Disunited Nations" and the 
betrayal of i1.5 goal and purpose (sec. 25); the operations of propaganda 
(sec 27) ; the proximity to everyone of disaster in the age of nuclear 
weapons, regardless of spatial distance, with a diagram o f a compass pro
vided for the reader's "precise orientatio n" to danger (sec. 28); the fa te of 
his home and possessions in Kerynia (sec. 29); the desire o f some refugees 
fo r "compemation M for the ir losses (sec. 30); the nonrefugee wealthy whom 
the narrator sees as largely und isturbed by the occupation (sec. 31); the 
non refugee poor who are, fo r the narrator, unquestionably "rich ~ if they sti ll 
live in their own neighborhoods, villages, or towns (sec. 32); 16 the narrator's 
violently angry refusal of an aspersion on his refugee Midentity" -the praise 
of an acquaintance that, in improving his lot as a refugee, he (the narrator) 
h as d isplayed a steadfas tness and tenacity that was his all along (sec. 33); his 
fear of man as more o\'envhelming than h is fear of God (sec. 34); a televi
sion performance ofthe balle t of Romeo and J ulie t and the unbearable fu
lUre (sec. 35);17 the (future o f the) narrator's children , the week of the coup 
that p reced ed the invasion , the narrator's outline for an unfi n ished play 
about extraterrestrial beings (sec. 36) ; the "ancestral " practice of cursing 
wh ile crossi ng a bridge, with a blank space for the reader's insertion of her 
favorite curses (sec. 37); and, finally, the necessi ty and problem of e nd ings, 
here accomplished with a dedication from the narrator's dead friend and a 
quote from Heraclitus (sec. 38). The concluding section (39) is set in dif
ferent type and entitled "Aften'o'Ord ." It recounts the re turn of the manu
script to the narrator by his d issatisfied nineteen th reader- Man old 
acquaintance of mine, a quiet, almost boring woman who loved LO read." In 
response to the narrator's query as to whether she return s h is manuscript 
because it is tOO ~fiery~ ( apsl) , she answers, 

-On the contrary, [ fou nd il lukewarm. It's ridiculous for a (grown] man to 
pretend to be a blue whale. I thoughl more highly of you than as an animal 
who submics to his fate and wancs to strike an existential pose. Now that you 
don'1 have your property and factory you try to impress and ovelWhelm your 
acquaintances with litennure. We knew that ~'ou hlld th,\t indination from the 
time )"Ou ..... ere a , mall child; it wasn 't necessary for you to remind us again , now 
that things are 50 bad here. 
-h '5 not my fault if things are bad. 
- For there to be such misfortun e, it means that every one of us is to blame 
[Q lea/Mias mas .fian). h 's not JUSt those \'o'ho commit the crime but those ..... ho 
didn't stop it [ ..... ho are responsible] . And we didn't do an)'thing significant to 
stop it. Now yOll come to us ag-din. pretending to be a family man, Ihe good 
Christian. trying to convince )'Ourself that you've made it instead of raising 
your head and fighting the e\11 in your country and the world. And on top of 
tha t. you wri te about people as blue whales. (99) 
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The nineteenth reader ofD.G.C.'s manuscript drops it in his lap and ~runs 
off, before [hel had a chance to say anything else " (100). And there, with
out Ma chance to say anything else," the no\'c! ends. In a gesture that paral
lels the complain ts of the narrator 's wife, the in lrusi\'c (female) lext of the 
narralOr's refugee cousin, and the om ino us extinction of "unhoused 
women" and the Virgin, it is agai n an un housed refugee woman who dis
rupts and here terminally silences the narralh·e.l~ 

In addition to its suggestive gesture to the implied reader in general, 
there is a peculiar resonance to this exchange between writer / narmtor and 
reader I narratee in the context oflhc rhetoric of post-invasion Cyprus. The 
response of the Cypriot right wing to the accusation that it was precisely the 
right-wing military coup that promked, or at least provided a pretext for, 
the Turkish invasion and occupation of Cyprus was the protestation. ~We 
are all to b l alTle. ~ The extent to which this claim gained circulation is at
tested to not least of all by the conclusion o fKal'iClli'lj nm'cl whe n the nine
teenth reader ofD.G.C.'s narrative echoes that statement. I'} But even if the 
obfuscation and leveling o f such a statement is bracketed, even if \\'e agree 
for the moment that the narr,ilor is no doubt liable for at least some of the 
charges made against him by his ni neteenth reader, the marshaling of 
this phrase in particular in the conclusion of this masterfully ironic and 
poignaJ1l account of Cypriot refugee life gestures back \0 that event which 
precede.~ the opening of the novel and its story of invasion, uprooting, and 
di splacement. That is the shon-lived right-wing Cypriot coup itself, an inci
dent figured in the Blue Whale in a pecu liarly revealing fashion. 

In contrast to the statement, "We are all to blame, ~ to which the novel 
gives currency in dosing, there arc two images that th e novel assiduously 
docs 110/ foreground. But,juxtaposed. they serve as si lent markers in Galatia 
!alaina. One is an almost incidental reference to the narrator's clean white 
sh in. He wears that spotless shirt during the week before the Turkish inva
sion-the week of the right-I"ing coup that overthrew the elected president 
of C)'prus. That the narrator was strikingly e xe mpt from the coup's imme
diate and organ ized attempt at the elimination of its many opponents'KI is 
attested to precisely b)' the fact that his shirt remains spotless during that 
week. And it is attested to by lhe narrator's observation thal the coup and 
its imposition of house anest (another kind or ~order") ~ga\'e [him] the 
time 1.0 put (his) books in order, ajob lhat [he' d] been putting ofT forthree 
years~ (92 ).~1 It is to this mo ment-with il dean white shirt and ordered 
bookshelves as its predominant images-as well as to its more commonly un
derstood reference that the phrase "We are all to blamc~ could be brought 
to bear. That ~c1ean white shirt" with the outline of a ~futuristi c play~ in its 
pocket slands as a crucial and contradictory signpost in and ofD.G.c'·s nar
rative. The absence of marks (deig71lala) on that shirt during the week of a 
coup, whose violent repression and imposition of house arrest results in 
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nothing else for the narralOr than an opportunity to put his books in order, 
is surely as indicati\'e as the later condition of the shirt. 

The day of the Turkish invasion the narrator pms on that same shirt 
"with trembling hands, wh ile overhead T urkish airplanes whistled as they 
dropped names lfi rebombsl.~ And then the shirt is transformed. 

That shin under .... ent all of the misfortunes of the in\'asion and the first 
week of my becoming a refugee, accumulating signs of whatever most lr.lgic 
could exist in my life: dead memberli of brave )'oung men, br.!.ndlt:s of exe
cuted savory and myrtle. blood-spatu:red earth, the sweat of stmggle. heroic 
baule, self-1iacrifice , forced nigbt. the tears of women, men and children, my 
O .... TI teal'!! .... When I went to take it off it oore a fearful resemblance to 

my soul.N I examined it from all sides and decided to "'~.tSh it only when we 
returned to Kerynia. (92) 

The narrator's shirt is inscribed by and then read by the narrator as a text 
of the Turkish invasion and his own subsequent displacement as refugee. It 
is a poignant trope, Still, his graphic shirt-text here is indicted by the earlier 
blank text o f the same shirt- -dean ~ and "white. ~ And thus the promise of 
a fmure return of the dean shirt resonates more than a li ttle ominously, 
given that earlier context in which the blan k shirHext and Cypriot society 
were presumably ~ in order. ~ For the narrator, there is no text of, no in
scription or marking from, a violent and repressi\'e intelllal (though dearly 
externally innuenced) coup. That series of events is unremarkable and un
marked. Nor is there any in tertextllal relation between the coup and the 
T urkish invasion that followed. For the narrator, his shin, h is bookshelves. 
and by extension, CypriOt society, arc only being corrected, put in order, by 
thc coup. 

It is this imposition of (textual and military) order that weighs so heavily 
on D.C.C.'s narrative in retrospect-pedlaps also on Katsellj ·s Galm.ia 
jalailllJ as well. For D.C.C.'s narrath"e, the carefully orchestrated impli· 
cation of the reader/ narralee in his equally carefully constructed narra· 
tivc chain results in the refuSi.\1 and return of his manuscript by his 
nineteenth read er. The ironic undertone of D.C.C.'s narration. of his at
tempt to order and relate the stories of bei ng a Cypriot refugee. is thor
oughly called into question by that n in eteenth read er. But the ninetee n th 
reader's challenge to D.G.C.'s irony and her call to ~direc t action~ ambigu
ously echoes the defensive rhetoric of the same people who engineered 
the coup in Cyprus and its putative order. The untantalizing opposition 
he re would appear to be between the almost smug irony of the narrator and 
the aptly critical but disturbing call to direct action of the narrator·s nine
teenth reader. 

In a simi lar fa.~h i on, the narr,Hee/ rcader of D.G.C.'s manuscript is pre
sented with a series of circumscribed (and inconsequential) choices in re
sponse to the (ironically consequential) quest ions the narrdtor asks: In the 
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fa ce of injustice, war, and d estruction , is the elTon to continue the human 
\"enture (a nthropilti perifMlLia) wonhwhile? 

If you want , ;m swcr [the question] yourself, fri end, with a single syllable in the 
box below: yes Of nu? (28) 

Or, again in ruminating on the destruction of one small COllntry. Cyprus, 
and the potential destruction of the entire p lanet: 

In the small space which I leave, write something yourself, friend , something 
about the human rdce. A rough d raft of a memorial placque or $Omcthing 
better ... . In order to help you, I am tracing a border. (5 1- 52) 

There is apparently room here for little more than monosyllabic. c ir
cumscribed ammrers. And yet, of course, in the face of circumscription and 
radically delimited pos.~ i bility, the narrator himself manages more than 
a single syllable o r an inscription within a narrowly defi ned boundary. So, 
tOO, his implied readers and narratees can exceed the boundaries traced 
for them. Within the narrative, some of them do, o f course, most notably, 
the nineteenth readcr but also the nar" nor's wife and his cousin. And yet 
the alternative readings that they enact arc little more compelling than the 
writing ofthc narrdtor or the reader respo nses his narratl\'e solicits. The al
ternative readings and writing of the narrator's cousin are sel off in italics 
and framed by the narrator 's dism issh'e commentary. The alternath'c read
ings of the narraLOr's wife arc relegated by his narration to the margins of 
h is stories; she may be an efficient caretaker of daily affairs, but she is an in
trusive aggravation to his narrdtivc. And yet one of the audiences to whom 
he addresses his narrative is precisely such women . This is most conspicu
ously the case with the nineteenth reader to whom he gives his manuscrip t, 
but his audien ce is also clearly the other -unhoused- women who "read M 

(and threaten) his refugee text. For D.G.C., their readings must necessarily 
be contained and defused- a narrative task that the narrator only te m
porarily manageS. 

D.C .G. 's narrative is a narrative of the refugee sto ry-and o f the foreign 
invasion and occupation that created that refugee Slatus for the narrator 
and thousands like him- not only through the stories o f its content but also 
in its reenacuncllt o f another sort of "invasion and occupation . - That is, o f 
the narrator's text by his (female ) narralees. If. fo r D.G.C. in Calaria !alaina, 
the image of the unhoused woman is the trope of choice fo r representing 
the invasion and occupation of Cyprus, it is equally but mo re subtly the pre
dom inalll trope for representing a gra\'e th reat 10 his own narrative. T hat is 
the threat of illlerruplion, of pOlclllial silence, of narralees who read h i~ 

story differently and who, in their turn, arc potential (or actual) narralors 
lelling Other and different stories. For much of his narrath'e, D.C,C. mas
terfully re nds off thatlhreat. The countemarrativcs (of cthnochauvinism, of 
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"sudden sentimenlality,~ of right-wing ~order~ and "correction, ~ of women 

who read and write against the grain of his narrative) that seep into his nar
ration of refugee storics strain against the carefully drawn boundaries of 
his own account. 

Ultimately, in the concluding section of his manuscript, those bound
aries are less \1olently transgressed than just worn down. "You' re crazy; 
you're absolutely mad,"2' he tells the ninetecmh reader breathlessly. And 
then, minutes later, " 'And I, what do you think I should do anyway?' I asked 
hoarsely. ~ 

It is with th is question that I would like to return for a moment to the nar
rath'e of the old Cypriot woman with which I began. Hers, too, was a narra
tive of a refugee story and its aftermath. She also paid careful attention to 
th (;: construction of her narrative authority and accordingly auempted to 
speak certain spaces for her audien cc: "Do you understand me? Will you rc. .... 
member?" As narrator (of her variolls stories) and as narratee (oflhe Turk
ish invasion and occupation , of the Cypriot governments' responses to the 
Turkish presence, etc.), she, too, attempted to answer the various questions 
posed to her by other narratives and stories in which she is figured-her 
family's, her vi llages. 

But while she shares to some extent the positions of D.C.C. as narrator 
of (and char-dcter in) his/ her own story and as narratee of other stories 
and narratives, the old woman's narrative style---or her ordering of her nar
rath'C present, he r storics, and hcr audience-is not shared with the fic
tional chicken rancher from Kel),n ia. Of course, hers was an informal, oral 
account to a transicnt stranger in her neigh borhood and the stranger's 
mother-in-law, D,C.C.'s narrative and manuscript are the pretext of a 
polished li terary text. But that substamial difference being duly noted, her 
posing of questions and her atlemplCd answers assume a different and in
structh'e stance toward complexity, contradiction, and variation than that of 
D,C.C.'s manuscript. 

It is to suggest th is play in the notion and narration of ~order~ that I jux
tapose here her narrative of the refugee story to that of D,G.C. in Katsclli's 
GalaziaJalaina (and to the literary text of GalaziaJalaina itself) . It is surely 
this aspe(:t of narrali\'c ~order- and not just shared storics and narrative pre
sent that links anthropological and literary narratives. or course, since this 
chapter is also a narrath'e construct, a linking and ordering of literM)', lin
guislic, and historical elements, more than a few of the connections be
tween the old Cypriot woman's narrative and Katsetli's novel are of my 
making. They arise from a determination to pay auenlion to the literary 
and narratological but also political questions of who tells the story, who lis
te ns, and how. And then there is the citation of a shared historical and s0-

cial context-nationalism in crisis, the cultural and historical situation of 
the period of the right-wing coup and the Turkish invasion and occupation 
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of Cyprus. Those arc rela tively conspicuous conn ections. But there is an
other more intricate set o f relations between the literary text (KatsClli 's 
novel) and the transposed oral account ( the Cypriot woman's story) and 
between the two narrath"es--of D.G.C. and the old Cypriot woman. And it 
is p recisely the o rder and style of their narratives and texts that suggest a 
narrative fmure-the desire [or, the attempt to suggest, someth ing o ther 
than the narrative present. That future for the old Cypriot woman is one 
that must necessarily be informed by slOries of a different past. In her ac
coun t, o nly in j uxtaposing such stories to the narrative present is there a 
con ceivable possibility of change, of a different future. T here is no postu
lalion of a return to the difference of stories past, unlike the reLUrn to the 
unmarked white shirt (the clcanliness and MorderM) of the past as preferred 
telos in D.C.C.'s narrative. Both narratives, both the literary text and thc 
o ld woman's oral testimonial, articulate a desire for change fro m the pre
sent ordcr of displacement and fo reign occupation.24 But the change that 
they envision is scarcely shared. And it is the differences between their pro
jected flllures that is as crucial to a reading of their narratives as the fact of 
a shared desire for change. This projectcd fU lUre, the end to which the de
sire for chan gc aspires, is articulated in thei r narra tives in the retelling of 
stories past and the account of the narrative present. But it is also struc
turally suggested in the -order- that the narrative imposes on its narrator, 
its narratees. and implied audience, its stories. For if narration is the link
ing of e\'ents and elements in a construction of meaning, that linking is 
equally a spatial and temporal ordering of those elements or even ts. The 
narrative designates and systcmath:cs. And it is not just the "whatM but also 
the "how" of those processes that are crucial for the narratives of anthro
pology and of literary slUdies. Perhaps for any narratives. Auention to how 
a narrative designates, organ izcs, and tdls its storics is less a reitera tion of 
structural narra tology o r anthropology than a suggestion that that careful 
reading/ listening might make us more efficacious audie nces and story
telle rs in turn : of sLOries that attempt LO ward off rather than invoke again 
sickness and death, d isplacement and war. Of stories that attempt o ther 
endings. And perhaps a pOl of fresh lima bean stew as well. 

NOTES 

I . The Turkish military authorities occupying the nonh ofC}'pru~ agreed. under 
pressure from the United Nations. to allow enclaved Greek CyprioL~ (but not Turk
ish Cyp rio(ll) a "leave- o f five days a month to tnl\'ellO the unoccupied south of 
Cyprus to see thei r families, cond uct whatever business affairs were necessary. and 
so forth. In fact though. as my \~sitor reiter.lled, thc monthly leave was subject LO fre
quent and unexplained cancellation. This was the first time the old woman had been 
able to cross the -green lineM_the boundary between occupied and unoccupied 
Cyprus-for five months. 
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2. I bracket for the moment the way in which (the story of how) a ~textual ' 

project-rereading literary and nonliterary texts of nationalism in crisis for main
land Greece (1922), Cyprus (1974) , and Palestinian culture and iIOciety (1982)
grew to include oral histories and testimonials. ThaI story', though, is probably no 
less appropriate to the ~anthropology and literary study" of the present collection. 
It is certainly one of the ways in which I was called to account as ~reader~ audience 
and future "narrator" of others' stories. 

3. Taking due note of the double sense of "representation" that Gayaui Spivak 
points to in her suggestive discu.s.sion of Mano; 's Tht Eigh/Nnlh Brumairl!'and the dou
ble "representation" of VntrtW, and Da,.ltllen (276-279): "Can the Subaltern 
Speak?" in Marxism and 1M Inttrprtt(,li(1/j oj Cu[tUrt, cd. Cary' NdilOn and Lawrence 
Grossberg, 271-313. 

4. The vacillation of that "order" is forcefully indicated by Rina KatselH's 
Galaziajalnina (Blue Whale) (Leukosia: Chrisopoli tissa, 1978), discussed below. 

5. Rina Katse11i. Blue 111Iait, tram. Mary· loannides (Leukosia: Chrisopolitissa, 
1983) . Although I ha\'e consuhed the [oannides translation with interest. all trans
lations are my own unless otherwise notcd. 

6. Literally, prwjugia is "the .~tatc of being a refugee" rather than the spatial des
ignation lh,1t "from exile suggest.~. Kat.'lClii. likc her narrator, is still in Cyprus but 
not in her home city of Kerynia. which is occupied by the Turkish military and to 
which she is nut allowed to return. 

7. Katselli, ProsJugas SIOII lofJO moo (Leukosia: Chrisopolitissa, 1975). 
8. Curiously, loannides's tramlation omit.~ several significant passages and 

words and eliminates the final section (39) or the novel altogether. In thai last sec· 
tion, one of the 19 readers utterly rejccts the manuscript and rettlrns it in disgust to 
the narrator/ author. Challenging him to find a more appropriate way to confront 
the uprooting of the Cypriot people. The omission of that conclusion is t!\-"en more 
baffling than the selective deletion of passages earlier in the novel, since the con
clusion so clearly gestures back to and i~ a critical comment on the overall shape of 
the nO\'el. 

9. The "D.C.C." of the im·ocation. 
10. If the nanator's response to the story of the blue whales ' demise is a rehearsal 

for the response of the narr.uee or implied reader to his narrative, the impl ica
tiuns are grim indeed and the critical necessity of other responses 10 D.C.C.'s nar· 
r.lli\·e dear. 

II. Which is fi nally specified on his refugee identity card as an acronym for 
~displaced for, more literall}', "unhoused~-XI'-spilomt7loJ Greek CypriOt." 

12. To this last '-Iue5tlon, he a~ks the reader to respond by writing "yes" or "no~ 
in a small box. The pennissible range for reader response here would seem 10 
be fie rcely restricted . 

13. Implicitly, her text is the "feminine" antithesi~ of his narrative: "her experi" 
ences of the Turkish invasion of Cypnls and displacement" (Ulpitomo/ unhousing) . 
.... hich he hastens to characteril.e as inadequate and unsatisfactory. Mter reproduc
ing its opening lines, he edit.~ her "small book" with the comment, "Like the woman 
thai she is, she babbles on about insignificant things. ~ He concludes the fragme nts 
excerpted from her texi with the $tatement, "I found this book of my cousin's luke
I'.'aflll and many other refugee acquaintances of mine agree" (39--40). 
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14. Some of the implications. literal and metaphoric. of this equation-a 
woman "unhoused" is it woman "('xtinet"-are being pursued in greater detail in it 

work now in progress. 
15. This moment has been foreshadowed in an earlier moment of narrative 

disjuncture-again, specifically, it refusal to narrate-in the conclusion to se<tion 
12. There, as mentioned earlier, the narrJ.tor grudgingly acquiesces to the insistent 
requcsl$ o f his cousin who wanL~ to insert M:r li terary narratives into his text In this, 
something of the threat o f the d isplaced/ unhoused woman and her narratives 
would seem to be explicicly figured . And then , tOO, there are the persistent cri ticisms 
of his writing by a similarly ·unhoused" woman, me narrator's "ife. Her CritidSffi of 
him is also an attempt by her to dismpt, to read diffe re ntly, his slOry. Thus the re
sponse of the narrator's nine teenth reader-another Munhoused" woman who, in 
the closing lines of the novel, diSrupts h is narrative both by reading it differenuy and 
by forcibly returning it to him-is dearly prefigured. 

16. The protestations ofand demonstrations by the nonrefugee poor that their 
needs have been and continue to be ignored in favor of \'inually exdll'l ive aid for 
the refugees Ca51$ an interesting light on [his assertion of the narrator. See, for ex
ample, Tas.'Kls Tsapparellas, "Un acceptable Uving Conditions: Hamvghi (Nicosia, 
Cyprus) 15 On. 1989: 10. 

17. A paralle l in closing to the television documen tary on the blue whale that 
pro\ided the opening trope for the n ovel. 

18. It is interesting, and puzzling, that this section is not induded in the Engl ish 
translation of the novel . 

19. See Peter Loiws. 1M. Hrorl Grown Bitter: A Chrrmid~ of CJprioi Wor &fo~ 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Univenity Press, 1981 ), especially 133, for an account of 
the crucial elision that the currency of this p hrase makes possible. 

20. This, the coup's attempt at "deanliness" and order. 
21. This analogic sense is accentuated by the fact that the word in Creek is 

diorthmo, literally, ~ I correct/ rectify/ remedy." In an arguably similar sense, the coup 
proposed to correct or remedy o r rectify the putative di50rder of Cyprus under the 
president, Archbishop Makarios. 

22. Literally, to the perceptible ( noet.!) side, to my own perception, of my soul. 
23. The idiomatic phrase is li terally, "EisaiJia tWi",o" (You should be tied up ). In 

the penultimate lines of the novel/manuscript, the idiom is interestingly echoed 
in the narr.ltor·s reference to his \'chcmcluly rejected manuscript as oo'",i--a bound 
"bundle " or "packet" of papers, Per haps his manuscript is gendered female and 
"cr.uy"- "fit to be tied" in the English idiom- like the nineteenth reader and the 
other women of his tex t? 

24. It is this shared concern with change that Didier Costt', in his Narrative 
as Communicali01I (MinneapoliS: University of Minnesota Press, 1989), notes as the 
(ommon, or at least (ontiguous. terrain of narr.nology and anthropology. For both 
take up Mthe production . transmis.~ion , and ex(hange of information on ( hange and 
simulacra of change" (5), 
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Narrative Ethnography, Elite Culture , 
and the Language of the Market 

Dan Rose 

INTRODUCTION 

The ethnographer who employs narrative sUatcgics in writing the text has 
available a number of resources for configuring the results of inquiry. Here 
the chronolope of the road e ncloses a story line with digressions and ex
cerpts from an interview with the former chief execUlive officer (CEO) of 
Deere and Company, the world's largest manufacturer of farm machinery. 
By using a language game derived from Bronislaw Malinowski, the etTort is 
made to focus on language usc in market culture from the perspective of 
c li les. A closing critique of the interview helps us understand the way the 
leaders of America's most substan tial corporations locate them~l\'es in an 
unself<onsciou5, individualistic commun ity of companies that make up a 
significant part of the contemporary world markeL A central a im of this 
chapter is to theorize narrative-whether or not of market culture-and to 
invite the reader to theorize it as well. T he theorizing draws from devices de-
veloped by twentieth<en lury authors of the muhigenre no\Ocl. 

THE EVENING OF 6 SEPTEMBER 1988 

At dusk William A. H ewitt turned h is Rol ls Royce left on to H ighway 100. Be
hind him, the gravel driveway d isappeared in the trees up to Rondelay, h is 
home now h idden on the h illtop. Rondelay was a large house that faced 
somh abO\·e the Brandywine River valley in southern Chester County. Penn
sylvania. That evening H ewitt had glanced over the topS of the green hills 
toward Delaware; the misllhal had h ung in the air during the summer days 

/05 
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and offered iL~ r ich humidity to the gl-ccnnc!l~ of the mundcd hillsides was 
now giving way to the drye r days and coole r nights of carly fall . 

Th e car was a two-tone, metal-necked brown , and as it moved quietly 
dOI\'1l the road the tall London plane trees sped across the fenders and 
doors in deformed reflections. Hewitt had mcant the color of the paim to 
resemble the rusted Cor-Ten steel that had been used to frame lhe head
quarte rs of Deere and Company in Moline, Ill inois, which [ero Saarinen 
had designed in the late 19505 in dose consultation with Hewitt. the n ch air
man o f the board. 

Dccrt: and Camp.my is proud of it.'; mid-,,'cs\crn farm-be lt location and of iL~ 
stro ng. handw mc farm machinep,.. The proper character for its headquarters ' 
architecture would fefl ect the big, fOfCeful , fun ctional ChanlCter of its prod
UCts. lIS archi tecture should not be a slick, precise , glittering glass and spindly 
metal building, but a building which is bold and dircct. using mctal in a strong 
basic way.l 

As H ewitt turned and drove sou th , three other men were each driving ta
ward Chadds Ford in their own, less imposing automobiles to meet with 
him: T o ny Parrotlo. a businessman who had his own advertising and pub
lishing business; Lan)' Taylor, a physicist who ser.'ed the executive office a t 
Sun Company as all internal consultanl; and Dan Rose, an e thnographer 
who set up the meeting wi th H ewin and taught at the Universi ty o f Penn
sylvan ia. During the previous six months. Parrono. Rose, and Taylor had 
been m eeting forUlighdy to discuss matters of mutual interest, mosdy in the 
realm of ideas of momen l 10 each of Ihem . at times making formal presen
tations to one another. The}' convened the gatherings over dinner, at Par
rotto' s country dub, or in one restaurant or another on Philadelphia's Main 
Line. There was an air of exploration in their conversations. the not-quite
art iculated interest in putling together something like a th ink tank that 
would, one more time, link some particular portion of the world of busi ness 
with unh'ersity-generated ideas. Prior to moving to Sun Company, Taylor 
had worked for a number of years administering the Universit}' of Pennsyl
vania physics departmen t and had contacts in both industry and academia. 

The canoes glide slowly and noisele$Sly, punted by men espcciall r good at this 
tasl; and always used for it. Other experts who I;now the boltom of the lagoon, 
with il'! plant and animal Efe, are on the lool;-om for fi sh. One of them sights 
the fju arry. Customal1' signs. o r sounds or words are uttered. Sometimes a sen
tence full o f techniC<l1 references LO the channels or patches on the lagoon has 
LO be spol;en ; .\Ometimes when the sho<ll is ncar and the lasl; of trdpping is 
simple. a conve ntional ell' is uttered not LOO loudly. Then. the whole fleet 
SLOpS and nlnges il"<!lf--en: ry canoe and every man in it performing his ap
pOirllcd tasl;-aecording (0 a custolllar)' routine. But, of course, the men , as 
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they an, uner now and then a sound expressing keenness in the pursuit or im
patience at some technical difficulty,joy of achievement or disappointment at 
failure_ Again, a word of command is passed here and there, a technical ex
pression or explanation which serves to hamlOnize their behavior toward~ 
other men. The whole group act in a concerted manner, dete rmined by old 
tribal tradition and perfectly familiar to the actors through lifelong experi
ence. Some men in the canoe~ cast the wide enCircling nets into the water, oth
ers plunge, and wading through the shallow lagoon. drive lhe fi sh into the 
neLS. Others again sund by with the small neLS. ready to catch the fi sh. An an
imated scene, full of mOI·ement follows, and now that the fi sh are in their 
power the fishennen speak loudly. and give vent to their feelings. Short. 
telling exclamations fly about. which might be rendered by such .... ·ords a~, 

"Pull in," "Let go," "Shift further," "Uft the net"; or again. technical expres.
sions completely untranslauble except by minute description of the instrll
menL~ used, and the mode of action. (Malinowski 1923: 31 1) 

My agenda in those routine mee tings wi th Parrotto and Taylor had heen di
rected toward increasing my ability to conduct ethnography as close to the 
top of American market culture as possible. Ethnographers have for the 
most part routinely neglected the study of the highest reaches of American 
and world societies, in part because it is less demanding to study the pow
erless. One of the ways o f pract icing eth nographic inquiry is to v.'llnt some
th ing, to desire, to long afte r someone or a state of affairs, and from such 
destabilizing interests one is propelled toward those who can best offer what 
it is o ne longs fo r. My curiosity, a mimesis, undoubtedly, ofthe insatiable de
sires ofa consumer society, is about that which is less avai lable to our know
ing and at the same t ime highly ideo logized, the locus ofmoncy and power, 
where momentous, obscured decisions are made in ollr capitalist culture o f 
consumption. In making contact, the world opens sligh tly around the space 
desire has formed . 

[ hal·e sometime~ thought of constructing a $}-"5tem of human knowledge 
which would be ba .... ed on eroticism. a theory of conuct ..... herein the mysteri
ow; ,-alue of each being is to offer to u S j USlthal point of perspe<:tive which an
other world affords. In such a philosophy pleasure ..... ould be a more complete 
but also more specialized fonn ofapproach to the Other. one more technique 
for getting to know what is not OUT$Clves. (YOUTcenar 1954: 14) 

Through the fissure of the socia l fabric del icately or not so delicately 
paned by meeting, purchasing something, importuning someone. offcring 
someone something, the eth nographer catches a fi rst g limpse into the work
ings o f a world form ed y opaque. My undisgu ised and, since 1975. growing 
interest in American market culture has been shaped by the eros of wanting 
to study closely while at the same time protecth'ely resisting those with in
herited wealth or those who married them and those who made money in 
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the country's largest corporations. The scholarly aim is \0 contribute to a 
growing interest in the culture of market economics (see, e.g., Appadurai 
1990: 1-32; Fox and Lears 1983; Frykman and Lofgren 1987; MacCannell 
1989; Macfarlane 1987; McCracken 1988), 

The men fish in the calmer waters of the lagoon. A Sil.yS, ~Pull in," and he 
and anOlhcr try to haul the ne t in. Something stops their effort, perhaps the 
catch is too heavy. B then adds, "lei go," andjusl as th ey let it go a bit, C 
speaks OUI. ~Shifl further," and D seeing they ha\-c found an advantage, ex
claims. ~Lift the net l" 

Although we could imagine that this was an entire language game, itdoes 
not help us to understand much what Hes beyond the immedia te con text of 
the situation , just the situation in wh ich thc immediate words occur hcre 
fish ing in the lagoon . Thc context of the exclamations and directives each 
fishe rman exchanges with the other mUSt be expanded , something like: 
Fishing so the famil}' members will ha\·c someth ing for dinner and some 
extra to dry in the sun for when the fis h are not running. 

I just said, ~ It docs not help us, ~ and by that I meant that in returning to 
Malinowski 's essay on the meanings o f a primitive language in which he 
shows us that it must be understood in its wider social eontext..~ of utterances 
fo r purposes of translating words and sentences into English . the situation 
itself is not suffi cient to und erstand the uses to which we put language . 

These refl cctions on Malinowski's paragraph diverge from his intention 
an d arc e mployed to dramatize another o~jective, which is definitely not to 
make translations based o n the discovery of native meani ngs in the use of 
phrases. The idca is to go back to the kernel notion within Malinowski 's tQn

I( x/ ojsi/UGlirm, which he revealed in the paragraph quoted above, and to let 
the phrases which I have placed into the mouths of A, B, C, and D in the co
ordination of thci r fis hing efforts , direct o ur thought toward soh1ng a cer
tain puzzle or confronting a particu lar challcngc; that challcn gc, in a small 
way addressed here, is to characterize and understand the use of language 
in thc co ntemporary culture of the market. T he inquity begi ns with the as
sumption that thc world market now pulls human language into itself so 
that ne\.\"ness wi ll be e ndlessly created by means of effective discourses, of
ten using images to produce products, advertising, and services. The utter
ances tha t feed into the exchange possibilities ofthe marke t are a pragmatic 
rh e toric in wh ich statemcnts are relentlessly made, day in, day out, of steps 
to go through again and again, the speech of algorithms and heuristics, that 
is, imaginati \"e, practical talk about assembling some sort of mundane p ro
ject no maller how minute or exte nsive; and the analysis of lhe way to put 
things togelher. such as planning a Dee re and Company combine factory 
fo r China, is also mcant to persuade those persons wo rking on complex 
tasks toward aidi ng in forming some !IOn o f marke table assemblage. A key 
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assumption here is that the market pulls our speech from us; it demands a 
pragmatic shaping of mutual current and subsequent activities, It can be ar
gued that we now aCI unconsciously in relation to this vast market in the 
(concealed) il1lerests of a larger humanity that benefits hOI,-e\"er directly or 
indirectly from our discursive labors (and from whose linguistic exertions 
we also gain ), whether we identify with those distan t others or not. 

The Dela .... '3re Valley, Philadelphia with its old mone}' (much written about) 
and Wilmington, Dela\\'3re, with the rich and populous d u Pont family (also 
much written about), stimulated the inquiry in the first place and offered it
self as a site of possibility. The way I would formulate it now would be to say 
thai I have tried to find the high altitude in American life from which the 
world is viewed as if from the top down and outward to a world o f peers, as 
if dwelling on a promontory from which are visible others on their promon
tories and then figuring OUI what the bonds are between those available to 
o ne another. With h ighly stratified class relations that arc pai nfully evident 
in America and increasing in extellt worldwide with the formation of new 
elites controlling fabulous weahh,2 it is not difficult to think of society in spa
tial imagery, such as viewing downwal-d. The objecth'e I have evoked is to 

study down (and up there, to study sideways), to invert Laura Nader's 
phrase, ~studyi ng up." Except fo r a handful of books and articles on dynas
tic families o r their fiduciaries by anthropologists, or on upper-class leisure 
and aesthetic pursuits (t.'iarcus 1983, 1990; McDonough 1986; Miller 1987) 
and that perennial interest by sociologists in the interlocking directorates 
thought to directly inn uenee Amer ican business life,S there has been little 
enough face-to·face investigation in the higher latitudes beyond the formal 
interview. 

As a result of its central role in the formation of the Atlantic market econ
omy in the scventeenth century and the American industrial revolution in 
the nineteemh, the Delaware Valley is a vast laboratory for any ethnogra
phy--or any archaeology--of the culture of the market. It has a history of 
white settlement dating to the colonial period (Warner 1987) and like the 
mid-Atlantic region in general, quickly became ethnically and racially het
erogeneous (Golab 1977), hetcrophanollS, and high ly .~ tratified; it has an 
extensive working class and a rather large, insular upper class of old and new 
money (Baltzell 1979). The economy of the region replicates that of the 
country in a shift from manufacturing toward services; and in terms of set· 
tlement patterns, the middle classes of the area have suburbanized like 
those of other U .S. cities in ways that only \"dry locally. It would seem that all 
of the readily visible, hidde n, or partially or full y obscured wOI'kings of 
modernity are more than amply represented in this location (Dorst 1989), 
a site in which the transactions of the world market arc locally fascinating as 
examples of global processes. 
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The fishcnnen have lifted the nets heavy with fish into the canoe and have 
decided (0 paddle back to shore. As they arrive a number of children help 
them carry the catch to the huts. where some of them are given to their wives 
and mothers. Others are placed in overnight storage. The next morning 
they hang remaining fish on racks lO dry in the sun . Half of these will be 
kept for later use in thewomcn's cooking; the other halfwill be taken to the 
village quay where they will be sold. We could now trace where the sold fish 
will be taken, how tbey will be processed, packaged, distributed, marketed, 
and purchased, say, in Singapore. All along this valuc-addt.-d process, this ex
tended journey of the fish after they left the water, we could record the 
speech of the men and women who ha\'c something to do with them, in
cluding the meal in the Singapore apartment during which they are quickly 
consumed. There we would abandon speech-connected-to-fish. The route 
of the fish through the production process nttessilatcs speech to coordi
nate their flow to market, purchase, and consumption . This is the <:on lext 
of situation that I wish to point toward, the worldly and endlessly pragmatic 
discourses of the market. 

If humans evolve verbal praxis that intimately binds their routine activi
ties to a world market, how ought we to inquire into their operations? Our 
intellectual questions require an approach. We now have more than a cen
tury 's worth of ideas for addressing the understanding of language. Do we 
want to understand language? Not per se; not since Malinowski was joined 
to slrUcturallinguistics by sociolinguists. Language, in the example of the 
fi shermen, pushes us beyond itself [words ---) fi sh] and we are taken farther 
than the words as uuered ; it is toward this bcyond-itselfthat we initiate our 
inquiry into the discourse of the market. 

My interest enclosed within this ethnographer-framed story line lies in a 
kind of o pportunistic ethnographic inquiry into the upper reaches with the 
aim of writing ethnographic narrative accounts.~ By beginning with William 
H ewitt leaving his driveway in his car to drive dO .... 'Il the road for a meeting, 
an interview, really, with three o ther men , I wanted to evoke in the reader 
a sense of place, time, and character, each of which is associated with the 
stOll" The interruption in the narrative, the quo te from Malinowski, rever
ies on that language game, and acquainting you briefly with the three men 
mo\'ed toward a nonnarrative descriplion of ethnographer's intention <:ou
pled to a brief statement about the site o f inquiry. The textual form of the 
aC<:Olmt, thus far, is narrative ---) digression, whe re the digression sen~ng as 
revery or explanatory interlude provides an intellectual framework, back
ground, and context and motivates the story on twO le\'c\s, issues of narra
tive and enduring interests in the discourses of modernity-here applied to 

the marketpla<:e. In a mo ment I will end the digressions and return to the 
Story line. 
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T he O\'erall feature of the narrative strategy I am using is narrativc + 
digression + narrative + d igression; this allows for star,' and analysis, text 
and context, cvocation and interpretation, to inhabit thc samc textual 
space. As a literary practice, it has been celllralto the dcvelopmen t of the 
twcnticth-century novel and short stary and can be used effectively in the 
further expansion of techniques available for authors of narrative ethno
graphies. The narrative-digressive mode enables the author to insert a vari
ety of genres into thc flow of narration, thus enriching, explain ing, 
commenting on, subverting, or creating a parallcl discourse to the story line 
(Kundera \988). One of the points oflhis chapter is to illus trate that wri t
ing tactic; another is to refl ect 011 all absence at the zenith of the American 
culture of capitalism which we can witness based on discursive analysis. He
witl 's conversation with the three men-in part chronicled below-takes 
the form of a complex narrative made up of brief stories that illustrate 
poin ts he wishes to make. From the accounts, thc cthnographer may map 
the topoi o f thc market and address what appears to be missing through 
negatkc analysis. That absence can be described as a characteristic omis
sion, a d iscovery through compal-ison of what American business culture 
lacks. Obviously, I am now getting too fa r ahead of the story. 

Hewitt had j ust finished dinner in the dining room and watched fo r a mo
ment the sun setting over the piedmont hills across the Brandywine River, 
well above the SLOne house and outbuildings that belonged to the painter 
AndrewWyeth . T he Jamaican cook had broiled his steak the way he liked it , 
and a J amaican servant served him alo ne at the table. Hewitt's wife, Tish , 
had brought the selVanl~ back to Chadds Ford, Pen nsylvania, from Kingston 
when he retumed as the American ambassador, and up Highway 100 to the 
right, she had bought a house for one of the fam ilies that they immediately 
set to painting a bluish purple u"irnilled in red. 

Mler he reti red as chairman of Deere and Company, Hewitt served in J a
maica under Secretary of State George Schulu early in the Reagan presi
dency, and he and Tish, at her insistence, had then moved from Moline to 

Chadds Ford. He would rather have returned to the Napa Valley in Califor
nia where he grew up and had inherited a vineyard. 

With dinner this e\'cn ing h e sampled a g la.'ls o f the Camily Cabernet Crom 
that very vineyard , and, o n a small Californ ia knolllherc among the tre ll ises 
surrounded by Ihe carefully cropped vines, the architect Kevin Roche had 
designed fo r him a large U-shapcd house. O ne of the ideas was to extend 
the living space with capacious awnings for even ing e n tertainment. The ar
chitect 's model for it was in Ihe living room. 

His closest friends li \"t~d on the West Coast. and the idea o f building a 
house there stated in material terms that it "'~J.s Ihen he wanted to be, but 
Tish was interested in her horses and the friends she rode and partied with , 
o n the opposite edge of the continent. 
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PRAGMATIC DISCOURSE. It leads to changes in the matcrial-sociallife of 
one or morc of the conversationalists and o thers who are not present. 

A man and a woman shop at Bloomingdale's. The woman holds up a 
sweater and asks her husband, "What do you think of this one?" 

"I rather like it," he replies. MWhy don't you try it on?" 
She tries it on. He admires it again. 
She takes the sweater to a clerk who asks, "Cash o r charge?" 
The woman hand s the clerk an American Express charge card, and after 

the transaction the couple leaves. That evening they entertain another cou
ple over a light dinner on the deck overlooking the ocean. The woman 
wears h er new sweater, and her husband and the other couple comment o n 
it appreciatively. 

This vignette sketches the Co nn of pragmatic discourse I want to identify 
as a nucleus of capitalisl-effective conversation, Two people talk at a trans
actio n site where there is material for sale-lhe tjJt ct of which as a result, one 
makes a purchase. They buy a physical item, then take it home and wear it 
to the accompanimen t of further talk, 

Pragmatic discourse effects a d ifferen t state of affairs through subsequent 
speech and action: it can create the new, 

What is interesting about this li ttle story is that the pragmatic discourse 
is not restricted either LO the etJ87It of a conversational encoun ter (even t as 
speech act or com crsational turn taking) or to the uuerance or exchange 
of utterances at a gh'en conversational moment but is played out over sev- , 
eral even ts-a discussion about a purchase, the purchase, and the later 
wearing with further comment, embellish ment, whatever, The men con
verging in the autos o n Chadds Ford were intent on a form of pragmatic dis
course, Hewitt's reminiscences of his corporate governance were thought 
by the three others to be valuable fo r their own pragmatic th in king. 

Frolic Weymouth had talked Tish into buying and remodeling Ro ndelay, 
and in a sense it was more her house than her husband's,just as Roche's 
designs for the house in the vineyard were mo re his than hers. Frolic, who 
was full of pranks and laughter, was one of the people Tish enjoyed most, a 
ch arismatic member of the du Pont family from Wilmington , a sportsman, 
and the founder and ch airman of the board o f the Bran dywine River 
Museum and Conservancy. 

TH URSDAY, NOVEMBER 25, 1976-
NEW YORK-CHADDS FORD, PENNS\'LVA,~ IA 

Andrew Wreth, jamie's father, was there. Frolic Weymouth was there, a 
neighbor-who's Andrew Wyeth's niece had just IcC! him for an antique 
dealer or $l)mething after lot.~ of married yean;--he '.~ a du Pont-and he was 
depressed, $I) he was o\'er for dinner. And Andrew's two sisters, one nutty who 
looh like she drinh and paint.~. _. 
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FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 26. 1976--CHADDS FORD 
Went wi th Jamie to the Brandy",ine Museum and we were photographed 

and had a press conference. Went back to Jamie and Phyllis's and there 
were cocktails .... 
SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 27, 1976--CHADDS FORD 

Went in the carriage again. This time Frolic had his carnage out. 100. He 
was drinking all day. He lOOk his drinks onw the wagon .... ·itil him and he was 
riding around drinking. Jamie lOok me to his aunt's house to sei: a 5' doll 
house. It W,UI like an old-fashioned Christma.\. 
(Warhol 1989: 1-2) 

Frolic had intended that the museum house mainly the art o f AndrewWycth 
and include members of the Wyeth family and, more broadly, the Brandy
wine school of illustrdtors and landscape painte rs. Frolic himself was a 
skilled realist painter and had done commissioned portraits of notable 
people in Europe and America as well as landscapes along the Brandywinc 
(Rose 1989). 

T ish , Frolic, and others from northern Delaware and southem Chester 
Coun ty raced in their horse-drawn coaches along the river and paraded, for
mally dressed, laughing and drinking, behind their high-strung horses at 
racing events, large panics, and fund raisers. Tish served as one of the di
rectors on Frolic's Muscum and Conservancy board and was caugh t up in 
the life o f he r rich neighbors who pursued polo and thoroughbred racing. 
She rode to ho unds at timcs, not regularly, with Mr. Stewan's Chcshire Fox
hounds (Rose 1990b), but Hewiu would have none of it, was unin te rested in 
the horsey set, and was critical in conversation of Frolic's playful lifestyle and 
the way he managed his duties as board chairman of his nonprofit company. 
Hewiu was far more fasci natcd by Da\ojd Rockefellcr, with whom he was 
friends. After weekends spent together, Hewitt would dcvelop the pictures 
he had taken and send duplicates of them to the Rockefellers as mementos. 
Frolic, for his part, tended to deride Hewiu fo r what Frolic thought was his 
exaggerated intercst in the Rockefellers. He said that the p icture taking was 
sycophantic. 

When Hewin was lhe CEO at Decre, thc Hewilts had installed a tatami 
room on the top floor of the ir Mo line home, a displaced borrowing from 
the Japanesc. Along the walls in floor-to-ceili ng closets, Hewitt had kept in 
hundreds of trays we ll-Qrganizcd 35 mm slides of his and Tish 's growing 
family-two daughters and a son-and their world travels. 

In the inte rests ofa common human ity, it would be worthwh ile to imagine 
humanist-scientific comparative studies o f the largest world corporations as 
pragmatic persuasive discursive structures. h would be valuable to treat 
the m as a SCt, companies in their complex dealings with one another and 
""ith governments and countries, and to think of them as being inhabited 
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by citizens. to consider them as being cultural institutions; and it would be 
instructive to mon itor their rapid contemporary formations and the moral 
worlds that they provide for themselves and the people who work for them 
and the kind of possibilities they afford the human communities thai de
pend on them. In part, the agenda for such a comparative inquiry would be 
the aim 10 furthe r humanize these great structures lhal are now indispens
able to the well-being of humanity and the vcry health of its citizens and the 
planet il'lelf. 

The interest here would in pan be shifted from nations, societies, and 
cultures to great world corporations as a community of companies, but a ll 
those other notiolls--of polity, economy, environment, culture, social jus
tice, stratification, gender, language and rhetoric, human righlS, de mo
cratic principles-would be brought to bear for understanding the 
formation of the ultra-large capitalist community of companies, as a 
(~pcech ) communi/)' whatever its complex character turns out to mean. \Ve 
would examine, too, their inscriptions on the landscape, the ongoing reo
configuration of the eanh and the physical transformations they induce on 
the planet. 

Two miles down the road at thejullction of Highway 100 and U.s. Route I , 
Hewitt turned the car to the right and without glancing to his left, passed 
the buildings of the Brandywine River Museum and Conservancy. He sat be
hind the wheel with an easy mi li tary e rectness, his posture seeming to reflect 
hi~ se~ice in the navy during the Second World War. There always seemed 
to be an air of pleasantness about him when he was not talking, a hint of a 
smile on his lips. "When he sat in a chair, whether receiving strangers or vis
iting intently, he never crossed one leg over the ol her or squeezed himself 
together in a defensive or ne~'ous posture; d riving, talking. making a tough 
point with his directors on the Deere board, he exuded relaxation in a way 
no one clse in the room could quite dupl icate. Time seemed to slow down 
and swirl around him as ifhis air of plea san I abstraction took the anxiety, if 
not the immediacy, OUI of the most difficult problems. 

Just beyond the museum parki ng lot next to the heavi ly traveled Route I, 
Hewitt had bought a large old house with Tish; it was their office building, 
made over, remodeled, the interior decorated in Victorian Americana pat
terns by Tish herself. T hey rented out the second sto ry as office space and 
on the first lloor Tish's blond, placid Jamaican secre tary ~"lt all day long, 
every weekday, surrounded by high-technology machines, com puters, 
phones, a fax machine, and phOlocopiers. 

In the next room, Hewitt had instal1ed a large desk wilh books he meant 
to read piled in the corners. "Whe never he sat there, he faced a wall of se
lected pictures of his tenure as ambassador and his se~'icc in Washington 
on various hoards and roundtables made up of America·s most nOlable busi-
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ness leaders. Since Truman 's presidency he had been photographed wilh 
each of the succeeding heads o f state. That .... 'as all there as visual souvenir, 
constan t reminder to himsclf, and a source of conversational openings 
with visitors. 

In a space rescl'\'ed for him he parked the Ro lls Royce and entered the 
office building to inspect the receiving room. He arranged the chairs 
slightly. The tllree expected guests arrived almost exactly at the same mo
ment, at 7:30 I' .M. They introduced themselves: Anthony Parrotto (TP), Dan 
Rose (DR) , Lauren Taylor (LT) , Bill Hewitt (BH ). Hewitt adjusted the air
conditioner, and they sat comfortably in the overstuffed furniture. Rose 
IUrned o n the cassette tape recorder. 

BH: 1 went 10 work for Deere and Company in 1948, and I became CEO 
in 1955 and remained CEO until 1982.John Deere started the company in 
1847, and the son Charles Deere expanded it, and his son-in-law William 
Butterworth expanded it some more. Butterworth had no children , so 
Charles Deere's grandson, Charles Wiman , headed the company. 

I was the fifth head of the company in 145 ),earswhen I left. The company 
always had successful heads o f the company who made it grow.5 The com
pany was doing about a 130 odd million do llars a year in sales when I be
came CEO in 1955, and I expanded it to almost fh'e and a half billion: then 
I said good-bye. I wrote the retirement rules myself. 

(The other three men laughed.] 
BH: That'sjust establishing credentials. Let me ask you, Dan. what are we 

talking about tonight? 
DR: Our agenda for the evcning is 10 talk about the role of the CEO and 

the board inside the company and the relations of the CEO to the wider en
vironment that thc CEO operates in. So I think it is both within the com
pany and outside the company that is our interest. We have questions that 
we can fire at you . 

BH: Questions are fine , beC,lUSC the only justification for this evening is 
to talk about things you want to talk about ifthey are in my orbit. I'd be de
lighted to talk about them. How do you want to stan it? 

DR: I wouldn ' t mind kicking it off. 
BH: Sure. 
DR: My interest is in the war the world capitalist system is organized. Now 

that is just for starte rs. According to theoreticians today, there is a lot of talk 
about the socialist system as having to operate 011 world markelS, therefo re 
operating in a capita list manner. We all know that Russia docs nOt have a 
stock exchange and so on, so they are not liD)' capitalist. Ne\'ertheless they 
ha\'e to work o n a pricing mcchanism the same way we do. 

BH: Let's look at it lhis way: o ur system is nOI to tally unregulated. Private 
enterprisc is not ro tally um"cgulated. The socialist syste m acting [in} capi
talist ways means that they' re considerably more regulated than we are. They 
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aTC finally seeing the light: that the ultimate in oo<:ialisl government-the 
dictatorship of the prolctariat-ne,"er really existed, and it never will. In the 
Soviet case, the idea of the five-year plan never really worked, as population 
grew il just became absurd. Let me illustrate iI, call it a joke if you will. 

When the secretaI]' of agriculture of the United States was tryi ng to ex
plain the Ame rican free ente rprise approach from the farmers' point of 
view in relation to the Russian farmt:r working on a farm commune, the 
Am erican secretary of agriculture said , let's lake it pig farm er-th is is so old 
I think you probably have heard it-he said, pigs are subject to certain d is
eases; they arc curable . An American pig farme r, his pigs get sick in the mid
dle of the night, h e's going to get up and inoculate [them ] or do whatever 
is necessary to help gei them beller. In a Communist .~tale who the hell wan ts 
to stay up all n ight with the state-owned pigs? 

[A little laughter.l 
BH: The poim obviously is the American farme r is in a sense staying up 

with his pigs and in another, staying up with his pocketbook. That"s an in
centive, and you hear it ovcr and o\'c r again-market forces, wh ich arc n 't al
ways pleasam and happy. Basically, they keep th ings in balance beller than 
a relatively few people in a country of 275 million , trying to crank au{ one 
fi\·e-year plan after another to keep th ings in balance. It just absolutely 
doc~n'l work. 

DR: My furth er imerest lies in-If you would take an American CEO, 
AT&T, Deere, General Motors, there are obviously a number of associations 
that YOli belong to by which rOll get acquainted with other people in your 
sector, in your industry, across a variety o f industries, you meet ban king 
CEOs, do business wi th them, you meet competitors, probably under a va
riety of circumstances, like on boards somewhere else, you sit on other sec
tor boards as rOll did AT&T. What I am wondering about is, What arc those 
associations that a CEO is a member of that creates a comrnunity--or if it 
does or if It doesn't--ofpcoplc who are in touch with one another, who un
derstand one another 's interests, who talk the samc kind of langllage, that 
kind of thing? Now is that a function of the Business Roundtable? Is it a fu nc
tion of associations yOll belong 1.0, such as the association that presid emial 
candidate Blish addressed a few months back of p residents and CEOs of 
large m idwestern companies? This is one of the questions I had, What is 
your o perating environment outside the com pany? 

BH: I thin k we 're leading up to a minor question , I don't think that's ma
jor. I thin k its helpful bUI not materia\. really, [Q build a foundation on. Also 
I believe that there is no simple form ula; I could tell )'ou someth ing, and it 
would be good for certain segmen ts of the business community, bUI not for 
all of them , I think that human s tend a lot [Q O\"ersilllplify. , . 

LT: YOli . rOil were on the board of AT &T? 
BH: For twemy years. 
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LT: Was that a sign ificant experience for you? 
BH: I think so, yes .... James O'Toole wrote a rook. called VUllguurdMun

age-mmt, and he made a study. The way it turned Out for him was he sclected 
ten companies and wrote about those ten com panies. Deere and Company 
was one of thcm. lA:vi-Strauss was one of them. Thc chairman of Levi -Strauss 
and I were roommates in college; his name was Walter Haas. He's a de
scendant o f Levi-Strauss. O'Toole uses the term-instead of shareholders 
being the important people-he uses the word, stakeholde rs. Slakthoiders 
means scveral categories of people: you 're a stakeholder o f a corporation if 
you're an employee; you' re a stake holder ifyo u're a shareholder; you 're a 
stakeholder if you're a customer; you're a stakeholder if you're a supplier; 
you' re a stakeholder if you're a member ofa community in which the op
eration employs a lot o f people. His point was that to be an overall good 
CEO and manager you had to give considerable consideration to share
holders, e mployees, customers, suppliers, and people in the communities 
where you work. 

And why not? 
In spinning t.hesc threads, you have to jump back and forth a little bit. 

You've heard for a long, long time that earning a profit is the most impor
tant thing because if you don ' t earn a profit you' re either very sick or 
you' re dead, And none of us eEOs are going to say that earning a profit is 
not important. 

Earning a profit on an ongoing basis is esscllial. [Here he deliberately 
drew out and emphasized each word.] II is nol flu whole game. 

It 's not the whole game j ust to earn a profit. Because how long are you 
going to be able to continue earning a profi t if you don't pay attention to 
other things which you're supposed to be paying attention to? 

What is important? I may repeat it ten more times: Earning a profit is ab
solutely essential to the health of the company that wants to say in business. 
I am not going to argue against (hat set of facts for a secon d. It 's not the 
whole game. You havc to pay attelHion to your employees, to )'our cus
tomers, to your suppliers, to the comm un ities that you work in , to the whole 
worldwid e scene. 

L T: Also 10 competitors? 
BH: The answer is res and no. The yes pan of it is, o f course, rou have to 

pay attc n tion to what your competit.ors arc doing, and urn, I' ll havc to tel l 
)'ou some thing that maybe is a li ttle unonhodox but I just simpl)', person
ally am not the kind of a glly that feels that you have to trample your com
petitor and grind your heel in his neck to try to win the gamc. I think the 
world is big cnough for both [ I) of us. If yo u do n't havc any competitors 
you \ ·e gOt a monopoly and then you've got othcr problems. I never have felt 
it was a win ner-take-all game. That's not my personal attitude. 
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I've always e njoyed being a friendly adversary of competitors. Advcrs.u),? 
Yes, of course, you 're an adversary. That d oesn ' t mean you ha\'c to hate 'em. 
So that's my answer on competitors. 

AI this poim in our interview, I began to write down on the page o pposite 
the n otes I had been making my reactio n to the lack he was taking in rela
tion to th e agenda I had suggested: ~I th ink his response reflects a pro
foundl y American , limited cultural allimde, something 10 the effect that 
the CEO is the highest authority in a company and the rest of the culture, 
go\'crnmcnt, competition , e tc., is a consrrai ning or facilitating environ
ment. I' m concerned with something more interesting: Germany, France, 
Sweden.Japan , Taiwan , China, U .S., each has diffe rem sorts of relationsh ips 
between corporate leaders, across seClOrli of the economy, across finan
cial, manufacturing, service, and governmental units. My larger interes t is 
the relationships between corporate leade rs and their companies in world 
competition . Example: Roger Sm ith, CEO of General MOlOrli, buying a 
computer company [Ross Perot 's Electro nic Data Systems, Inc.] to inter
nalize expertise to GM. Why couldn ' t the auto industry have equal access 10 
state-of-the-art computer technology expenise fo r autos to make them more 
compe titive with Europeans,Japanese, and Korean5? M (Lash and Urry 1987) 
The very complex an5wer to this question cuts to the hean of the American 
ideology of business. to the heartfelt assumptions that operate in the por
tion of everyday life that takes place after working hourli, and to the utter
ances that charaClCl"ize the pragmatic possibi lities in the minds of corporate 
and national leadership. 

BI-!: I was CEO for twenty-seven years, and I hUfW that I had to guide the 
company from having a family member be the head of it 10 a transition pe
riod o f having a professional manager and nonfamily member be head of 
the com pany. 

BI-! : At the end of World War II, Deere and Company was vir tually only a 
producer---designer, manufacturer, and distributor--of farm machinery 
for the domestic U.S. market with a slllall export business; no ove rseas man
ufacturing. Intemational Han'ester had been manufactu ring overseas for 
years, Massey Ferguson , for years, and they were big in it. Henry Ford had 
started building Fordson tractorli in Ireland in 19 18, 

One of the firlit big decisions I had to make as a new CEO was this: Let 's 
make a cons.cious decision o f what we are now-that we are domestic pro
ducers and distributors of farm machinery, pe riod. Is that what we want to 
be? Let 's answer that question either yes or no . 

In 1948, the year my wife and I were married, we took a vacation trip 10 
France and we rented a Citroen auto mobile and drove o urselves from Paris 
over to Brittany and Normandy and down to the southern edge of France 
along the Mediterranean and lip the east coa5t of France and back LO Paris. 
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he speaks good English. What a good benefit lhal was for him. Hc jusl got 
to know and understand the idioms and enjoyed the experience. 

Wh en I mel hi m it was much later. He had this official position . We would 
see each other at these meetings in Moscow. Then I'd see him in Washing
ton. Then one lime I had 10 go to Moscow, and he is the only Russian who 
invited me to his apartment for dinner in Moscow. He and his wife and his 
lwenty-onc-ycar-old son and an opposite number from another ministry and 
thai guy's wife and mysclf- he told me everyth ing. He said, I make 650 
rubles a month and am ta"ed 17 percen t income tax, but I have a car and a 
driver, pan-time use ora dacha, and I ua\'e1 to the United States all the lime. 

We had a nice dinner. and then after dinner he pulls out a cassette player 
a little bit bigger than that one. He likes American music, especially show 
tunes. You know, Oklahoma, CaroUStl. T hat kind ofthing, Here we are sitting 
around the table in lhe dark after d in ner, all ofa sudden, coming from his 
cassette player I hear the theme from Doctor lJlivago, and I said, ~Boris, 

you're not supposed to be listening to that kind of music." 
You know what he said to me? He said, ~It'sokay, Bill , I like the music and 

I don 'tlisten to the words." 
[Loud laughter.] 
BH: I said, that was early glasnost. 
LT: Tricky glasnost a t that. 
BH: But I like him, I'd e njoy it ifhe walked in the door right nolV. 
L T : Is there any market there? 
BH: That' s a sad stol)'. There are (wo problems--this has been changed 

rccentlr-they haw: a minister of agriculture and a minister of farm ma
chinery production , a minister of parts distribution, a minister of agronomy, 
and there's a fifth one I can't remember. bUl generally, these ministries, in
stead of cooperating, are fighting for their own turf all (he time, That 
screwed up our ability to do business with them. You know we send ma
chines over for the Moscow machinery fair and end up selling the machines 
we !'eflt there as samples. We never really did get rolling with them the way 
you would expect to. 

Finally, finally, we thought we had a breakthrough. They asked us to mod· 
ify one of our best model tractors, which was of the large size, and modify it 
by making it lighter weight and fas ter o n the road, so it would do the work 
they wanted, They don't have 'motor trucks and pickups the way we do, so 
they needed it to go from here to there. 

We did it. According to their specs we did it, and they tested it for th irty
five hundred dollars. They were amazed, and wt were amazed Ihat thcy had 
no problems with it. The}' were on the verge of placing a big o rder-Ihis al
most sounds phony, it's so sad but true-but right at that point a man 
named Jimmy Carter declares a boycott and hit that thing o n the head right 
there. It was an asinine thing to do. 
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In northern France we saw-almost all the farm equi pment we saw-was 
pulled by large horses and in southern france pulled by large oxcn. Therc 
were forty thousand tractors in France at that time, and potentially there 
could be a million traClOrll. 

The Marshall Plan had been bailing out Europe at that lime, and Europe 
had low-cost labor relative to the United States; and it had the Marshall Plan 
building up its manufacturing strength . There was absolutely no protective 
tariff on the imporl of farm machinery from Europe to the United States. I 
looked at it and I said, Okay, there's a big potential market here for our 
growth in Europe,just taking France. I didn't realize it but France was the 
second largest country in agricultural production in the free world. The first 
was the United States in acres and lOtal land in farm use, the second was 
France. France! 

I thought, My God! 
Coing to the Unh'ersityofCalifornia I was a free trader; I didn't want pro

tccth'e tariffs. I still don't want them. Okay, we're not going to fight the 
protective tariffs; th is is a growth opportunity for us to start manufacturing 
in Europe for growth there and as a hedge against French and European 
countries exponing their lower-cost labor products ag~insL our low tariff 
barrier here. Kill two birds with o ne stone and stan producing over there. 
So we did. 

LT: Ha\'e rou had any intemational interest in the Soviet or Chinese 
markets? 

BH: The answer is yes, and it's a long swry. I was a member of the 
U.S.-USSR Business Council for many rears and made man y trips to 
Moscow and made good frie nds with various Russians. My favorite Russian, 
a roungish guy, who was one of the undersecretaries of agriculture over 
there, he used to visit this country. He is one of the relatively few individu
als who have the medal. Hero of the Republic. He was nineteen years old 
and a soldier in the Russian army when Berlin was taken. He just had the 
wonderful good luck to be walking around somewhere near Berlin in his 
uniform and out of nowhere comes a German officer and he wants to sur· 
render to somebody. He's got to surrender to somebody. So he surrenders 
about a thous.'-md guys to my frie nd Boris. Boris leads them in . Anyone of 
us could have done this. 

[The men laugh.] 
BH: Boris becomes a Hero of the Republic, and he's got a medal to 

prove it. 
Boris ",as granted some special privileges. One of the besl was right after 

World War II , as a young guy interested in agriculture. I have no ideas how 
it happened but he was sent to the United States to Ames, Iowa. where the 
Iowa State agricultural school is, one of the best in the United States, and 
he lived the re for a year. He lived with an American famil y and studied. and 
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I'll tell you another Chinese story. In 1972 there was a series of Ping-Pong 
games, and my wife and I actually contributed money to those Ping-Pong 
games. Oddly enough, it triggered Richard Nixon open ing up relationships 
with China. Kissinger and Nixon went over there, and in 1973 a fellow 
named Fred Dent who was secretary of commerce-his family had a textile 
mill in the South somewhere-appointed a board of directors for a new or· 
ganization called the National Council for U.S.-China Trade. I was ap
pointed to be on the board of directors of that and went to Washington, and 
Fred Dent told us all, he said, ~Here I am a member o f the government ap
pointing this board of directors and there are going to be no government 
people on the board; it's going to be strictly private sectorl ~ 

In 1973 we all went to China, established contact .... ith our counterpart, 
with the head of CCPIT, which is China Council for the Promotion of in
ternational Trade, the English words, Mr. Wong Yung Deng, champion mai 
tai drinker in China. 

{Laughter,] 
We had a wondcfultrip around China with him and his people. Then he 

came over to this country, and we gave them a trip they'll ne\'er forget. They 
traveled in corporate jets all around the United States with one exception
two exceptions-from Moline to Chicago, we had a private train from the 
Santa Fe, and from Dallas to Los Angeles, we thought they should see what 
American airlines were like so they traveled that way. When they visited 
Moline we took them to visi t a farm of a thousand acres run by a man and 
his son and one hired hand; they had 250 head of cattle, and they raised 
corn and soy beans, We pitched a great big yellow and while striped tem 
there and had a good old American lunch o f corn on the cob and apple pie 
and ice cream. 

[Much laughter.] 
Mter lunch we went out and showed them how this guy and his son and 

one hired hand were running it. Time for the cow to have lunch, and there 
were these silos with different kinds of grains and the conveyor pipes going 
down to the mixing building, Push these buttons, pull those levers, and then 
the mixture's all done and it goes o n a conveyor belt, and there's this row 
o ffecding troughs going down hen~ (he gestu res with his hands to d escribe 
the area] and the feed comes in on the overhead going down into SOrt o f a 
V-shaped slot like this so that all the cows don't bunch up at the head of the 
feeding trough. 

Pull a lever, and the feed comes down right along the whole trough at the 
same time and the cows just wander up. 

TIley couldn't get over itl 
{More appreciative laughter,] 
Then eventually they wanted to license and manufacLUre John Deere 

combines in China. We said, "Sure." We were aware o f the pitfalls, we 
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thought. Part of the contract is that all o f the machines that you make you 
cannot sell them o utside of China. You're going to make these machines, 
and any improvements or changes come through {uture negotiations. It was 
a pretty good deal. 

We had twO kinds of combines, one made in the United Stales and one 
made in Gennany. The growing conditions in Germany are slower climate
wise than they are here, and that means the grain grows taller and you have 
morc chaff to get rid of-when you cut the wheat it goes through the com
bine, shakes oULlhe grain, and throws the chaff out the rear end. They chose 
thai one because iI's quite suited to their conditions. 

I went over to Euro~ to meet .... ith them and the combine manufactur
ers in Germany, and we had a good session with these Chinese. After it was 
all over and they agreed they were going to do it, we were having a kind o f 
a bull session, and I son of digressed a liuJe bit in this way: I have a couple 
of suggestions, I have some unsolicited advice for ~'ou. Two points: one is 
that any kind of machinery, I don 't care who makes it, and it 's a brand-new 
manufacturing facility, there's going to be some bugs in these machines. No 
matter how go<xl. you are and how careful you are, there are going LO be 
some bugs! For that reason in your initial production , distribute them in a 
relatively small radius, then you can gel Out there and service them more 
quickly. You come from a wry big COUIlI.ry. Don't scalte r them all around the 
country, Point number tv.·o, as you build these new machines don ' t just build 
a bunch of machines. Start building parts as you go along. Set aside parts to 
be used as parts because mach ines are working hardest when they're 
needed the most in the planting or har.'esting season, and that's when a ma
chine's going lO break down . That's when you're going to need it the most. 
You gotta have the parts ready; don't trust to luck thaI the machines won't 
break down . 

They listened very patiemly and auentively, and then the response came. 
The response was very polite. ~We agree with what you've said. rm sorry to 
say we cannot follow your advice because this factory belongs to all the peo
ple or China and we have to disuibute them equitably around lhe coumry. 
Part number two we have nothing to d o .... ith the parts di51ribution: that is 
done by the town councils. ~ 

~Okay fellas, don ' r say I didn ' t warn ya." 

Corporations seem to be infinitely extended structures of persuasion. It is 
not difficult to arrive at the idea that corporations are rhetorical structures; 
they exist to persuade. 

The entire interior, from the presidem all the way down to entry level, 
begets persuasion. Bm also, corporations impel their customers, existing and 
potential: and companies competitively seek to persuade, so the whole cui· 



ETHNOGRAPHY, ELITE CULTU RE, LANGUAGE O F THE MARKET 125 

Through h is arbitrary managemem of topic-I am certain it was cultur
ally d etenn ined-Hewitt portrayed the individual CEO and the singular 
company he governed as the apex of a systcm; abovc, or c\'en o n that level, 
there was no coherent (comm unal?) order between un its that he was will
ing or, perhaps, able to discuss as such, Although I want to point toward a 
topic of vital inte rest, the wmm!mil)' of corporations, how companies 
through their officers interact at the national and international levels to 
produce the world as we know it, commun ity, as can be witnessed in Hewitt's 
Amcrican story of the fi rm, can only be considered as a double problematic: 
what it may mean to the set of all the CEOs of America's largest corpora
tio ns; and what it may portend for thc academic cthnographerwho attempts 
to investigate juSt those fimls in th eir not yct fully understood relationships 
as they engage thc wo rld market. My provisional conclusion , howc\'er, is 
this: American executives, presidents, and highest-level vice-presidents of 
the largest U,S. companies tend not to understand their immediate business 
world as a we, but as an us-thcm com peti tivc, ad\'ersarial set of frccsta nd ing 
institutional units, And by us, I mean, a company's officers: they do not 
think at all easily about the comm unal, the sectorial, the national, much less 
the interests of all humanity, in their day-to--day decision making, nor as fa r 
as I can tell , routinely-much less fi rst- in their strategic plann ing. At best, 
the re are networks through key individuals to other autonomo us compa
nies, or companylike formations in China and Russia, but collecti\'e action 
o utside the firm itself seems, exccpt rarely, illlpossible.6 

Second, the cmplotmcnt ofthi s narrative resem bles, distantly, the novel 
of thc road, usually a route, as here, through nonexotic space (Bakh tin 
198 1), The character le,l\'cs, in this case, the domestic site, takes a short and 
fam iliar trip to h is work si te, something happcns---a conversational trans
action in the male world that in mi n iature c mulates the cOl'JXlrate seuing
and the character returns, The journey encloses re\'eries o n contemporary 
market d iscourse, the genre in/mntw that contains within it oral anecdotes 
and miniature narratives as well as the frame of question-and-answer dis
course, onc of the pragmatic discursive fonns o n which modem capital ist 
pm(ticc," ,-dies ( Rose 1990a). 

The chron otope of the road, wi th its axes o f space-time. is a narrati\'e con
venient for the ethnographic autho r. And with th e insertion of digressions, 
it is possible to take up a counter-discourse that seeks to frame fo r under
standing the stories o f a person who has spent his life di rec ting his con
siderable portion of the Ame rican culture o f the market. The stories the m
seh-es each transcend lhe coordinates-that is, the physical setting in 
Chadds Ford- in which they are told; the walls of the room seem to fold 
down for a moment, and the storytel ler takes th e listeners on market-relatcd 
side trips to Russia, France, or China, those evoked prescn ces in remote 
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I came a\\lay ",ith an overpowering visual image, a metaphor, of the en
tire American landscape as a colleClion of \'cry large corporate enterprises, 
each distant from one anOlber, like farms in the Midwest-rural Ill inois 
seen from the air at 10,000 feet---each punctuating the sky with their white 
or dark blue silos another mile down the road. The image resembled Frank 
Lloyd Wright' s Broadacre City model with its one-acre suburban farms and, 
despite a residen tial lower and sports arena, no urban focus. It was as if 
America's midwestern seulement patterns and utopias each inscribed ver
sions of one another; one on the landscape. the other on an architecl's 
model and published in photographs. It was as if in Hewitt 's narrative rep
resentation the whole corporate community were atoms or individuals 
whose connectio ns with one anothe r or counterparts in other nations were 
at best in formal networks and entirely contingent relationships and, more 
important, as if the whole set o f in dividuals could not be conceived of as hav· 
ing dealings togethe r as a larger, self-realizing unity, or even in whole sub
sets, as if each en tity were such a thing in itself, that its main connection to 
any o f the others was purel)' through the market but not by means of either 
pro found knowledge of o ne another's existe nce o r thro ugh awareness o f 
lhe larger American communi ty of colieCliw enterprise that these compa· 
n ies made up (Prestowitz 1988). America's nar ra tives of itself among its 
h ighest.le"eI corporate leadersh ip c an oiTe .- u s a complex and r ich story of 
nation·based notions of the possibilities or impossibil ities o f collective en· 
terprisc. It is here that the ra tionale for eth nographic inquiry seems mOSt 
eloquent, for despite the voluminous outpouring of writing about business, 
the serious work of assembling knowledge from fa ce-to--face relationships 
with American decision-making elites would potentially olTer a more pro-
found . re ticu lated , pervasive u nde rstanding of the cullUre o f the market. In 
a veil' real sense, a rich understanding coupled to a critiq ue may help pro
vide an agenda 10 funher the humanization of the (orporate order. 

As a result of that even ing, it seemed that the evolution of the American 
market culture becam( more. rathe r than less, problematic and that life in 
the highest strata, rather than revealing itself. was self-mystifying, heavily 
loaded with a tacit ideology, onc that implicated the fabric ofthe entire Amer
ican social order. Particularly abscnt were anything other than anecdotal re
lations betwcen corporations and govcrn ment. Relation~ remained invisible 
between companies in America and those in other nation$ except for storie$ 
of fortui lOUS involvement be(ween companies and people, and it was as if the 
larger Am erican corporate polity were composed of only tangentially con
nected corporate citizens. I would say that connectivity was nOI so much d e
nied as ideologically, as well as narratively, kept invisible to the key players. 
To imputc too great of degree of self-consciousness in th is process would be, 
I belie\'c, wrong; I do not thi nk that capitalists obscure their corpOl"iue order 
as wittingly as some o f their critics would like to imagine. 
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LUre rides on a rhetoric of inducement to direct action for making things 
into the market for exchange transactions: operant discourse. 

The interpreter and hearer o r audience does not merely interpret the Ul
terance fo r understanding but interrogates the utterance for how 10 assem
ble a next ac tivity so as to make that activity successful or accomplish 
something or make material changes or whatever. At its most general, peo
ple who grow up in a universe of discourse dominated by daily pragma in
terrogate their world-what they see and hear, even a lV commercial-fo r 
how to dress, act, speak, think, respond, and gesture, and what to use and 
how to use it and in what portions or proportions. A speaker's pragmatic ut
terances contain a use-value for the heare r's subsequent modifications of 
the world-at-hand. 

I want to make twO points based on the material presented hert!, an inter
pretation ofa portion of Hewitt 's monologue and a brief addi tion to the dis
cussion on writing narrative ethnography. First, I want to point out again 
William Hewi tt's diegesis as a strategy of topic managt!menl within prag
matic discou rse. He refused to discuss in any systematic or serious anecdo
tal way the ambience of the CEO outside the corporate con fines. This forces 
the listene r or reader to construct an image of the American executive, and 
by extension, the American firm, as preeminelllly looking outward from it
self to discrete points of contact and gazing downward into its own business. 
Hewitt put off the invitation to discuss the networks through which he was 
articulated into a wider system of rela tions with o ther corporale and gO\'
e mment leaders, except as by-products of his stories about his ro le in the 
company. Fo r him , the communal relations of the firm from the perspec
tive o f the CEO included employees (!) , customer. supplie rs. and the set
tlemen ts where employees lived, The ideological formatiotl-----certainly his 
agenda-in his evening monologue was aim ed at d iscoursing on the gover
nance of the firm in which Deere and Company seemed to stand almost 
autonomous, e\'en in international dealings. Obvi.ously, this is not Ihe o nly 
.... 'lly American business leaders think of corporate activity, and surely a dif
ferent interview would have elici ted a much different respon se from him, 
partic ularly con cerni ng. "';IY, company rcl;ttions with t h e banks in Manhat
tan where he borrowed capital for expansion or retooling; howeve r, he did 
have thc opportunity, and we arc attending the text transcribed from his 
convcrsation. 

The anecdote of his industrial , but inadvertent, ethnography undertaken 
while traveling through France with his new bride and thereby discovering 
the potential European marke t fo r fa rm equipment is the talc of the lone 
corporale d ecision maker who fi nds new market pote ntiaL The fiml , under 
his direction, then . in pragmatic follow-through, realizes the vision. 
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space but nearby time to which the listener would not have otherwise gained 
acces.~ except through these stories. 

The narrative, whether {Old by the ethnographer or recounted by the 
person with whom the ethn ographer speaks, when digressively interrupted 
for commentary. interpretation . resituated within a body oflitcraturc, or cri
tique. is contradicted, subverted, and uh imately relegated to a role of lesser 
importance. Even though these digressions arc set inside a story lin e that 
originates the text (and no t vice versa) and in a few more lines will return 
to the ending o f the story. which demands in our novel and cincma
drenched sensibilities a formulaic closure, they reach beyond, tmJl$Ccnd 
SlOlr by seeking to relegate its status to illustrat ion, example, or part of the 
sem iotic apparatus of narrative itself. 

In its competition for space in the scholarly work, narra tive re mains 
dee ply problematic, because we have to decide if we a re going 10 '.nite nar
ra tive, d emystify its subtle productions of reality in the reader. or both. In 
particular, this issue remains confused because scientifi c inquiry has re
duced the story line in its scholarly genres and, in most of the physical and 
biological sciences, has banished it a ltogether. 

More than two hours after their convers.'uion began, the fou r men stood up 
to begi n to take their lea\'e. Hewitt scemed the most reluctant to end the 
(;velling and walked into the darkened room that held the shadowed form 
of his d esk and the now-invisible pictures on the walls and brought out arti
cles on Deere and Company from architectural journals and magazines. He 
pointed out scvera l pieces o n the Deere headquarters building and the 
landscape designed by Sasaki Associates wh ich included a Henry Moore 
sculpture that reclined at ground level on a small island in an impoundment 
of water JUSt outs ide the executive dining room in fro n t oflhe bui lding. Be
hind the building, Sasaki had drafted another landscape for the headquar
ters complex. After Hewiu re turned from visits to Japan to purchase an 
engine production facili ty, he had asked Sasaki 10 design a Japanese garden 
in back. and five large stones were flown in from Kyoto to comple te the pro
ject. He had caused to be inscribed Oil the grounds form al Eastern and West
ern landscapes mediated by the Dee re corporation headquarters bui lding. 
In a sense, the iconici ty of landscape and of architec ture were themseh"es a 
visual pragmatic, in part to impress both h is Japanese partners and the cor
porate employees of the international reach of the firm. He had a passion 
for superb design and through significant landscape compositions. regis
tered a cultural connectivity that replicated h is narratives at the level o f per
sonal slOries ra ther. I would say, than incisive aware ness ofthe larger scope 
of an international community of corporations rapidly forming during the 
postwar pe riod. 

The four men took their lea\'e from one another. Hewitt turned out the 
ligh ts. locked up, and drove ho me .7 
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NOTES 

A somewhat different version of th is chapler appeared in Anlhropological Quarterly 
64 (1991): 109--125. 

I. From comments by Eero Saarinen quoted in a brochure entitled ~Deere & 
Company Administrative Cenler.~ The economist Joseph A. Schumpeler. in his in
fluential Cllpilamm, &!dalism and /)emrx:mC) (1975: 126). comments. "There is the 
capitalist art and the capitalist style of life.' William A. Hewitt embodied and lived 
Schumpeter's observation. 

2. The bU5iness weeklie5 and monthlies in America routinely run stori~ on the 
world's richest people. For a recent rundown on the compensation for chief execu
tiws of America's ~most \'aluable publicly held U.S. companies,~ see 8usinru IV«*, 
19 October 1990; Saul Steinberg. generous donor to the University of Pennsyl\'ania 
and CEO of Reliance Group Holdings headquartered in Philadelphia. in 1989 re
ceiwd in salary and bonuses more than 6.2 million dollars; Fr:mune, 10 September 
1990. -rhe Billionaires: Ranking the World·s Richest.~ and FmVt!s, I October 1990. 
"The World·s Highest Paid Entertainers." 

3. Since the tum of the twentieth centmy, American social scientists hue sought 
to prove the cocrd\'e, controlling power of interlocking corporate directorates. For 
a recelll example, see Hennan (1981) and Useem (1984), These books are merely 
recent examples. It would be useful to know what effect the direct and indirect re
lationship between directorates had on American business and cullure and what in
deed they mMnl. My sense is that the cul/ure of the American CEO is such tha t we 
do not need necessarily to rely on a theory of colltuion-by-face-to-face-contact but 
that cros buy into a wry similar sel of va lues, beliefs, discourses, and practices such 
that they can replicate similar behaviors having the same effects on the market and 
the wider society without having to necessarily discuss it among themselves as if there 
were some capitalist cabal. In this I alll nOt 100 far from the class interests detailed 
by Marx in The uWlllnmisl MUlIijl!S/Q, except Ihat I would 5ub/;titute cultural fonna
lion ralher than relying too closely on the well-worn. reductionist notions of class. 

4. The ethnographers who " 'ish to write narrative ethnographies find themselves 
plunged into schizophrenic practices: narratology breaks the diegesis into its ana
Iyzable components. while the nm·elist. nonfiction writer. screenwri ter. or cullural 
journalist explores new possibilities for crafting story features of the texi. The nar
rative elhnographer demand~ both. Historians ha\'e over the last twen ty years de
bated the value of narrative historiography O\'el" against nonnarrati\"e-usually 
under the influence uf .'ioCientiflC modcl __ .. ppruachcs to the d i..cipl ine. Ethnog,... .. -
phers are n ow confronted with similar choices between narrative and non narrative 
writing about those they study. The schizophrenia. however. arise~ when ethnogra
phers tell the story of pea pie, or feature the stories people tell aboUI themseh·es. and 
al the same tim .. wish to critically examine the narratological strategies that the peo
ple use in creating effects in their listeners or readers. It would seem that within the 
confines of the same textual production. a scholarly article, for example. writing an 
evocati,· .. story and producing the Critique of nanalh·e form al besl a very uneasy al
liance. Here I am confronting that uneasy alliance ""hh a finely split personality and 
a pro"-<lic narrative ~tructure. For a virtuoso review of the debates concerning narra
lology. narnni'·e in history, and the philosophical developments addreSSing time. see 
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White ( 19S7). John Van Maancn , in his T{j~~ III 1M fkki: 0" Writing Ethnography 
(1988: 103). offen a wd.rning to narrative ethnognlphen; and George Marcus (1986: 
191) cornmcnl5, "Rather than attempting to represent the system or major events by 
an order!)' account of them, to which realism is partial. the modem essay permits. or 
rather .o;.anctions, the ultimate hedge-it legitimates frdgmentation, rough edges. 
and the sclf-(;onsciolls aim of achil-ving an effect that disturbs Ihe reader." 

.1. Hewitt manied into the Deere family and guided the firm. This is not al all 
uncommon in world business. bm as is well known, o nce a firm becomes ultra-large, 
the family falls by the wayside. 110 longer producing members eager for ,"cry large
scale corporate leadership, particularly not if they mu.~t begin somewhere ncar the 
bottom and spend twetlly-fin' )'ears in apprenticeship working their way \0 board 
chairmanship. By way of heuristic 10 address such phenomena. I have been reading 
two hislOncal documents that with the passage of time 5('1'\'e assomething more than 
hislOocaJ \'cTity for me-more as fables that can be used 10 provoke thought about 
what I am obsel'\'ing when studying chief executive officers, top management. and 
the \'aneties of the Anglo-American firm. Hope Botti (1990) . in her study of Pirelli, 
used M. Yourcenar's no\'el Memoirs 0/ Hadrian as a metaphor for thinking about the 
Latin type of corporate organization. 

The first document is the legal incorporation of the London Company of Mer
chants Trading to the East Indies, chartered by Queen Elizabeth in 16()(). The more 
than twO hundred men who formed this joint stock company--<>ne of the most sig
nificant institutions in the hislOry of market fomlation and the relations between the 
\\'e5t and lhe East ___ 'c re unn:lated \0 one another , and no principlcs of ncar-
kinship weft: operating as predominant in the organization for their trading ven
tures (Bird wood and Foster 1893). Also terrifically useful to stimulate thought about 
the continuity and discontinuity of the Anglo-American firm from 1600 to the pre
sent are the 1621 l.awt'.l or Standing 0rdnJ o/ t~ East India Company, republished in 
1968 by Gregg International Publishers in England. 

The other docume nt is Machia\'elli's T~ Pri'IU, which I have carried with me and 
e\'en read aloud from when interviewing a board-level executive. My reason for read
ing 'I'M Prinu in conjunction with my fieldloo'ork is to stimulate my thinking aboUl the 
n:rnnant rule Kinship continues \0 play in the management and cannol of the great 
American. and certainly world, corporations. The5C twO documents, then, are two 
axes along which the ,-cry largest corponnions continue to play OUI their destinies: 
Kinship and purely nanKin fonns of relationship al the apex of the capita list order. 
These two e nduring forms o f enterprise have been widely recognized by historians; 
see Rice (1970: 43) . 

6. The question of community I"dises the issue of the role of trade associations 
and their lobbying effectiven e'!"~ at the state and national legislatures: but also at i.t
sue is the place of trade a5S0ciations at the selvice of companies in a sector in regard 
to international competition. In America, the trade a!lsodation attempts to repre-
5Crn, ideally, all the major corporations in a sector for purposes of concerted action 
in matters of direct relevance to their interests. 

Research consortia in the United States, for example, ha\'e a tough time collec
thizing the interests of relC'o'ant corporations. The focus in the American business 
press undCl'$Cores the point I am maKing about Hewitt's eKecutive world\iew, and in 
reporting the successes or failure s of collecti\'e enterprise efforts. entrepreneurial 
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individualism is foregrounded above concerted , intercorporate efforts. M ' If You 
Control ... Computei'll, You Control the World ,' " 8usil1tsJ W«.I:, 23 J uly 1990, 31. 
For a similar artide o n the efforts to establish a national-interna tional computeT 
nelWork, or information infrastructure, a.~ it is called, see John Markoff, ·Creating a 
Giant Computer Highwa( (1990). The enti re anide is plullsed in relation to an en
trepreneurial talent, Roben Kahn's -Vis ion of a national network of infonnation. " 

The discourse of the leadership of America's largest finns, the organization o f 
manufacturing and capi tal corporations in relation to themsel\'es and government, 
has come under scrutiny and criticism as neWT before mostly in relation to compe
tition \Ooith Japan: see the Haroard Busill tsJ &view for September-October 1990. In
deed, economists now realize that Japanese capitalism resembles very little the 
classic theories of Adam Smith. For a running account one can monitor the business 
weeklies, for example, Blinder's, 'There Are Capitalists, Then There Are the Japa
nese" (1990: 21). 

As an ethnographer J remain interested in the research issues that continue to 

be phrased as, What kind of international corporate formation as a real nexus of 
firms is now occurring, and how may we study it at its apex, whatever that may tum 
out to be? The particular national communal manifestations are themseh'es subsets 
of, but politically engaged in actively shaping, a world order and subje<:t to face-to
face inqui ry. 

7. As a final note let me add that this landscape-of Rondclay, the oyer-look of 
Andrew Wyeth's house, the drive along the Brandyv.ine, passing the BrandY"'ine 
Rh'er Museum and Conservancy, to Hewitt's mad~ver office building and the re
turn-is a part of a much larger study of the concealed American landscape .... ; Ih stu
d ious attention paid to the Bntnd),wine River basin. This chapter fiL~ as part of a 
jigsaw puzzle with chapter 5 in Rose (1989; see also 1990&). Although published in 
fragments, each contributes to the study of a locality but based in Ihe larger Ameri
can culture of the market. This Ia.~t addition, a mere fnotnote, however, has already 
undercut the claim that the narrative closure would effe<:t a kind of finali ty to the 
prose, that is, the authentic and comforting termination to our conventional p rose 
accounts. A lIIere footnote has done in the proper sense of an ending. 

Appadurai. Aljun. 
1990. "Disjuncture and 

Cullur,, 2: 1-32. 
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FIVE 

Exogamous Relations: 
Travel Writing, the Incest Prohibition, 

and Hawthorne's Transformation 

Susan Stewart 

I NCEST 

One musl lraveilo fi nd a male. That is, one IllUSl 1l0l look too closely, and 
one must not look too fa r afield . T his aphorism links two projects-travel 
wri ling and the p ro h ibi tion of ince st- that ha"c LO do wi th the aniculadon 
and maintenance of cultural boundaries in time and space. If we in fac i 
look to the notion of such a ~l ink,M we find a rule of metaphor: a poin t of 
comparison m ust be articulated ... ;ithin an acceptable field , yet must be 
novel enough to be ~striking, M to make a sign of difference. Such a rule of 
metaphor is thereby also a rule ofwriling. or marking. which must be rec
ognizable to others and meaningful to one's kind. 

Let us begin by considering some of the ways in wh ich the prohibition 
of incest operates, not so much in culture as in cui rural thought, o n the 
bounds--not quite out ofbounds----of this rule o f metaphor. First, as Claude 
Uvi-5trauss has explai ned, the incest proh ibition is the cultural rule ap
p earing a t the limi t of cu h ural rule-that is, the one most resembling the 
oxymoronic possibility o f a rule of nature. 

Suppose that everything universal in man re lates 10 the natural o rder, and is 
characterized by spontaneity, and that everything subject 10 a nonn is cultural 
and is both relative and particular. We are then confronted with a fact , or 
rather, a group offacts. which, in the light ofpre\'ious definitions, are not far 
removed from a scandal: we refe r to that complex group of beliefs, customs, 
conditions and institutions described succinctly a.~ the prohibition of inces t, 
which presents, without the slightest ambiguity, and inseparably combines, 
the 1\\'0 characteristics in which we recogni7.e the conflicting feature~ o f IWO 

mmually exdusive orde~ , [t constitutes a mle, hut a rule which , alone among 
all the social rules. possesses at the ~me lime a univcr<oal character.l 
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Thus the incest prohibition appears as the vehicle of an impossible trans
latability between nature and culture, a ~Thicle motivated by a kind of d eo 
ferred tenor-a position that must always appear as an unartkulatable given 
of a cultural order irremediably with us. Dramatically, o f course, we imme
diately realize that such a cultural order must then constantly be reinscribed 
by its own gesture of self-consciousness as something natural and universal. 

Furthermore, the incest prohibition extends in all directions of time 
and space. As LCvi-5trauss contends, all exceptions (Egypt, Peru, Hawaii, 
Azande, Madagascar, Bunna, etc.) arc Mrelative": lor, Mfrom another's per· 
spective, [the incest prohibition] might be temporary or ritual marriage 
allowed. -l The prohibition has its "real~ and Mmetaphorkal" forms in that 
one can be prohibited from marrying a parent, for example, and prohibited 
from marrying someone old enough to be one's parent, or, inversely, one is 
prohibited from violating minors.3 The prohibition is simultaneously en
dogamous (defining those within the marriageable pool) and exogamous 
(defining those without it). The prohibition extends spatially to the bound
aries of social groups and temporally through the organization of genera
tions. It can be articulated positively as the scope of claims of enti tlemem 
and eligibility, and it can be articulated negatively as the renunciation of a 
privilege, as E. 8. Tyiorexpressed in a well-known conclusion: Mmarry out or 
be killed OUt."4 

There are many ways in which this natural rule of the cultural, appeari ng 
as it does as the cultural rule of the natural, is made suspect, but none of 
them sen'e to eliminate it. For example, the current explosion of debate 
surrounding the increased reportage of the violation of minors and 
parent/ child incest in the industrialized West takcs as its point of attack the 
form ulation of Freud, who contended that violation of the rule was imagi
nary rather than real in most cases,~ The debate does not attack the formu
lation of the incest prohibition itself. The rule is not subject to attack. And 
it is not subject to attack precisely because there arc no grounds of intelli
gibility for reproduction outside of its reign. In other words, the prohibition 
of incest and consequently the articulation of kinship are both descriptive 
and classificatory-hence what contradicts them still falls within their 
rule and hence what fa lls outside their rule is promiscuity. anarchy. wild
ness, and nonmcaning. 

Exogamous relations therefore pose a contradictory set of cultural solu
tions, On thc one hand, they define one's membership and by completing 
one's needs for otherness pose an imaginary wholeness, a completed gaze 
or circuit. But, on the other hand, as in Tylor's ~be killed out,~ they define 
one's subjection, the renunciation of Mspomaneous M desires, the Mcastra_ 
tion~ one experiences under the rule of all cultural law and the reinscrip
tion of all novelty into the domain of tradition. Obviously, I am borrowing 
here a formulation from Jacques Lacan-the nccess.1.rily separating func· 
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lion of the visual and the alignment and aniculation of subjectivity under 
the rule of Language. Specifically, I v,'ant to borrow this theory of the visual 
and the spoken to examine the rhetoric ora particular form ofliterature
the writing oftravel-in order to study the negotiation of cultural meaning 
and the "staking" of intelligibility in such .... Tiling. And even more specifi
caily, I want to use this problem of tile stake of intelligibi lity as a pre text for 
a reading of Hawthomc's enigmatic Transj(ff11lulion, the novel we know as 
TIll'; Marble Faun--to ~go the long way around " to arrive a t a reading o f a 
novel that meditates on the relation between exogamy, gazes, resemblances, 
and formlessness in a systematic attempt to elide the cultural rule of the in
cest prohibition, 

WRITI NG TRAVEL 

It is by n ow something ofa common place within the thcory oftravcl writing 
to acknowledge the ways in which travel is a form of writing and writing a 
form of tra\'el. Tra\'cl, as the traversal of a space, calls forth notions of mem
ory propellcd by desire and of the movement of a body through a landscape 
that is called on to mean, Michel Butor rem inds us o f flags planted, the 
markings of arrival and the ~thi<::k tissue o fu'llces and marks~ by whi<::h the 
movements of travelers leave their inscription on nature,6 And as for the sec· 
ond notion-that writing is a form of tr.wcl-we acknowledge the exodus of 
all writing into the undifferentiated white ncss of the page, writing as sign of 
habitation and movement, a kind of territorial marker like the bent twigs 
and bread crumbs left by othel1l on the paths before us, 

Yet to see travel and writing as metaphors for each other is also to note 
the relentless metaphorizing nature of thought. In fact, the churning of one 
thing into ano ther within an acknowledgment of difference is perhaps the 
central task of Lravel writing as the inscription of views both familiar and 
strange, And though such views may risk unintelligibility, the wri ting of 
them may no t-Just as the movement of writi ng takes place within a history 
of forms and possibilities fo r excursus, w does the mo\'ement of Ira vel have 
its pregi .... en genres: the one-way and the round-trip, the stopping by wayside, 
the return ho rne, the journey into outer space and the journey arollnd one-s 
room, the business trip and the holiday, the pilgrimage and the march to 
the sea, Similarly, the resting places o f significance in travel arc either those 
centel1l of mixing and dialogue and conseque nLly danger-thc inn and the 
crossroads--or those placcs of seclusion and silence where one confronts 
an inter ior consciousness made of external cen WI1I: th e forest, the ho ly site, 
the sh rine, and the temple, 

Now in this tension belween public and p rivate we see a fundamcntal 
problem in the writing of travel, and thal is its neccssal1' and founding 
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disjunction-a disjunction that, on the o ne hand, locates us all the mo re 
squarely within the necessarily liminal world of lfavel and a disjunction that, 
on the other, makes the very idea of a theory of travel writing suspect. Fo r 
travel writing reminds us of its own temporality: it always balances its 
metadiscursive propenies, its aphorisms, against the con tingencies o f the 
next experience. II o ffers us the view ofa person o n the road-the moun ted 
view, a view too low to be transcendent and too high to be in the scene. If 
one of the most \~vid moments in Goethe's ItalianJoumey is the description 
of the girl in Catania who runs beside the mule of the tlttturino "chattering 
and spinning her thread at the same time,'"; it is because this talking picture 
is moving at the specd of, and alongside, the traveler-presenting us with a 
dream of the end of mediation, a dream nevertheless merging with the ac
complishment of distance. He nce she represents a perfected fo nn of tem
poral exogamy, perfectly poised between this side and that and moving with 
us-all at the same time. 

The ways in which the inscription of a gaze results in a writing of the self 
are recapi tulated in the very history of travel writing. Between the eigh
teenth and nineteenth centu ry, the paradigm for travel writing sh ifted from 
supposedly "disinterested" observatioll to biographical narrative.S Another 
way of accoullting for this is to say that a literature o f exploration, involving 
the cataloging of curiosities, surrendered to a li teralUre of travel, involving 
the transformation of a subject via firsthand experie nce. The lauer is the 
kind of travel writing we find described by Mikhail Bakhtin when he writes 
that "the author's own real homeland serves as an organizing cen ter fo r 
point of view, for scales of comparison ," and that Mthe hero of such a work 
is the public and poli tical man of ancient times, a man governed by his s0-

ciopolitical, philosophical, and utopian interests .... [Here] biography is 
the crucial organizing principle for time. "'9 

But this public figure is withou t his or her public. The home culture is un
d er assaultat the same time as it is a unit of measurement, and so we find the 
tra\'el wri te r imagin ing, in his o r her isolation from home, an intimate and 
domestic audience. The epistOlary fonn of the travel piece, ranging from lhe 
imagining of letters lO family or friends to the fTequent American conven
tion of sending tra\·el letters 10 one's hometown newspaper, thus s,.'ltisfies a 
need here that the seeming disinterestedness of the journal or note form 
does not. The product of too much cultural noise is loneliness. Thus the tra~'
eler iscaught between hisor her desire for self-transformation , for the search 
for wider horizons o f consciousness (consciousness being, of course, a land
scape) and the desire to be a faithful .... ~tness , a steady point of comparison 
and accountability. Thus travel experience, in its e ndless search for mean
ing, must also be without irrevocable meaning. It must fi nd a meaning in 
time, the very meaning of time implicit in such ideas offlight, escape, search, 
transgression. and reparation alternately at the center of the travel narrative. 
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In the American travel writing of the nineteenth century which serves, 
for our purposes, as a backd rop to Hawtho rne's project, we find a rich dis
cussion of these paradoxes of the traveler's biography: the problems of 
coming t OO close or going too far, the problems of staying too long or leav
ing too quickly, the problems of rigidity and provincialiry, on the one hand, 
and prom iscuousness and contamination, on the other. Margaret Fuller's 
tripartite typology o f the servile (or gluttonish), the conceited (or un
changing), and the thinking (or admirable) tourists obviously prefers the 
thinker whose knowledge augments and en riches those selective experi
ences to which he or she is subjectY' Similarly, Henry Theodore Tucker
man makes the following suggestions in h is Mlsabel; or Sicily, A Pilgrimage 
o f 1839. 

In truth, no ideas can be more false than many of those which it requires at 
least one sojourn of an American in Europe 10 correct. There is a vague no
tion prevalent among the untravelled, that abroad there are many and pecu
liar means of enjoyment. In one sense this is true: but is it enough borne in 
mind, that the only wonhy pleasures peculiar 10 Europe, are those of taste, 
and that to enjoy these, a certain preparedness is requisite? The truth is the 
legitimate gratifications of Southern Europe are eminently meditative. They 
are alike incompatible with a spirit of restless ambition or gainful passion. 
TIley address themselves to the imaginative and enthu<ia..t ic. to Ihe contem
plative and intellectual, ... to those who have faith in the refining influences 
of art and culture. ll 

One is reminded of Edward Gibbon's lengthy instructions in his Memoirs 
for preparing one's self for a visit to Rome. Gibbon suggeslS one begin with 
indefatigable vigor of mind and body and then progress through knowledge 
of classics, history, and music to the possession of a flexible temper and in
dependent forlUne to a knowledge of all national and provincial idioms 
as well as all arlS o f conversation.12 The comple te tourist would be so com
p letely cultured that he o r she would not need the corrective o f cultu re 
contact. Indeed , he or she would become the place itself. We should 
consider at this point the fate of the idealized European tourist, the Count 
d l V- , described in James Fenimore Cooper's 1838 Excursions in Italy. 
Cooper explains that 

in this age of cosmopoli tanism, real or pre tended, so many people travel that 
one is apt to ask who can be left at home; and some aim at distinction in this 
era of migration by making it a point to see everything. Of this number is a 
cenain Count di V_ . whom I mel in America just before leaving home. This 
gentleman weUllhrough the United States, tablets in hand, seeming to be dis-
i!oatisfied with himself if he quitted one of our common-place towns with an 
hospital unexamined, a mineral unregistered, or a church unentered. It 
slruck me at the time that he was making a toil of a pleasure, especially in a 
courlly that has so little wonh examining. 
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Cooper concludes this anecdote by noting that the Count traveled all oYer 
the world and that he eventually ~los t his life by falling into a boiling spring 
on the island of Batavia. M" 

The fetishistic activities of the Count di Vi- and his fall into nature 
make his story a parable of the problem of tra\'el ing lOO far. The Count's 
venture inLO the wild contrasts sharply with the U1lvel activities of 
nineteenth<entury Americans journeying to Europe. The predominant 
number of such Americans-Protestant preachers, lav"yers, doctors, busi
nessmen. society women, educators, abolitionists, actors, health seekers, 
and young wanderers- \\'ere searching for culture and a matrix within 
which to articulate a new American identity . l ~ Thus their tra\'e!s are marked 
by activi ties of comparison and judgment and a frequent fear of conversion . 
This fear is particularly evident among Protestant travelers to Italy. By re
lentlessly aestheticizing Italian life, these travelers were able to protect 
the mselves from the full impl ications of the contexts of Italian art. The ways 
in which many Protestant travelers sti ll prefer to thin k o f h.aly·s churches as 
museums testifies to the endurance of this aestheticizing gesture. By mak
ing all travel experiences metonymic to aesthetic experiences, tra\'e! wr itel'S 
could separate themselves from dialogue and the obligations of reciprocity, 
wi th the laner forms of the spoken thereby sa\'ed for an audience of cul
tural peers. Furthermore, the late-eighteenth<entuJ"}' and nineteenth
century American 's view of Italy was al ready mediated by British aesthetics 
o f the period- from Gothicism to romanticism, Italy represented what 
might be called a contaminated site of representations ranging from classi
cism to Catholicism to re,·olution. 

SPEAKING PICTURES 

Although there obviously arc many suggestive aspects to the attempt 
o f tra\'el wri ting to appropriate and contain cultural forms and values, 
I would like to focus here on the ways in which a central proble m of 
eighteenth<entury aesthetics-the relation be twee n the plastic arts and 
writ.ing--(;omes to be renegotiated in the tension between description 
and narration in th is travel ",·riting. And more significantly. in the ten
sion between aestheticism (and the separating function of the gaze) and 
ethics (and the im plicating function of the dialogic) reflected in the stasis 
of depiction and the movingjudgmen l of language as it is uttered in time. 
Thus the formal tension of travel writing as the temporal inscriptions 
of views and scenes is whal suits it so well to the thematic of forging iden
thy and the cri tique o f cul tural relations motivating slLch accounts in the 
first place. 

The subtext here is Lessing on the Laocoon and, conseq uently. Schiller. 
In fact , along with the Apollo Belvedere, the CapilOline Venus, and the 
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Dying Gladiator, the Laocoon was one of a handful of classical works famil
iar to American artists thanks to casts brought to New York at the tum of the 
century and later copied in Philadelphia as part of Charles Wilson Peale's 
attempt to make Philadelphia ~the Athens of the West. ~1!> The problems 
posed by the Laocoon-the impenetrability of static art and the temporality 
of vcrbal art; the temporality of one's viewpoint; the silence, even indiffer
ence, of history-are central to the traveler's experience of nineteemh
century Italy. The LaOCoOll is a work that casts its shadow strongly on texts 
we "'ill focus on : Rembrandt Peale's NOlts OI! flalJ. Writlffl Duringa Tour in Ih~ 
Ytar 1829 and 1830. David Dorr's 1858 volume, A Colvurtd Mall Around 
the World, Washington In-ing's Tales of A Travelkr (1835). and, finally, 
Hawthorne's Tlu IHarbleFaun of 1860, fonned during his sojourn in Italy in 
1858 and 1859 and heavily indebted, especially in what we might call its de
partures, to tile structure of his Italiall Noteboolu. 

These texts are quite self-conscious about the problems of travel writing 
as a narrative of the self. Perhaps not so coincidentally, Hawthorne's famous 
description of a romance as the product of a romancer who can Mdream 
strange things and make them look like truth~ is presaged by Rembrandt 
Peale's insistence on the dreamlike character of ~hisH Rome. 'flu Marble 
Faun begins with a well·known passage claiming, ~Side by side with the mas
sivenessof lhe Roman past, all matters that we handle or dream of nowadays 
look evanescent and visionary alike ... this dreaming character of the pre
sent, as compared with the square blocks of granite wherewith the Romans 
built their lives. H)6 When the Napoleonic wars kept Peale from going to Italy 
in 1807 and again in 1810, he became obsessed with seeing Italian paintings 
in England, Paris, and America. ~Italy,M he ' .... rites, "which was my reverie by 
day, became the torment of my dreams at night,"17 adding, ~the idea that 
my dreams of Italy were nC"\'er LO be realized seemed to darken the cloud 
which hung o\"er the prospect of death itself. MIS Once Peale had arrived, he 
con tended that Rome ~is indeed a delicious dream, but a dream that must 
be repealed by the artist until its impressions are con firmed into records of 
truth and usefulness. "IY The problem then becomes, as it is in managing any 
dream, the subjection of the ego LO the demands of the law, the testing of 
the daydream against reali ty and of idealizations measured against practice, 
and most sign ificantly, the posing of issues of reproduction and represen
tation. If such a problem speaks to the situation ofthe relation betv.·een the 
New World, which is, as the CoUOl di V-discO\'ered, all Nature and newly 
articulated Law, nO! yet subject to experie nce. and the Old World, which is 
by now a Land of Pictures, an archaeological site with so many shifting and 
fusing layers of meaning that all is a rt rather lhan rule, we have dreamed 
this dream before. And perhaps as much as any other feature, this artistic 
dream is characterized by its vagueness, its refusal of cultural definition. For 
the most part, the picture is Italy and not a celebration of particular works 
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or paintings, When the Pennsylvania Acad emy opened in 1807 many of the 
~Old Masters M came without labels and the Peales had some trouble at
tributing them,20 

Contemporary tourism markets its views as compositions of ways o f life 
and thereby exaggerates the leisure of the lOurist as he or she observes o th
ers working, From this retrospective viewpoint, one of the most startl ing as
pects of nineteenth-centu ry American tra\'eler's accounts of Italy is how 
squarely they are fra med within the paradigm o f the aesthetic view, Yet we 
are also made aware of how relentlessly these discourses explore the impli
cations of the problems of representation arising out of the picturesque: 
\\'hat do these views stand for? What do they mean? How will their history 
be completed? \\'hat stance sho uld the viewer take wi th regard to them? 
These are the problems plaguing Peale and the problems arising from the 
aesthetic issues addressed in Hawthorne's Jtalial! Notebooks, later played out 
in the condensations and displacements of TMMarbleFaun itself. For Peale, 
trained in the realistic genres o f histo rical painting and portraiture. a 
Protestant mo ralism led 10 a taste for allegory, as in his mOSt successful paim
ing, The Court of Death. And since this viewpoint would preclude a Catho lic 
reading of the O ld Masters, turning to landscape as painting, even a paim
ing that only referred further to painting .... ,as a likely move. 

J ust as the landscape is conceived as an allegorical canvas within this li t
erature, so docs the notation of Italian types call for moral conclusions. In 
his 1858 volume, A Coloured Man Around the World, Dorr recorded the fol
lowing observations regarding the connection between volcanoes and im
morali ty: ~ I don't th ink lhat one contented man can be found in the 
whole city of Naples, with its 450,000 souls, Every time this growling, hurn
ing mountain roars it j ars the whole city; organ grind ers give themselves as 
little trouble about Vesuvius as any OIher class, and the streets are full of 
them , ... Naples is yet the most wicked city on the face of the globe ... To 
see a dub-slain man in Naples is no object of pity ... [Tlhcir mind is 
forever placed on wholesale calam ities,"~! In the prostitution district of 
Naples, Dorr's lazzaroni gives twenty-five cents to a group o f women in pay
men t for exhibiting the msekes: "as many as wished to claim stock in the 25 
cent.! com m e n ced ~"owing their nak<--d"e~s, to the horror of """,'~ o.cnsual 

curiosity. I saw fi fty women show whal I had ne\'er legally seen before. I 
must end the chapter and commence another. -n Dorr's anxiety is the anx
iety of voli tional sight: to ha\'e license to see is also to claim a responsibility 
fo r seeing, To claim thaI one has seen is to posit one's originali ty, that one 
is nm merely recognizing. 

Yet the innocence or the picturesque view is always suspect, already 
framed by another picture, This tra\'el wri ting is thus relentlessly imcrtex
LUa1. Dorr's narrath'e, for example, borrows directly from J ames Fenimore 
Cooper's, particularly in its historical descriptions of the Palantine. And it 
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is difficult to believe that Cooper had not read Rembrandt Peale ,",'hen we 
compare their passages on quack doctors. Peale records ~an eloquent quack 
doclOr, who proclaims h is skill from the scat of his carriage, or witnessing 
the dexterity of a dentist who, on horseback, draws teeth."'2~ Cooper writes 
of a quack dOClOr who "extracLS a tooth from a peasant without disman
tling,"Z4 thus condensing Peale's image. And whereas Cooper has derived 
his impressions of "picturesque-looking bandiLS~ (who later tum out to be 
friendly peasant-farmers) from Washington lIVing. Irving's picmre of1'he 
Italian BandiuiM in his Tall'-s of a Trowller (1835) has no doubt come from 
Mrs. Radcliffe: 

They wear j.lCkets and breeches of bright colors, sometimes gaily embroi
dered; their breasts arc covered with medals and rel ics; their hats are broad
brimmed, ""ith conical crowns, decor.lted with feathers, or \'ariously-coloured 
ribands; their hair is sometime~ gathered in silk-nets; they wear a kind of san
dal of cloth or leather. bound round th .. legs with thongs; ... a broad belt of 
doth or a sash of silk Ilel, is slud: full ofpiswls and stileltocs; a carbine is slung 
at the back; while about them is generally thrown, in a negligent manner, a 
great dingy mantle, which serves as protection in stonns, or a bed.2~ 

The prostitute, the quack doctor, and the bandit, representing in this em
pire of signs the profusion ofa scm iotic ollt.~ide the boundaries of law and 
expectation are at the same lime a lready wrilten, always inscribed by a pre
vious view. They thus promise exogamy within the constraints of an already 
written order. 

There is no virgin sight or si te: the slippery types at the edge of the Law 
are sym ptomatic ofa I~Titing whose referent will not remain fixed or pure. 
Goethe sees his frien d Kniep substitute for the middle and fo reground of 
an ~awful ~ "iew an ';elegant and delightful set borrowed from Poussin ~ and 
writes, ") wonder how many 'Travels of a Painter' contain such half-truths. "26 

And we are similarly struck when we read, without attribution, Laurence 
Sterne's accoullt of the Spanish pilgrim I"eeping over his donkey; "A poor 
ass fell down under a heavy load, cut its side, and dislocated its hind leg. As 
soon as the poor man, who led him saw this, he looked sadly, then sobbed 
aloud, and burst into the most pileous grief and lamentatio ns,W Although 
the origin of this incident seems to lie in the Indian folktale of the washer
man and the Queen, we might see the intertextual allusion to travel char· 
ac tcl'S as the more likely one here. 

Thus, ironically, the traveler finds that, although firsthand , his or her ex
perience is all the morc inscribed in an already wTitten order. Hawthorne 
notes in The Marble Faun ~a party of English or Anlericans paying the in
evitable "isi t by moonlight r to the Coliseum], and exalting themselves wi th 
raptures that were Byron's, not their own. "'~7 Peale suggests, ~ I ha\'e pre
ferred the simple task of describing only those things which I saw, as they 
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may be seen by other persons in my situation, and have pretended no opin. 
ions or jud gments but such as forced thcmselvcs upon mc. -18 BUl hc is un· 
able to sustain this benevolent and passive relation to his sense of reali5ln 
and nature. It is as if the tiny figures in the shadows of Pira nesi's monuments 
had become gigantic and thereby too vivid. The prostitute's nakedness; the 
shifting rhetoric and obliviousness to pain of the quack doctor; the almost 
femi nine deadliness of the gaudy bandit-these present the traveler with a 
surplus o f info rmation, a type exceeding the bounds o f its own cul turdl pro
priety, its own cuh urallands.cape. Such vivification is thus a reminder of the 
customshouse and o f the worldliness of exchange. And it is also a reminder, 
the n , of the darker side of exchange-the side of contagio n and contami
nation. The traveler, like the characters in Tuckerman's babel and like Peale 
entering Naples, was frequentl y subject to quarantine, an d so the themes of 
decay and disease signified a quite literal threat as well as a metaphodcal 
reading of the breakdown o f an old order. 

Funhermore, death results from the sacrifice the picwresque makes in 
d iminish ing its subjects. In an inversion of the Galatea story, the Italians sur· 
rounding an and occupying the landscape are eithe r aestheticized wi th in it 
or purged from it. When Peale observes contemporary life in a scene near 
Michelangelo's David, he has an interest in creating a disjunction between 
life within the view and life outside it: "These objects affine an al"C daily seen 
without emotion by the greater part of the people who pass or frequent the 
place, occupied with bales of goods near the custo m-house, bargaining for 
straw hats or horses; surrounding a foolish buffoon , or a set of dancing 
gods."'.!9 T uckennan's hero Vittorio says, ~How unutterably sad .. . that so 
fair a heritage, sh ould be so unhappily peopled- that supersti tion and 
ignorance should overshadow so rich a domain.~.-.o T he aestheticization of 
con text enables the tra\"eler's interpretation of the work of an to gain a kind 
offormal integrity. Hence what is made original is nO( the work but the view 
ofthe traveler. And it is not accidental that the native view must be thereby 
suppressed. Hawthorne has Kenyon gh'e a li ttle speech in the Coliseum, 
claiming, "The Col iseum is far more delightful, as we enjoy it now, than 
when eighty thousand persons sat squeezed togethe r, row above row. to see 
Iheir fellow CrCalUl"CS lorn by lions and tigers limb from limb. \ Vhal a str.UlgC 

though t that the Coliseu m was really built for us, and has nO( comc to its 
best uses till almost tWO thousan d years after it was finis hed! ~3 1 Yet following 
our di.'iCussion o f the respccth'c anxieties attending propinquity and dis
tance, we can see that such writers were attempting to contain and articu
late a kind of American originality. What would it mean for Americans to 

produce an art that was nOt a mere reproduction, or cast, of a previously 
completed European corpus? How could such an art acquire qualities of 
novelty, animation, an d authenticity? For Hawthorne, the remedy for 
such a problem lay in a tension ben,'eell fid elity to nature (although a na-
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lure \0 be found in an as much as anywhere else) and a kind of spiritual 
an imation, an an imation aI-ising from a particularly Protestant notion orthe 
individual view. 

In this sense, the art of the past is always liable to improvement. indud
ing the improvements efTected by reproductions and copies: American 
imitations of European masterpieces arc hence seen to reawaken their spir
ituality, now drowned in the malaria ofa corrupted European context. The 
narrator explains that H ilda's copies are valued because she does not a{
temptlo reproduce the whole ofa masterpiece but only -some high, noble, 
and delicate portion of it. in which the spirit and essence of the picture cul
minated. - He adds, 

If a picture had darkened into an indistinct shadow through lime and ne
glect. or had been injured by cleaning. or retouched by some profane hand. 
she seemed to posse s.~ the facu lty of seeing it in its pristine glory. The copy 
would come from her hands with what the beholder felt must be the light 
which the old master had left upon the original in bestowing his final and must 
ethereal touch. In some instances even ... she had been enabled to execute 
what the great master had conceived in h is imagination, but had not so per
fenly succeeded in putting upon C all\'a.~.'~ 

Hawthorne's Fn nch (md {/alial! Nottbooks, as well as The Mmble fot.1It 
itself, arc preoccupied with negative judgments of European art. The Trevi 
Fountain is ~absurd" and full of "artificial fanta.~ i es, which the calm moon
light soothed into better t.aste than was native to them H

;3."l Hilda ~began to 
suspect that some. at least, o f her venerated painters had len an inevitable 
hollowness in their works, because, in the most renowned of them, they es
sayed to express to the world what they had not in the ir own souls .... A 
deficie ncy of earnestness and absolute truth is generally discoverable in Ita l
ian pictures, after the an had become con summate H

; the narrator suggests 
"who can trust the religious sentiment of Raphael. or receive any of h is 
Virgins as hea\'en-dcscended likenesses. after seeing, for example the 
Fornarina of the Barberini Palace , and feeling how sensual the artist m ust 
ha,'e been [0 paint such a brazen trollop of his own accord, and lovingly?"'"' 
Elsewhe re in The Marble Faun, criticisms o f Gu ido's archangel and Titian 's 
Magdalen a re o ffered. Thus Hilda's metonymic relation to the Old Masters 
becomes a technique that Hawthorne valorizes for any M copy, ~ including the 
selective relation between American and Italian culture. H is proposal is that 
the Old Wo rld not be reproduced but rather seleCli\'ely copied so that the 
spiritual can be excised and remade under the conditions of a Protestalll 
novelty. And H ilda, whose whiteness is itself mctonymic to an abstracted 
spirituality, twice removed from na!Ure as an aestheticization of the aes
thetic, herself becomcs the figure most copied in lhe book: she is copied by 
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other copyists as she spends her days in the picture galleries; and her white 
hand is copied by Kenyon,~ 

Now the latter case brings w mind the relation between copying and 
metonymy in the ~novel ~ as a whole. For the novel is often copied out of 
Hawthorne's travel notebooks, we noted above. And the impressions of the 
U"aveler in those notebooks are themselves largely formed by previous trav
elers' accoun ts. Furthermore, Hawthorne copied his characte rs from life: 
Kenyon is, of course, based on the American sculplOr William Wetmore 
Story; and Hilda herself is based o n Hawthorne's wife, Sofia, whose work as 
a painter was supposedly limited by her proclivity to copying the works of 
Salvator Rosa and others. The characters in the novel are copies of art as 
well : Miriam 's self-portrait resembles Guido's Beatrice (wh ich, the novel 
claims, could not resemble the real Cenci so much as H ilda's spiri tualiza
tion of tile portrait does); and, o f course, Donatello wavers bern-een a copy 
of Praxiteles' faun (which the Murray guidebook Hawthorne used would 
h ave identified as a copy of a Greek bronze original) and a copy of a real 
(that is a mythologically natural) faun. And just as the assembly of the 
buried archaic Venus in the chapter "A Wal k on the Campagna M (a Venus 
who is Mei ther a prototype ora betler replica of the 'Venus of the Tribune' M) 

falls apart, becoming ~a heap of worthless frdgments .M once Kenyon 's 
thoughts tum away frOIl1 an .md toward the consequences of a ~human 

affection ," so do the piecesofTheMarbkFUlln ultimately refuse closure. This 
chapter is, in fact , importantly mim icked by the final clements of the novel's 
Kstructure,M for Kenyon integrates the statue by putting a head on it, char
acterizing it the reby. And yet on second look its artificiality compels his gaze 
to d isassemble; analogously, the narrator of the novel becomes a character 
in the novel itself, meeting and wandering with the characters in the novel' s 
closing sections, and in this gesture the narrator completes the outside/ in 
movemen t, the recapitulating fu nctions o f copying, which the novel takes 
as its subject-he nce underscoring the romance and dream aspects o f the 
form and at the same lime emphasizing the novel's celebration of abstrac
tion and attack on sensuality and nature. 

In this attack on secularism and n atu rdlism, The MarbkFaulI is quite typ
ical of American travel wr iti n g's refu5al to acknowledge the contexl.'l of 
Italian art and its distaste for any art imitating a grotesque nature. Especially 
revealing are Peale's remarks on the waxworks in Florence's Museum of 
Natural History: ~ I expected to find the wax ..... orks represcn ting the plague 
which depopulated Flore nce large and anatom ically C01Tect-On the con
trary, they are in three small boxes, each with a sheet of glass in front, and 
cOlHaining figures o nly a few inches long, arranged in groups to produce 
the effect of pictures, and expressly calculated to excite horror in the imag
ination rather than to represent truth . It is a disgusting exaggeration , the 
toy ora demon and a gossip's tales, M!l6 To understand that Peale's quarrel is 
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\\'I lh the representation and not with death itself, we m ight remember his 
fath er's in no V".ltivc experimen ts with taxidermy and his only me ntion of a 
souven ir or relic-from his trip to the Catacombs of San ta Maria della Vita 
ncar Naples: '"The fl esh of fifteen h undred years was still of such tenacious 
though pliant fibre that it required a sharp knife to eUl off a piece. The 
gu ide showed us the heads of some of these early Christians with the tongues 
still remaini ng in them, but would not permit us to lake them away.",7 In 
con trast, when Cooper observes waxworks in Bologna, he says they have a 
~horrible trmh [yetl are odious as spectacles in their disgusting accuracy. ~~ 
Finally, we sho uld recall that both the figure of Donatello and the plot of 
1M j\tfarble Faun turn real at the moment when the model is killed. The 
modeJ's murder is effected by Miriam's glan ce and by Donatello's acting o n 
a scen e he can no lo nger stand to view. Later, the dead model reappears as 
a kind of awakened waxwork. a corpse made lifelike that it horrifies as an 
overl)' real representation as much as a matte r of evidence of the crime. This 
is in fact another point at which Hawthorne both uses and refl ects on the 
concept o f metonymy to great effect. For the fect of the corpse become for 
Kenyon quite literally feet of clay, "Those naked feellH said h e. "I know not 
why, but they affect me strangely. They have walked to and fro O\'er the hard 
pave ments o f Rome. and th rough a hundred other rough ways of this life, 
where th e mo nk we nt begging for h is brotherhood .... It i _~ a suggestive 

idea. to tntck those worn feet backward through all the paths they have trod
d en , ever since they were the tender and rosy little feet ofa baby, an d (cold 
as t.hey now are) were kepI warm in his mother's hand. H!I!/ Thus these worn 
feet , soiled by time and the corrupted dust of Rome , lead the sculpto r, re t
rospecli\'cly, to a hand that will become the wh ite hand of H ilda-a hand 
he has "photogntphed H by heart (just as H ilda Hphotogntphed~ the portrait 
o fBcatrice) and then kept from contamination in an ivory coffer. These tra
versing metonymical images (for , o f course, the coffer then moves for
ward/ backward to the ~gra\'eH of the Venus, wi th the Hdirt between her lips,~ 
in the campagn a chapter)4!l th us become sympt.omatic of Hawthom e ·s de
sign for an art that copies, and so isolates itsclffrom chaos, and that also abo
stntcts a spirimalilY from a prelapsarian version of art-an art before 
materiality. and hence an art destined to \'an ish by its closure. 

For Hawthorne especially, e\'er)'day life m ight be p icturesque from a dis
tance, but it appears too vivid. even stained. on fi rsthand examination. Rep
resentations can therefore suffer from a surplus of reality. Emblems of 
nature in Tilt Marblt Fau n, such as the buffalo calf accompanying Kenyon 
on his v,'alk across the countrysid e, the distilled sunshine wine, the tntdi
tionary peasants of carnival, all are emphatically denatured. As the title of 
Tralu!arnlat;QlI makes clear, hislOry will not allow nature lo remain unem
blematic; allegory resounds.~ 1 And it is impossible for an American artist, lit
erally compelled by t.he montlity of allegory, to see nature in any Olher way. 
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\\/hen HawthonlC continually claims that nature imitates art and, second, 
when he valorizes the notion of copying, he has taken from travel writing 
two strategies that are in perfect accord with his aims as an artist. And, in the 
metonymic traversals outlined above, he as well claims his victory o\'er time: 
the victory of the ~consummate artist~ Kenyon is n04 an artist who distills a 
spirituality o ut o f fragments beyond the claims of nature and beyond the 
claims of any art merely reproducing nature. 

It is ob\10US that that nature wh ich imitates art is already another form of 
art: a nature of cliffs, valleys, crags, and other uneven space. The landscape 
appears as a can\'3.S; even the built environment seems to be a form ofsculp
ture.~2 In fact, we might attribute the taste for Rome and the Roman cam
pagna by moonlight stretching in touristic discourse from Piranesi to Edi th 
"''hartOn to the desire to solidify such lllasseS and to excise the distractions 
of their con temporary context-as well a.~, of course, the desire for a medi
tative epiphany in the style of Gibbon's late-night inspiration for his mas
terpiece:13 According to both Peale and Cooper, English-speaking tourists 
spent a great deal of their recreational time playing at charad es, tableaux 
vivants, and other speechless theatrical e ntert.,inments-all of which can be 
seen as another level of ~playing~ at the nonreciprocity, silence, and visual 
closure of the touristic experience.4~ 

Some scenes of nature imitating art. From Peale: "During our ride to 
Borelli, I remarked effects of atmosphere, such as I had never seen in na
ture before, but recognized as Irue in the picture of Claude and Vernet-a 
hazy horizon-masses of moulllains resembling clouds in colour pale and 
grey-the front objects more and more distinct. ~ Peale complains thallhere 
are not enough peasant cottages for sketchers to rest in.4-~ Tuckerman's 
characters similarly see art everywhere they look. In Messina, "the broadly 
undulating shapes o Cthe Sicilian mountains come clothed with Ihe vivid ver
dure of the lemo n and orange trees, and the darker evergreen of the olive. 
On Iheir tops, at intervals, volumes of pearly mist reposed. and elsewhere 
the edge of their summits was marked with the distinctness of a ch iselled 
line upon the clear background of the ho rizon. - When Tuckerman's char
acter Clifford Frazier sees an old woman's face near Etna, "it reminds h im 
of some of the Dutch portraits he had seen in the collection s of Italy. - 41,; And 
when a peasant fetches chestnuts for Isabel, the heroine, "she \\ished Ihere 
had been time to sketch the curious picture. -.7 Cooper often shows the per
vasive influence of SalvatoI' Rosa and the Po ussins in his descriptions, and 
he sees the background 10 Bologna as ~the view .. . which the old Italian 
masters sometimes put 10 their religious subjects.-'II! 

In our postsnapshot age, it is perhaps difficult for us to see how relent
lessly wriling and drawing were con nected for these authors, panicularly 
in the temporal /spatial conflation brought abom by joining these two ac
tivities. Peale had written in his 1835 textbook, Graphics: "Writing is liule else 
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than drawing the forms of lcu ers (just as] drawing is lillie tnOI"C than wri t
ing the forms of objecLS. ~4~ We might remember Goethe notin g in his 
ItaliulI}ouml)' lhat one evening he found h imself using his sepia d rawing ink 
for wriling.~ Th is mixture of the sketcher 's and writer 's art is panicularly 
ser;ed by the notion of nature as itselfa kind o f paill ling, now copied with in 
the temporal movement of the Iinc. H ilda's most successful copy. her d raw
ing of Guido's Beatrice, is accomplished by writing with her eyes. Since ~thc 
Prince Barberioi" forbids copies of the paiming, "I had no resource but to 
sit down before the picture, day after day, and let it sink imo my heart. I do 
believe it is now photogmphed there ... . Well , after studying it in th is way, 
I know not how many times I came home. and have done my best 10 trans
fe r the image to canvas. ~~I Beatrice's ~red-rimmed gaze H reminds us of the 
hislOricity of sight- It is impossible to look afresh: all seeing is contami nated 
by knowled ge; all seeing is a form of action. Hence the intertwin ing o f a 
panoply of "scenes~: the scene of o riginal sin. the scene of the crime, the 
scene of the painting. Throughout The Marble Faun, seei ng/ reading be-
comes a malter of the consequences, or effects, of impressions----their con
taminati ng possibili ties, their capacity for implication, their linking of gazes 
and anions, !.heir relation to originality and authenticity. 

We arrive once again at the crucial issue of copying for these American 
tourist/ aesthetes. The aesth etidzation of Italy-h er la n guage a musk, her 
people a caricature, her landscapes a painting-was pan of a very general
ized tracing of an aesthetic genealogy from the classical world, more specif
ically, the classical world now traversed by a Christian and democratic myth 
seeming to run backward from Rome to Athens to J erusalem. Peale con
cluded h is travel account, 

In leaving Milan, I may bid farewell to the arts of Italy! An Italian, nO{ ex
empted from bigotry, discovered a new world for lhc emancipation of man. 
May America in patronising the arts, receive them as lhe offspring of enlight
ened Greece, u-ansmining through Italy, where their miraculous powers were 
nourished in the bondage of mind. Let them in turn be emancipated and 
their persuasive and fascinating language be exalted 10 tilt: noblest purpose 
and be made insu-umc ntal to social happincss and nal ional glo'l·!~2 

Any marriage between America and Europe depended on a separation of 
generations an d a translation of classicism into indigenous terms. Peale, 
born on Washington's birthday, the son of the pain ter whom he calls ~the 
first painter of the Western world, M tr-a\'e1ed through Italy carrying his own 
portrait of Wash ington. He displayed the portrait throughout his trip to 
dign itaries and artists, and he had given instructions that if he d ied d uring 
the journey he was to be buried with the portrait placed on his coffin. Peale 
h imself appears, therefore, in his search for culture as a case of nature imi
tating an. 
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But we should look more closely at this portrait, which shows Wash
ington through a perforated screen of ornamented stonework, beneath a 
Phidian head of Jupiter. This perforated screen through which we view the 
Mfather of our country~ is strangely reminiscent of several other screens: the 
golden, even erotic, one through which Goethe ObSCfyeS the statue of the 
\1rgin in the side altar of the church at Monte Pellegrino, outside of Palermo 
(Goethe refers to her as a Mbeautifullady who seemed to be reclining in a 
kind ofecstasy,~ an almost willful refusal to Mread" her native meaning, es
pecially considering the presence of a Mcherub, fanning her with a Iily~) . ~~ 
And. further, two examples from Hawthorne: the "iron lattice of a prison 
windowM through which Kenyon seems to observe the Carnh'al at the close 
of The Marble Faun and the iron grating of the Vatican sculpture gallery 
through which Hawthorne observes the Laocoon for the first time.~4 The 
Notebooks record three \1ews of the Laocoon-this first, hurried view; a sec
ond, where Hawthorn e compares the sculpture to the Mtumult of Niagara, 
which does not seem to be a tumuli because it keeps pouring on, forever 
and everM; and a third, derivative \1ew at the Uffizi, where a copy of the sculp
ture docs not impress Hawthorne "with the sense o f might and terrible re
pose ... growing out o f the infinit.ude of trouble~ he had felt in the original. 

If American culture WdS to copy Italian culture, the challenge would be 
to avoid being a mere \'alorization of the original, as the Uffizi statue 
seemed to be. There is a moving scene in Irving's travel narrath'e when he 
tells of his feelings on seeing the statues in the Pi lti Palace, for his father 
had had etchings of them in the ho use when he was growing up: "The 
views, the wrestlers, the dancing faun and the knife-grinder, four of myoid
est acquaintances o n paper, now stood before my eyes, looking like living 
beings. " $5 But the risk taken in bringing the statue to life is its irre\'ersibil
ity-that very feature which makes it no lo nger a representation but rather 
someth ing subject to mortality is what will come back to haunt us. 

TRANSFORMATION, OR THE MARnu-: FAUN 

The Marble Faun, as a no\'e! of glances and resemblances, plays out this 
paradoxical desire for an ani~tic animation of history as a tension between 
the morality o f allegory (the possibility that the signs of art can be made to 
cohere v.1thin judgments regarding the ethical) and the neutrality of aes
theticism (the play of resemblances as an unending and e mpty compar
ison). In MScenes by the Way,~ a chapter k<."}' to this theme (though 
importantly, quite minor to that minor player in Hawthorne's romance
lhe plot), we find a passage exemplifying this tension between the allegori
cal and the aesthetic, the American and the Italian . First, lhe narrator writes, 
MA pre-Raphaelite artist might find an admirable subject in one of these Tus
can girls, stepping with a free, erect, and graceful carriage. The miscella-
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neous herbage and tangled twigs and blossoms of her bundle, crown ing her 
head (while her ruddy, comely face looks out between the hanging side fes
lOOns like a large flower). would give the painter boundless scope for the 
minute delineation which he lo\·cs.~ He then explains, a few sentences later, 
MNothing can be morc picturesque than an old grape vine, with almost a 
trunk of its own. clinging first around its supporting tree. Nor does the pic
ture lack its moral. You might tv.'lst it to more than one grave purpose, as 
you saw how the knotted serpentine growth imprisoned within its Slrong em
brace the friend that supported its tender infancy and how (as seemingly 
flexible natures are prone to do) it converted the sturdier [Tee entirely to its 
own selfish ends, extending its innumerable arms on every bough, and per
mining hardly a leaf to sprout except its own ,"56 Of course, 10 MtwiSI~ the 
picture to this gravc purpose would be to he condemned to repeat it. 

At this point, the American sculptor Kenyon, who will ultimately find 
what Hawthorne poses as an American form of happiness by manying 
Hilda the copyist, thinks of how Mthe cnemies of the vine. in his native 
land, would here see an emblem of the remorseless gripe which the habitof 
vinous enjoyment lays upon iL~ victim,-57 Hawthorne seems to aban don th is 
passage by changing the subject in his next paragraph. Yet on closer look, 
Hawthorne has in fact reinscribed that problem he has borrowed from 
l .. :ssi ng- lhc relation between imimtioll, indication, and action, implicit 
in the contradiction belween the stasis of the view and the temporality of 
narration. This relation between seei ng and acting is further cmphasized by 
the COtllr.lSL~ betwee n Miriam and Kenyon. Miriam becomes emblematic 
of the fluid and temporal medium of paint: Kenyon becomes emblematic 
oflhe static and permanent integrity of marble. M iriarn 's gale tics her to the 
literal "execution" of her model. In COlltra.~t, with a \'erbalcommand, Kenyon 
is able to have his assistants bring stone to life. 

It is part of the studied brill iance of TIl t Marble Faun that this gripping im
age of the vine is only glancingly a repetition of the Laocoon, as a re the 
whole series of central problems in the novel: Donatello's achievement of 
life through his break with resemblance and the wrong action of the mur
der: Miriam. whose c rim e is, as the conclusion puts it, ~after a ll merely a 
glance : ' weighted by the novers closure with the full ethical implications of 
a meaningful look; the fac il it}' and superficiality of the copyist's matching 
and distanced percept ion; and the active rclation between hands and C}'e~ 
that produces. for Hawthorne, a genuine art. Finally, the little passage on 
the vine mimes Lessing's point regarding t'<lgedy-that we enter into a view 
of the struggle with the serpent in th e mOlllent before the c ry and that as 
\\"el1 we alread~' know the narrative and are powerless before it. 

Hawthorne weaves th is narrative from the story o f original sin and the 
theme of incest. Critics have attended to the Cenci theme in Tht Marblt Faml 
as an a llusion to Shellcy's "Cenci.~ as an allusion to Byronic legends of in-
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cest, as an allusion to Hawthorne's own supposedly incestuous relation with 
his sister Elizabeth (~Ebc~), and retrospectively as ilSClf an allusion in 
Melville's Pierrt,~ But as Tile Marble Faun ilSClf demonstrates, mere allusion 
d oes not suffice outside of a sphere of intelligibility and structure within 
which allusion is able to ~resonate.~ Furthermore, allusion severed from its 
grounds becomes gratuitous detail. T hus I would conclud e by remarking o n 
the ways in which the Cenci portrait is, for the novel, a kind of indetermi
nate center o f overdetermination . 

We sbould begin by noting that the Cenci ponrait is now considered 
to be nei ther Beatrice Cenci nor a work by Guido. ·'>9 But for Hal'l'thome, 
and fo r Sophia, the portrait was a cen tral point on a tour of Roman an. 
Hawthorne records in h is NQtetxmu that in his visi t to the Barberin i Palace, 
he passed quickly by Durer's picture of Cllrisl Disputing wilh tile Doclors ~and 
almost aJl the other pictures, being eager to see the twO which chieny make 
the collection famous_- These are Raphael's Fornarini, and Guido's por
trait of Beatrice Cenci. These we foun d in the last of the three rooms; and 
as regards Beatrice Cenci, I might as \\'e ll not try to say anythi ng, for its spell 
is indefi nable, and the painter has wrought it in a wa), more like magic than 
anything else I have known."60 The picture, in Hawthorne's view, clearly 
ach ieves the goal of abstracted spirituality that he slates as an aim through
out 7'lu Marble Faun. He describes the figure in the port rait as ~li ke a falle n 
angel, fallen, withoul sin, It is infi n itely pitiful to meel her eyes . ... It is the 
most profoundly wrought p icture in the world; no artist did it. or co uld do 
it again . Guido may have held the brush, but he pain ted better than he 
knew. I wish , however, it were possible fo r some spectator, of deep sensibil
ity, to see the picture without knowing anything of its subject or history; for 
no doubt we bring all o ur knowledge of the Cenci tragedy to the interp n :· .. 
ta tion of the picture. "tiL Now here we find the tra\-e!er 's wish for a com pletely 
aestheticized comext-a land of pictures unburdened by the stories of 
history- that links Hawtho rne's project to the central problematic of incest 
as a relation between the overly propinquitous and the overly alterior. 

Beatrice, in fac t, is the perfect emblem for this problematic since she has 
taken up both the poSition of acted upon and actor, since she has suffered 
from the tcmporal reflexivity of bei ng too close to her male, and since she 
has suffered from the spatial renexivity of being too far Ii'om her kin. The 
contamination o f incest and the estrangement of fratricide and parricide 
are the axes thereby of a circle of Western culture that finds its narrative ori
gins in the story of o riginal sin ... , ith its account of too much knowledge and 
too much estrangement and the story of the found ing o f Rome with its in
cestuous mi xing of nature and culture and its analogous coda of fratricide, 

'I'M Marbk FaUll imitates, then, an anxiety regarding consummation. in
cest, travel, and art are lin ked as actions that threaten a closure that would 
mark the end of reproduction. It is rather eaS)' to see the biographical im-
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port of this theme for Hawthorne. Once one atten ds 10 them, the most par
ticular details in the text have lhe most general resonance. Consider, for 
example, the fec t of the murdered model, which we earlier memion ed as a 
symbol ofbOlh experience and the worn trajeclory of all paths in Rome. The 
symool of the feet is readily lin ked to Hawthorne's earlier story of guilt and 
expiation, "The Ancestral FOOlSlCP,- to Hawthorne's visit to th e legendary 
~bloody footstcp~ at Smith clrs Hall in Lo ndon , to Hawthorne's own lame 
foot in his youth. LO Byron 's affliction. and metonymically then, to Byron's 
experience of incest and thereby to Oed ipus's swollen foot as a mark of in
(cst and patricide. We arc reminded of other places in Hawthorne's fiction 
where to "dream strange things and make them look like truth ~ becomes a 
de\'ice for the con nation of an and symbol; for example, "'The Birthmark, ~ 
the story of an infant hand that reminds the bridegroom of a connection 
with animals. Or the momem in "Alice Doane's Appeal" when Leonard 
Doane, looking down at the face of the man he had m urdered. Walter 
Brome, sees his dead fat her's face. Leonard has killed Walter because Wai
ter has brought about the "shame~ of Leonard's sister Alice. Bu t Walte r, it 
turns out, is also Alice's brother; Leonard has thus committed, in mOl'e or 
less literal and me taphorical degrees, incest, fratricide , and patricide.6~ 

All of Hawthorne's I\'ork, including his life, of course, is concerned with 
an inhe ritance of sin. wilh the reading of stains. widl the conscq uences of 
views. Yet to reduce The Marble Fmm to biography or anything else is to 

refuse the l'el1' problems of determination the nOI'cl works 10 presen t. A 
consummate art would have no story 10 te ll; in th is sense, Hawthollle is 
strugglin g atlhe margins o f such a possibility. Yet he is also presenting us 
with the particular ways in which such a possibility must necessari ly fail. To 
travel in a land of pictures is to trad e a being in time for a spatial ill usion. 
The Laocoon itself is only intell igible because of the narratil'e Virgil h as pro
vided for reading it. And its perfected spatial fom l is thereby constamly put 
into motion by its representation of a punishment delivered in retributiotl 
for an unlicensed prophecy. \ Ve are not surprised to learn at the end of the 
novel that H ilda and Kenyon have in fac t abando ned art, \Vi thout the risk 
of contamination by narrative particularity. on the o ne hand, the uni n telli
gibility o f abstraction , on the other, the transfo rmations effected by the aes
thetic have no meaning. 

A5 is lhe case with lhe experience of the Laocoon, the si te to which all 
roads, including th is one, lead, we have a relentless cr itique of aestheticism 
within a proclamation of the triumph of aestheticism. Although it may seem 
that Hawthorne aligns America with moralism and Italy with aesthe ticism, 
\\'e find that he has in fac t presented a devastating critique of thc limitations 
of both-the stcrility, the impos.~ ibility of closure and production, fou nd 
whenever art and action refuse one another. If Hawthorn e rather gloomily 
reminds us that to stay tOO long in Italy and away from America would lead 
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to a ~kind of emptiness, ~ for we would ~defer the reali ty of life, in such cases, 
until a further moment ... and by the by th ere are no futu re moments----or 
if we do return we fi nd that .. . life has shifted its reality to the spot where 
we ha\'e deemed ourselves on ly temporary residen ts, "6.' he as well reflects o n 
the mean ing of the metaphors of emptiness, that emptiness of all lra\'el writ· 
ing that has as its point the redemption of actions now subject LO view. 
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SIX 

The World in a Text: 
How to Read Tristes Tropiques 

Clifford Gmu. 

The advent of structuralism (~ad\'ent~ is the proper word; it carne as a sud
den unriddling an nounced by an improbable presence) has done rather 
morc to aher anthropology's sense of itself than ir.s sense of its subject. What
ever becomes of circulating women, my themes, binary rcason, or the sci
e n ce of the concrete, the sense of intellectual importance that structuralism 

brought to anthropology, most especially, to ethnography-in which Levi
Strauss once declared he had fou nd nothing less than "the principle of all 
research"-will not soon d isappear. The discip line had worked ir.s way, here 
and there, into the general cultural life before: Eliot read Frazer; Engels 
read Morgan; Freud, alas, rcad Atkinson ; and, in the United States at least, 
j ust about everybody read Mead. But nothing like the wholesale invasion of 
neighboring fields (literature, philosophy. theology, hislOry, art, politics, 
psychiatry, linguistics, e\'en some parIS of biology and mathe matics) had 
e'·er occurred. So precipitate a move from the edge of things to their cen
te r has turned greater head s than ours, and the effecl£-<lespite my irony, 
not al toge ther bad-will be wi th us, I think, more or lcs.s permanently. 

What is most str iking, howeve r, in all o f this is that, using the word in its 
uncensorious sense, it was an essentially rhetorical accomplishment. It .... 'llS 

not the odd faclS or the even odder explanations Uvi-5trauss brought forth 
that made of him (as Susan Son tag, who is in charge of such matters, called 
him) an intellectual hero.l It was the mode of discourse he invented lO d is
play those facts and frame those explanations. 

T he reanalysis of the Oedipus Story only partly aside. the particular find
ings of structuralist anthropology h a\'e had scarcely more effect beyond 
the borders of the discipline than those of funClionalism, culture and 
personality stud ies. or social evolutionism; quite possibly, even less, "''hat 
changed the mi nd of the age, as none of those cvc r did, was the sense that 
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a new language had appeared in which e\'erything from ladies' fashions, as 
in Roland Barthes's U S)'Sleme de fa modt', to neurology, as in Howard Gard
ner's The (blestfur Mind, could be usefully d iscUS5ed. 2 h was a cyde of terms 
(sign, code, transformation, opposition, exchange, communication, 
metaphor, metonymy, myth , structure), borrowed and reworked from the 
lexicons of science and art alike, that defined Levi-Strauss's enterprise for 
those whose interest in Australian section systems or Bororo village shapes 
was at best limited. More than anything else, he cleared an imaginative space 
that a generation o f characters in search of a play rushed to occupy. 

Again, I should make it clear, especially in the light of my 0 .... '11 admitted 
skeplicism toward the structuralist project as a research program and my 
outright hostility to il as a philosophy of mind, that I regard this construc
tion of an enlire discourse realm from a standing start as a stunning achieye
ment, altogether worthy o f the attention it has received. Levi-Strauss is 
dearly one of the true ~authors~ in anthropology-if originality be all, per
haps the truest. The fact that I m)'self am not attracted to wrile in the tradi
tion he authored, preferring less ambitious strategies, is quite beside the 
point. To characterize someone as writing with world-making intent is not 
to accuse him; it is 10 si tuate him. 

It is, at any rate, from such a perspecti\"e, appreciative and unconverted, 
that I want to approach Levi-Strauss as a Barthesian Mautho r-writer." He is, 
or rather his work is, a peculiarly illuminating case in point for the pro
position that the separation of what someone says from how they say it
content from form, substance from rhetoric, {'tent from {'tien/un-is as mis
chievous in anthropology as it is in poetry, painting, or political oratory. The 
im·estigation of how a Levi-Strauss text, or more exactly how Tris/ts Tropiques. 
the finest of his texts and the one that most illuminates the whole of his 
work, is put together takes us into some of the most intractable instabilities 
of what (borrowing a term , and some ideas as well. from the linguist Alton 
Becker) one may can text-building strategies in anthropology.~ 

Of course, the most immediate value of such a ~lit .. <rit~ approach to Levi
Strauss is that he is very d ifficult to read: and not only, as has sometimes 
been argued. for flat-footed Anglo-Saxons. He is difficult not just in the rec
ognized sense that his by now falIlOll~ rain-fore5t pro:s<..----Ul"ipping with 
steamy metaphors, overgrown with luxuriant images, and flowered with 
extravagant puns (Mthoughts~ and ~pansies,~ "waysM and '\'oices," and per
haps, considering the text at hand. even MtrOpeS~ and Mtropics~)_is so easy 
to gel lost in. He is difficult in the deeper and more serious sense thal al
though, stylistic extravagances aside, his books look like ordinary anthro
pological works, even al times like rather old-fashioned ones, Bureau of 
American Ethnography monographs reincarnated, they are not. They are 
anOlher genre under the SUllo To approach Tristts Tropiqut's with reading 
habits formed by experience with We, the Tikopia or Pal/ems of CultUrt or 
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even with what might seem a better model but is really a worse one, 'flu 
Golden Bough, is ra ther like the little old lady in the Thurber vignette who 
found Macbeth lacking as a detective slOry because it was clear whodunit 
from quite carlyon. 

But the main reason for regarding Levi-Strauss in a li terary way is not the 
exegetical one, structuralism made easy, b ut that his works, TriJlt:s Tropiqut:s 
most particularly, fonn excellent cases on which to train such a regard. 

The in nocence about texl-building that I have ascribed to our profession 
in general certainly does nOI apply to him. Were he any more self<o nscious, 
he would transport to a higher plane, In the whole of anthropology there 
are no works more self-referential-works that point as often to themselves 
as artifacts, and deliberately, as they do to what they are ostensibly about
than TriJ/t:s Tropiques. It is a classic example of the book whose subject is in 
great part itself, whose purpose is to display what, were it a nm'el, we would 
call its fic tionality; a painting, its plan arity; a dance, its comportmen t: its 
existence as a made th ing. 

If one reads, say, Meyer Fortes's 'flu Tallmsi o r E. E. Evans-Pritchard's 
Tiu Nuer, one can and usually docs feel that one is looking through a 
crystal window to the reali ty be~·ond. T h e devices, the construClion scars, the 
brush marks are all more or less invisible, at least to the unwary ere. In Tri,Stes 
TropiqlUS (and, fo r that matter, in La Ptm,Sa sa ulJagr:and M)'lhQwgiques as well) 
the devices are foregrounded, pointed at, flo urished even . I..cvi-Strauss d oes 
not want the reader to look through his lext, he wants h im to look at it. And 
once one has, it is very hard ever again to look through , at least wi th the old 
epistemological nonch alance, anyone else ·s. 

\Vhat is cri tical, however, is that such a how-is-this-text-buil t approach to 
Trisles Tropiques leads o n to a somewhat unstandard interpretation of Levi
Strauss's work, both of the parts Ihat make it up an d of the by now largely 
unfolded totali ty those parts constitute. Or to put the matter less generally, 
we can counterpose (a lhe two approaches usually taken 10 the DeUtm! tn /jere 

a third one that gives 10 that Ob.lVTt:, and thus at least indirectly to struc
turalism, a ra ther d ifferent look. T racing out the stra tegies of so strategical 
a book is not (to employ a familiar libel) j ust a literary exercise. It is a revi
sionary one. 

O f the two usual approaches to Uvi-Slrauss's work as a whole, the more 
common , because it seems so simple and familiar to historicistic Western
ers, is to see it as a linear developmen t: a view Levi-Strauss hi mself, as a bit 
of deliberate mystification in my opin ion, considering his famous hostility 
to all fonns of h islOricism , has in faCi promoted. 

T his view is, as linear views tend to be, esselllially a Wh iggish one. The 
great struclUralisl enterprise begins with U.s Strnc/ures elimrnluires de kl par
enliin that most slandard of an thropological domains, kinsh ip, in which it 
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makes its first real, halting steps. Btll it is mired down by the social actu
ality of it all: the mind sunk in materialities. Then , the story goes, in "The 
Structural Study of Myth ~ and in To/emilm, it begins to shake free of this 
social dross to get more directly at ilS proper subject, the formal play of the 
human intellect. This approach is then codified, systematized, and turned 
into a veritable science, like Marxism, geology, or psychoanalysis, in La 
Pemie sauvage; after which it is carried to triumphant culmination in the 
great four-volume record of the mind gamboling freely in the fields of its 
own imagery, M)·thologiques. 

It would take us too far from our subject to trace out here the difficulties 
of this view of l.i:vi-Strauss 's work as describing a risc from nature to culture, 
behavior to thought , matter to mind. It is actually plausible only so long as 
one doesn't look too closely into chronology or, even more importan t, into 
the intenextual relations that actually obtain. independently of sequence, 
among the various works. Us Slruclures eli-menlaires, with ilS tracing oflogical 
transformations across vast geographic spaces, stands in many .... ~dyS closer to 
M)"lhologiques, two de<:adcs further o n , than does La PensU sauvalfl, with its 
theoretical cavalry charges, methodological set pieces, and Rive GauchL 
quarre ls, which was published only a year or two earlier than MythoWgiques. 
One of his most recent books, La Vaie des masques, a son of tailpie<:e to the 
Mylhowgiqws, was published in 1979 bUl conceived in 1943, before his first 
one, La Vie farniliaket sociale des Indiem Nambikwara. And his whole argument 
is, in bare-bones terms, already there in the thiny pages or so of "The Struc
tural StudyofMyth ,~ written in the 19505. The rest is an enormous footnote. 

Because the problems of Whiggism in connection with so achronic a 
writer as Levi-Strauss are, once one gels down to <:ascs, so obvious (even his 
individual books do not march directionally through their subjects like 
proper monographs, beginning at the beginning and c nding at the end, but 
drcle, hO\'ering, around them like avian meditations, remote and brood
ing), another approach to his work hasscemed to a number ofpcople more 
promising. This is to see it, so to speak, recursively, each phase of it, or even 
each work, being <:oncerned with training the <:onstant, un <:hanging, struc
turalist gaze on one or another domain of anthropological research; a huge 
roulling searchlight, lighting up first this dark contcr, then the next. 

In th is story, LCvi-Strauss, fixed of mind and sure of purpose, scatters 
one after another the academic ideologies blocking his path. Us Structures 
elimmtaires takes on the Warner/ Radcliffe-Brown/ Murdock kinships con
troversy, displadng the whole axis of dispute. l'otemism upends Durkheim
ian ism and Radcliffe-Brown's vulgarization of it. La Pensu sauvage tills with 
Sartre, epistemology, and the idea of history. M),lhowgiques dismantles and 
reassembles, bricoleur-style, the Boas/ Mul1er/ Frazer schedule of issues. 
And the rhctoric of the argument shifts appropriately as the wheel of at
tention turns. It is Maussian (men communicating through gifts of women) 
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in the Australian- Southeast Asian work. It is British functionalist (though 
with the signs changed, ~good 10 think ralher than good to cat") in To/emism. 
iL is tran s-Marxist and high-iinguisticisl (imagina mUlIdi and animal 
melOnyms) in 1..0. Pensee sauvage. And it is a melange of aestheticism (~over
lure.~ ~coda. ~ "the bird nester's aria," Mthe fugue of the f'i\'C senses," MOpoS
sum 's cantata") and Enlightenmem encyclopedism (A RAWAK to lA l'OTt:C) 
in M),thowgiques. 

I will not go, here, into the problems of this approach either. It is better 
in some ways than the first (at least it avoids the myth of progress). Ilis worse 
in others (complete stability in the structuralist program from 1949 to 1979 
is, to put it mildly, difficult to establish) . The critical point is that, as my fail
ure to mention it in d escribing them suggests, both approaches have diffi
culty accommodating 'fmles TrofJiqUiS at alL It seems like a mere sport, even 
an embarrassment: a reflective, rather pointless pause in the long march to
ward intellectivc purity in the linear case; a mere personal expression, an in
dulgence best overlooked, in the recursive one, As I have pronounced it the 
key work, the center around which the whole pivOLS, I need to take a quite 
different tack. 

To my mind, Levi-Strauss's work is organized neither linearly, a progress 
orviews, n or quantumly, a series of d iscontinuous refonnulations ofa fixed 
and single vicw; l<l ther, il is organized, if you will , c:cmrif •• gally. It is po$si
ble, I thin k, and profitable as well, to look at all of Levi-Strauss's works, ex
cept TTisliS Tropiques, even those works that, in publication terms anyway, 
predate it, as partial unpackings or it, developments of particular strains pre
sent, embryonically at least and usually much more fully than that, in this, 
the most multiplex of his writings. 

Wh ether or nOl this cosmic egg view of Tmles Tropiques is the last word o n 
the subject is surely debatable; but not, I should think, until it is fi rst ex
plored . Looking at Tmles TrofJique.s in text-building terms as the a rch-text 
o ut of which the other texts are, in a logical sense, generated-Stcvens's 
-parakeet of parakeets that above the fo rest of parakeets prevails/ a pip of 
life amid a m ort oftai1s ~-<an lead one inw a bette r grasp of Levi-Strauss's 
thought that can seeing it either as an advancing series of etherealizin g 
visions or as a static and obsessive iterating theme. 

From this perspective the first thing to be said about Tmus TrofJiqws, and in 
some ways the last as well , is that it is several books at once, several quite dif
fe rent sorts of texts superimposed one upon the other to bring out an over
all patte rn , rather like a moire. 

~Superimposed~ is, h owever, not exact1y the right word. For what we 
have in Trisles Tropiques is not a hierarchical, surface-to-depth arrangement 
of texts, the one hidden beneath the other, so that interpretation consists 
in deeper penetration as one strips away the layers. Wh at we have is 
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co-occurring. competing. (:ven sometimes mutually interfering texts exist
ing at the same level. 

TIle book is a virtual analogue of LCvi-Strauss's kaleid oscope image of 
"concrete Lhough t~: a syntactic conjunction o f discrete elements, played Out 
horizontally alo ng what Roman J akobson called the p lane of contiguity, 
rather than a paradigmatic hierarch y of continuate elements, played out 
vertically on what he called the plane of similarity.4 Trisus TrofJiqtus is an 
ideal-typical Russian/ Czech formalist poem: meaning constfllc ted by 
p rojecting the analogue axis o f paradigmatic substitution , J akobson's 
"metaphor,~ on to the digital one of syntactic combination, his ~melOnymy. ~ 
It is, to put it more casually and in a language less special, a manifold text 
par txu lknu: several books at o nce a ll jammed together to produce ... well, 
we shall come back to what is produced later. First, it is necessary to look a t 
the component elements, the thin books wild ly signaling to get out inside 
this fat o ne. 

In the first p lace, it is, of course, and despite the ironic and self-reflexive 
denial of the famous opening passage. a travel book in a very recognizable 
genre . I went here, I wen t there; I saw this strange thing and that; I was 
amazed, bored, excited, disappointed; I got boils on my behind . and once, 
in the Amazon .. . -all with the implicit undermessage: Don't you wish you 
had been there with me o r could do the same? 

An invi ta tion to dreams of ad\'enture and escape, and even a d ream itself. 
He can be as superior as he wants to be about lan tern-slide lectures. stories 
abom the ship's dog. or descriptions of seagulls swirling abom ; but just lis
ten to h im on Fort de France: 

When the docks stn.lck t ..... o in the afternoon Fort dc Frdnce ..... as a dead to ..... n. 
There "'as no sign of life in the O\'al-bordered -main square.~ ..... hich ..... as 
planted " 'ith palm-trees and overrun with rampant weeds-a patch of dead 
ground, one would havc thought, in which someone left behind a statue of 
Josephine Tascher de la Pagene, later Beauhamais. [That is Napoleon 's 
Josephine. ofcoursc.] No sooner had the Tunisian and I checked into the d<." 
scrted hotel than, still shaken by the e\'en<.~ of the mnrning. we hired a car and 
SCI off toward the Lazaret. with the intention of comforting our companions 
and, more e~pedall)' , two young German women .... ho had led lI$ to belie"",. 
during the \'oyage OUI. that they would be unfaithli.lllO their hU5bandsjust as 
soon as they could get properly cleaned up. From this point ofview, the busi
ness of the Lazaret was ye t another disappoinunent to us.5 

Which is both crude enough and sufficiently arch for a ny lantern ICClUre. 
O r hear him, even , much farthe r on, approach the T upi-Kawahib across 

the mid-Amazon p lateau: 

I had len Cuib<t in June, and it was no .... September. For three months I had 
wandered across the Plateau, camping with the Indians whilc Illy animals had 
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a rest, or pushing on interminably from one point to the next, asking myself 
the while whal il \'.ould all add up to in the end. Meanwhile the jerky motion 
orthe mule gave me sore places so atrociously painful, and yet so familiar, that 
I ended up feeling they wcrc a permanent part of my anatOm~' and I should 
even miss them if they were not thert: the next morning. Boredom got the UP'" 
per hand ofadnmture. For week5 on end the same austere savannah would 
unroll before ffil!-"a land 50 dry thaI living planu l:ould scarcely be dislin
guished from the dead stumps \hal marked the place where '!Omeone had 
lately suuck camp. And as for the blackened remains of bush-fires. they 
seemed merely the culmination ofa tenitorywhere it was the destiny of every
thing, sooner or later, 10 be burnt to a cinder.6 

MMy Life among the Headh unters~ or '"Two Years in Darkest Africa ~ could 
hardly be beuer, or worse, than this Richard Burton/ T. E. Lawrence sort of 
tone. Actually, there a re French referen ts for th is that would be more ap
propriate. The Third Republic haute lIUlgarisaticm popular cuhure was pock
marked with this sort of thing: Gide's VO)'ages all Congo, the intensely read 
romantic travelogues of Pierre Loti, or eyen such a classic mandarin fi gure 
as Andre Malraux, at least in his archaeological-Far Eastern phase, seem the 
prototypes of the attitude, and the style, Uvi-Strauss is adopting here. A sys
tematic attempt to con nect Tris/es Tropiques with thc French travelliteraturc 
he was supposedly reacti ng against, though actually rei ncanlating and even 
exploiting, could be extremely rcycal ing. 

In any case, whatevcr the models, the image of the hardy lTaveler, sorely 
beset but terribly interlstM, never leaves the book, and it connects his ac
count to a type of social consciousness-vulgar in the r001, not the tenden
tious, sense o f the word-that this almost classic 1IQrmalien (e\'en though he 
was, as he very carefully points Out in Tristes Tropiq1U!s, by his own ch oice, not 
li terally one) ..... ould nevcr admit to and indeed has spent much of his career 
distancing himself from. 

Second, the book is, howC\'cr oddly looking a onc, an cthnography. A 
con troversial ethnography perhaps, and more than a bil o\'erfocused; but 
the affirmcd and affinned pose of the ethnographer, like the disclaimed 
and discla imed one o f the tourist, nevcr Ieavcs thc book. Indeed it often be
comes, in its shrill insistence, a bit thick: 

An aminomy. therefore, which we ha\'e as a profession on the one hand. and 
on the other an ambiguous enterprise. oscillating between a mission and a 
refuge, hearing within itself elemenl.'l ofhoth and re t always recognizably one 
rather than the other. Anthropology has in all this an espedall)' favored place. 
It represenl.'l the second alternative {that is, the ~refuge~l in its most extreme 
fo rm. TIle ethnographer, while in no wise abdicating his own humanity, strives 
to know and estimate his fellowman from a lofty and distant point of\,<lmage: 
only thus can he ab~trac t them from the cont ingencies panicular 10 this or 
that chilization. The conditions of his tife and work Cut him off from his own 
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group for long periods together; and he himself acquires a kind of chronic up
rOOledness from the sheer brutal ity of the em~ronmental changes to which he 
is exposed, Never can he feel himself "at home" anY""here: he will alwa)'$ be, 
psychologically speaking, an amputated man, Anthropology is, with music and 
mathematiu, one of the few tfile \'ocations; and the anthropologist may be
come aware of it before ever he has been taught it. 7 

T he anthropologist, as here, \'emuring where lesser souls-his cafe in
tellectual fri ends in Paris; the orchid-elite of French Quarter Sao Paulo; 
his shallow, novelty-pursuing Brazilian students; and you. d ear chemist, 
philosopher , or art historian , enfolded in your laboratory, study, o r mu
seum--dare not go. and penetrating forms of existence they can only read 
about: this note too runs continuously through the book. T he mystique of 
fieldwork that Malinowski fo unded and Mead proclaimed fi nds its apothe
osis here, sign ificantly enough in someone who has nOI done all that much 
fieldwork and who would deny its experiential authority, as h e does in Trislts 
Tropiqun, as a bit of Mshopgirl phi losophy,~ 

Unlike the tra\'e! text, however, which is, as su ch texts are by nature, one 
damn thing after another, the ethnographic text has a thesis, the thesis in 
fact that LCvi-5traliss has p urslled for the q uarter centu!)' or so since: 
namely, ~the ensemble of a people's customs has always its particular style; 
they form into systems. · The ~overture ~ and the "coda" to M)'lhowgiques are 
perhaps more powerful statements, "The Structural Study of Myth " a more 
systematic one, and the fourth chapte r of Tolemism a dearer one, But l.kvi
Strauss has never bee n able to put capital-S Structuralism in so neat a nut
shell as he was able to in Trisles TrofJiques;8 

The ensemble of a people 's cuslOms has always its particular style: they fonn 
into sys tems. I am com;nced that the number of these systems is not unlim
ited and that human beings (at play, in their d reams, or in momenl' of delu
sion) never create absoluldy. all they can do is to choose certain combinations 
from a repert011' of ideas which it should be possible to reconsUllite. For this 
one must make an inventory of all the CUStomS which ha\·e been obseJ,·ed by 
oneself or other.!, the cmtoms pictured in mythology. the customs invoked by 
both children and gro,",11-upS in their g-dmes. The dreams of individuals, 
Wh"lhc~ healthy o r sick , . hould a t:so be take n into accounl. ' ''i l n all Ihi~ one 
could C\'entuall) establish a SOrl of periodical cnart of chemical elements anal
ogous to tha t dC"oiscd by Me ndelier. In this, all customS, whe ther real or merely 
poS.'iible, would be grouped by families and all that would remain for us to do 
would be to recognize those which $()( ietil's had, in point of fac t, adopted.1I 

Th ird , besides a travelogue and an ethnography, the book is a philo-
sophical text. It is a philosophical lexi not simply in the rnan-in-the-su·eet 
sense that it is flamboya ntly reflective-the mute-cxchangcs-<:>f-forgiveness-
wl th ... ,-cat sort of th ing-and fu ll of dark sayings-MMarxism and Buddhism 
arc do ing lhe same thing, but at difTerenllc\"els , ~ It is a ph ilosophical text 
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in the scholarly sense thal it addresses itself. with some resoluteness, to a 
central issue in Western thought: the natural fo undations of human society. 
Not only does lkvi-5uauss hope to find Rousseau's Social Contract alh'c and 
well in deepest Amazon-and so counter such theories of the origins o f s0-

ciality as Freud's primal parricide or Hume 's col1vcn lionaiit r- but he thinks 
thai, among the Nambikwara, he has actually and literally done so: 

The e,·idence of the Nambikwara rum, to begin with. clean counter \0 the an
cient sociological (heory, now leruporarily resurrected by the psychoanalysts, 
according to wh ich the primitive chief derives from a s)'moolic fa th er .... I 
should like 10 be able to show how markedly, in this n:g-.trd . cOIl It:mporary an
thropology supports the thesis of the eighteenth century philawph4. Doubtless 
Rousscau·s schema diffel"!i from the qua.~i<ontractua l re lations which obtllin 
between the chief and his companions. Ro usseau had in mind a quite differ
ent phenomenon- the renunciation by the indi\idual of his own autonomy 
in the interests of the collective will. It is nunetheless uue, however, that 
Rousseau and his cOlUemporaries displayed profound sociological ilUuition 
when they realized that attitudes and elements of culture such as are summed 
up in the wurds ~contract · and ·cunsent~ are nOI secondary fomlations, as 
their adversaries (and Hlime in particular) maintained: they are the primary 
materials of social life. and il is impossible 10 imagine a form of social organi
zation in "'h leh they are not present.10 

Le vi-Strauss d oes n ot merely think that he has found the Social Contract 
in viV() (a claim, a bit like saying one has disco\·ered the counl!)' where 
Plato's Ideas or Kant 's Noumena are stored). He wanLS to bring back to re
spectabil ity Rousseau 's socieri naissante model, which sees what we would 
now call the neolithic as, quoting from Rousseau, "un juste milieu entre I' in
dolc nce d 'Clat prim itif c t la petulant activite de notre amour pro pre ~ (the 
middle ground between the indolence of the primitive Slate and the quest
ing activity to which we are prompted by our amour propre). Better we had 
neVer left that wo rld, which We need now to reconstruct and which We can 
reconstruct because Rousseau's model is eterna l and universatll By know
ing o ther societies, we can d e tach ourselves from our own and build, on the 
basis of an ideal beyond space and time, a rational social order, one, Levi
Strauss says, in which man can Ih-e. 

And this, in turn , leads to the fourth sort of text Tristes Tropiques is: a re 
formist tract. There has been an enonnous number of indic tme nts by now 
of the West for its impact a ll the nOIl-\Vest. but there a re few, no matter how 
radical their authors, with the d evastating bitte rness and powe r of Levi
Strauss's Tristes Tropiques. He makes Fran tz Fanoll sound post1\-ely gen ial. 

T he passages a re famous. The descriptions of the dilapidated "former 
savages~ spoiling the view aro und Sao Paulo; the d iatr ibes about e mpty beer 
bottles and di$Carded tin cans; and the illlense hatred for industrial civi
lization that keeps breaking through: it is un necessary to requote them 
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here. What needs to be noted is that they connect with a distinctive strand 
in nineteenth- and early twentieth-cen tury rcformisllhoughl-lhe one per
haps best represented in France by Flaubert, in Germany by Niet7.sche, and 
by Arnold or Ruskin or Pater in England; one that reacted to much of mod
em life with an essentially aesthetic repugnance raised, or anyway trans
ported, to a moral level. Distaste transmogrified. 

Just to show that this is a general theme in L.evi-Strauss, let me quote from 
his comments on Third World cities, describing them as a whole. (The pas
sage, revamped and back-translated for Indian cities expressly, is in fact in
cluded in Tristes Tropiques, though it is one of the sections omiued in the 
Russell translation); 

Fil lh, promiscuity, disorder, physical COntaCl; ruins, shaclui, excrements, mud; 
body moisture. animal droppings, urine. pumlence, secretions. suppura
tion--everything that [European) urban life is organized to defend us against. 
everything we loathe, everything we protect ourselves from at great cost-all 
these by-products of co-habitation never here [in the Third World) impose a 
limit on [urban life's) spread. On the contral")', these constitute the natural 
setting the town must have ifi! is to sur .. i\,e. n 

And the crime, of course, is that it is we who have done this, whether out 
of greed and pitulante activitior mere fits of absentmindedness and callous
ness--we who have thrown, as he says somewhere in Trisles TropiqutS, o ur 
filth in the faces of the rest of the world, which now proceeds to throw it 
back in ours. 

As a reformist tract, Trisles Tropiques is an outburst, less of 17Wralisle rage
which is one of the things that divides him from Sartre, who is rather more 
worried that people are dominated than that they are degraded-than of 
aesthetic repugnance. Like Swift's, I.i:vi-Strauss's deep social disgust seems 
to rise om of an even deeper disgust with the physical and the biological. 
His radicalism is not political. It is sensory. 

Fifth, and finally, Tri5tes Tropiques is, quite deliberately, a kind of symbol
ist literary text (a fact James Boon, in his neglected study, From Symbolism to 
Structuralism, has alerted us to in L.evi-Strauss's work generally)p an appli
cal.ion of symbofi.deviews to primitive culture: Mallarme in South America. 

This is easier to see in the French text, where the prose as such mirrors 
the indebtedness. But it is emphatic enough at various points to survive 
translation as well. 

I see Ihese predilections [to see space and time in qualitative tenns. and so 
on) as a fonn of wisdom which primitive peoples put simultaneously into prac
tice; the madness lies rather in our modern wish to go against them. Primitive 
peoples attained quickly and easily to a peace of mind which we strive for at 
Ihe COSI of innumerable rebulTs and irritations. We should do better to accept 
the true conditions of our human experience and realize that it is not within 
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our power to emancipate ourselves completely from either its structure or its 
natural rhythms. Space has \'alues peculiar to itself, just as sounds and S(:enl~ 
have their colours and feclin~ their weighL The search for correspondences 
of this son i .~ not a poet's game or a department of m}'5tification. as people 
have dared to say of Rimbaud's Sonwt des Voyt/Its; that sonnet is now indis
pensable to the student of language who knows the basis, not of the colour of 
phenomena, for this \'aries with each indh1dual. but of the relation which 
unites one phenomenon to another and compri$t's a limited gamut of possi
bilities. These correspondences offer lhe scholar an entirely new tClTllin, and 
one which illay still have rich yields \0 offer. If fi sh can make an aesthetic dis
tinction between smells in tenus of light and dark, and bees classify the 
strength of light in tenns of weight-darkness is heavy to them, and bright 
light light~just so should the work of the painter. the poet, and the composer 
and the m}ths and symbols of primitive Man appear to us: if not as a superior 
form of knowledge, at any rate as the most fundamental fonn of knowledge, 
and thc only one that we all have in common ,lt 

And he continues in the same vein , one which by Mythologiqu es will be a 
major theme, "Cities ha\'e often been likened to symphonies and poems; 
and this comparison seems to me a perfectly natural one: they are in factob
jecL~ of the same nature" . someth ing lived and something dreamed,"15 
(Apparently these are different cities than the pestilent ones we just saw, 
And, in fact , this bit of lyricism is follo ..... ed b y a c ,-iticism of Bnuil ian towns, 

this time for being the results of "decisions of .. . engineers and financiers" 
r.nher than spontaneous growths, like poems or symphonies-unmclodic, 
out of tune. so to speak: mechanical cacophonies produced by tone-deaf 
"moderns. M) 

ThaI LCvi-Strauss is concerned 10 place himself and his text in the liter
ary tradition established by Baudelaire, Mallarmi:, Rimbaud. and-though , 
as far as I can disco\'er, he n(:ver mentions him in Tri.itts Tropiqutr-espe
cially Proust. is dear from the way he writes. from what he writes. and from 
what he says he is concerned to do: decode, and. in d ecoding, recover the 
power to use the sensuous imagery of neolithic thought. Trislts Tropiques is, 
in one dimension, a record ofa symbolist mentality, which Uvi-Strauss in
sists that not just his Indians but he himseJfhas, at play in the forests and sa· 
vannahs of the Amazon. 

Neither Brazil nor South America meant much to me at the time. But I can 
still sec, in e\'ery' d~tail, th~ imag~s formed in my mind. in response to this un
expected suggestion [that is, that he go there]. Tropical countries. as it 
seemed to me, must be the exact opposite of our own. and the name of the 
antipodes has for me a sense at once richer and more ingenuous than il5 lit
cral derivation. I should have bel;n astonished to hear it said that any specics, 
whether animal or ,·egetable. could have the same appearance on both sides 
of the globe. Every animal. every' tree, every blade of gr.tss. must be complete ly 
diffe rent and give imlll<:dial~ nolice ... of ill; tropical char.tcler. 1 imagined 
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Brazil as a tangled mass of palm-leaves. with glimpses of strange architecture 
in the middle distance, and an all-permeating sense of burning perfume, This 
latter oldactory detail lowe, I think. to an unconscious awareness of the as

sonance between the words BriIil ("Br-ui1") and griIilleT ("sizde"), No amount 
of later experience, , , can prevent me from sti ll thin king of Brazil in terms of 
burning scem, 

Now that I look back on them. these images no longer seem so arbitrary, I 
have learnt that the truth of any given situation does not yield so much 10 day
to-day observdtion as that patient and fractionated disti llation which me equiv
ocal notion of burning scent was perhaps already inviting me 10 put into 
practice. The scent brought with it, it may be, a symbolic lesson which I 1'o'aS 

not yet able to formulate clearl y, Exploration is not so much a matter of CO\'

ering ground as of digging beneath the surface: chance fragments of land
scape. momentary snatches of life. reflections caught on the wing----such are 
me mings mat alone make it possible for us to understand and interpret hori
zons which would otherwise have nothing to offer us,I6 

T he book is a record of a sym bolist men lality (French) encountering 
other symbolist mentalit ies (Bororo, Caduveo. Nambikwal"a) and seeking to 

penetrate their wholly interior coheren ce in order to fi nd in them the repli
cation of itself-"the most fun damental form" o f thought. 

As I say, only even more extended quotation could bring this fully out: 
the stress o n the affin ity of memory, m usic, poetry, myth , and dream; the 
notio n of a universal suuvu~ sense-language, half buried in each penon 
(and more deeply buried in us, who have left the soditi 1lUissu1Iu. than in 
p rimitives); and the d osed-world view of meaning that resul ts fro m it all , 
Tmtes Trofn'ques is Levi-5trauss's A La recherche du temps pn-du and Un Coup 
de dis and insists on being read as such, as pan o r the symbolist effort to 
orchestrate immediate images into absolute signs-something your stan
dard, average Bri tish or American anthropologist is not panicularly well 
equipped , cerlain ly not indined, to do. 

So: A travel book, even a tourist guide, if, like the tropics, o ut of date. An 
eth nographic repo rt. foun d ing yet one more scienza 1IUOVU. A philosophical 
discourse, attempting to rehabilitate Ro usseau, the Social Contract, and the 
vinues o f the unpetulant life. A reformist tract, attackin g European expan
sionism on asethetic grounds. And a literary work, exem plifying and for
warding a literary cause, All of these set next to one another,j uxtaposed like 
pictures from an exh ibition, producing in their interaction p recisely what? 
What is the moire that emerges? 

To my mind what e merges, not altogether surpris ingly. I suppose, is a 
myth. 17 The encompassing form of the book that all this synlaClic, 
metonymic jostling o f text-types produces is a Quest Story: the departu re 
from fam iliar. boring. oddly threaten ing shores; the journey, .... i th adven
tures, into another, darker world, full of va rio liS p hantasms and odd revela-
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lions; the culminating mystery, the absolute other, sequestered and opaque, 
confromed deep down in the sertao; the return h ome to tell tales, a bit wist
fully. a bit wearily. LO the uncomprehending who have stayed unadventur
ously behind. 

This, too, of course, this Anthropologist-as-seeker myth, can be seen as 
just one morc metonymically adjoined text, side by side with the others, the 
meaning of the whole lying in good stmclUralisl style (thus with good struc
turalist elusiveness) in the conjunction rather than in the parts conjoined. 
What is clear, howc\"er, is that in the yean since Trisles TropiqutT-Qr, more 
exactly, after the experience that o f course preceded all his writings-Levi
Srrauss has dedicated himself to the writing of a myth about myths that 
would do what the direct experiences related in TrisUs TropiqueJ"finally (and, 
in the nature o f the case, inevitably) failed to do: bring together the multi
ple text-types into a single structure, a ~mytho-logic," itself an example o f its 
subject, and so reveal the foundations of social life and indeed , beyond that, 
the foundat ions o f h uman existence as such. 

Seen this way, the body ofU:vi-Strauss's syste matic work appears asa long 
utterance in which the separate texts of TrisleJ" TropiqulS are connected and 
reconnected and reconnected again to one another in a grand variety of 
syntactic relations. If the myth-text can in any sense be ~id to emerge from 
the congeries that is Trill,..1 Tropiqut$ to dominate the whole O<!!1IVTf. that un
folds out of it , it is as, so to speak, the syntax of syntax, the e nclosing form 
abstract enough to represent, or better, govern, the whole. This is why U:vi
Strauss regards myth, music, and mathematics as th e most direct expres
sions of reality and their study the only true vocation. It all ends, to the 
extent that it can be said to end at ali, in a formalist metaphysics of being, 
ne\'er stated but always insinuated, never written but always displayed. 

But this takes us furthe r toward interpreting U:vi-Strauss's doctrine, as 
opposed to investigating his discourse strategies, than it is possible to go 
hcre. IH The critical issue, so far as concerns the anthropologist as author, 
works and lives, text-building, and so on, is the highly distinctive represen
tation o f ~being there" that TrilteJ" Tropiqut$ develops and the equally dis
tinctive representation, invertive actually, of the relationship bet ... .-een 
referring text and referred-to world that follows from it. 

To put it brutally, but not inaccurately, Levi-Strauss argues that the sort 
of immediate, in-person ~being there" one associates with the bulk of 
recent American and British anthropology is essentially impossible: it is 
either outright fraud or fatuous self-deception. The notion of a continuity 
between experience and reality, he says early on in Trisles Trapiqua. is false: 
"There is no continuity in the passage between the two .... To reach reality 
we must first repudiate experience, even though we may late r reintegrate it 
into an objective synth esis in which sentimentality [i.e .. st71limt71lalil~ ~con
sdousness,~ ~se ll sibi1ity," ~subjecti vity,~ Mfeeling~] plays no part .. " [Our] 
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m ISSiOn ... is to undersl.and Being in re lation to itself, and nOl in relation 
to oneselr. "19 

But what is most interesting is that this conviCtion, amoun ting indeed to 
a proper fai th, that ~savages" are best known not by an attempt to gel, some
how, personally so dose to them that one can share in their life but by stitch
ing their cultural expressions in to abstract patterns of relationships is 
represeillcd in Tristes Tropiquesas arising out of a rcvelatory (or, perhaps bet
te r . antirc"e1atory) climactic cxperience: the barren, defeatcd end of h is 
Qucst. When , finally, he reaches the ultimate savages he h as so lo ng been 
looking fo r-the ~untouched" Tupi-Kawahib--he finds them u n reachable. 

I had wanted to reach extreme limit.~ of the $<lvage; it might be thought that 
my wish had been granted, now that J found myself among these I:hanning 
Indians whom no other white man had ever seen before and who might never 
be seen ag-din. After an enchanting trip up-rr:er. J had cerl.ainly found my sa\·, 
ages. Alas! they were only too !lavage .... There they were ... a.~ dose to me a~ 
a reflel:tion in a mirror; J (ould lOuch them, but I could nO! understand them. 
I W"dS gi"en, at one and the same time, my reward and my punishment. ... I 
had only to succeed in guessing whalthey "'ere like for them 10 be deprived 
of their strangeness: in which case, I mightjusl as well han: stayed in my (own J 

,;lIage. Or if, as was the (a~ here, they retained their strangeness, I could 
make no use of it, since I was incapable of e\·ell grasping what it consisted of. 
Between these twO extremes, what ambiguous instan(es provide us {anthro
pologists] with the exw.\.es by whi<:h we live? Who ... is the real dupe of 
the confusion created in the reader 's mind by ob.serv,llions which are carried 

JUSt far enough to be intelligible and then are stopped in mid-<;areer, because 
they cause surprise in human beings (who are] similar to those who take 
such (U5toms a5 a matter of COUf"$e? Is it the reader who belie\'e$ in us, o r \<o·e 
ourselves ... ?"XI 

The answer to this rhelOrical question is, of course, both: the reader 
because he or she c redits the anth ropologist with a kind of experie nce the 
anthropologist has not in fact had; the all\h ropologist because he (or she, 
o f course) imagin es he has had it and that his havi ng had it is what gives 
him h is auth ority to speak. Seeing through to the foundations o f strange-
looking live,,-~bcing there~ in the gener,,1 scnsc---<;m nOI be achie"ed 
by penonal immersion in them. It can only be ach ieved by subjecting the 
cultural productions (myths, arts, r itu als, or whatcver), the things that give 
these [h'es their im mediate look of strangeness, to a universalizing analysiS 
that, in d issolving the immcdiacy, dissolves the strangcness. What is remote 
dose up is, at a remove, near.21 

And th is brings us, at last and at length, to the marki ng characteristk of 
a ll Uvi..strauss's work. one on which almost everyo ne who deals wi th it 
sooncr or late r remarks: its extraordinal), a ir or abstractcd self-containmcnt. 
~Aloof." Mdosed ," ~cold,H ~air1ess, " ~cerebral"-all the epithets that collect 
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relation between the ars inuUige>ldi, the an of understanding, and the ar.; expliwndi, 
the art of presentation, is 50 imimate in amhropology as to render them at ba.<;t: in
separable. That is why to see Tris/fIS TroPiqufIS as an image of its argumem is to revise 
our \iew of ..... hat that argumem is. 

19. Rus.<;t: ll , 62 (Weightman, 71: original. 50) . 
20. Here I have used the Weightman translation (436-437). for it is a bit dearer 

than the Russell (327; original, 356-357). 
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proachingother peoples too closely, see Claude Uvi-5mlUss, TM View jrrnnAjar (New 
York; Basic Books, 1985), especially the introduction and first chapter . For an ex
amination of some of the moral implications of this stance, see Clifford Geertl:, -rhe 
Uses of Diversity," in S. McMurrin, cd., 7M Tanner I~dum; 011 Hllman V"[U fIS, \"01. 7 
(Cambridge: C,1mbridge Uni\'ersity Press, 1986): 253-275. 
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around any sort of literary absolutism collect around it. Neither picturing 
lives noremking them, neither interpreting them nor explaining them , bUi 
rather arranging and rearranging the materials the lives have somehow left 
behind into formal systems of correspondences-his books seem to exist 
behind glass, self-sealing discourses into which jaguars, semen , and rOlting 
meal are admitted LO become oppositions, inversions, isomorphisms. 

The final message of Tristes TrofJiqms, and of the otUvrt that unfolds from 
it, is that anthropological texts, like myths and memoirs, exist less for the 
world than the world exists for them. 
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Ethnic Selves/ Ethnic Signs: 
Invention of Self, Space, and Genealogy 

in Immigrant Writing 

Azade Se:yhan 

1/ may hte IMt wrilm in my pori/ion, n:iks ormrigrall/S or ~xpalriala, (1 111 haunted 

Uy some JeIIst: of Wss, wme u~ /0 rt'Ciai m, 10 look baell, etIOI ailM rilA of being 
mU/(Iled in/o /n /J(jT$ ()/ salt. BUI if Wf1 do ['KJk bacil, Wf. m!lS1 a/5o do $0 in 1M Itnowl
m~hichgiueJ rise /0 profound uncrnaintiM--lhal our physical alima/ion from 
India a /mOlt ;tlM /ably ' IU'UI1.$ IMI wt will ,WI bt capobk 0/ rtdoiming ~/y tht 
Ihing llwt was Ism; that wt wiil, in shOTt, CTWt~ fic/ illlls, noillclual cilia or viiJagn, 
but jnvisibk OlltS, imaginary h,muwrub, hldias of 1M m;"d. 

-SA I .MAN KUSHn l f. , 'm"gina'] / It:"""/,,,,ds 

Salman Rushd ic's poignant observation describes in precise terms the con
dition s for the creation ora new frontier in modern literary study. This fron
tier marks the passage to wri ting in immigration , to accounts of lost, 
fo rgotten , fragmc l1led, and re-membered hisLOries thai Slake out a space of 
self-definiLion fo r the .... ,.i ting subject in foreign le rriLOry and idiom. The 
labors of memo ry transcribed in language reclaim the lost experience of an
other time and place. The discourse of dislocation and relocation often mir
rors the reconfigured consciousness of postmodern culture itself. MExi le ,~ 

..... rites the Polish em igre Eva Ho ffman in her autobiography, Lost in Trans
lation: A Life in a NroJ Language, "is the archetypal condition of contempo
rary lives. HI 

T h e ruptured and resyn lhesized sign(ature) and portraiture of modern 
ethn icity is coeval wi th postcolonial, postindustrial. and postmodern expe
rience. The postmodern is of le n d efined as an awareness of the loss of the 
subject in representation, of the ill usorr essence of the authen tic self in an 
end less series of reproductions and representations. Reali ty is experienced 
only as the "hypcrrealK or the simulacra of the simulacrUIll.2 The postmod
e rn culture is h ighly conscious of the exacting role of language and image 
in creating reality as representation. In a twist to the traditional slogan of 
the American Revolution, Mno taxation without representation. K critic 

m 
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W.]. T . M.itchell obscn'cs that there is "no representation without taxation. 
Every representation exacts some cost, in the form of 1051 immediacy, pres
ence, or truth, in the form ora gap between inten tion and realization , orig
inal and copy.~ This profound awareness of the representational status of 
language has also radically changed o ur perceptions of the experience 
of time. The posunodcrn perception of temporality is closely linked to the 
notion that time is recovered and understood on ly in terms of human naf
rative, which accounts for gaps in memory and history. "Modernism,"writes 
Stephen A. Tyler in "Post-Modern Ethnography, " "laught us to value post
ponement, W look ahead to scientific utopia, lO devalue the past, and 
negate the present. In contrast, the postmodern world is in a sense timeless; 
past and present, and fUlurc coexist in all discourse.M4 The experience of 
modern exiles and immigram s refleclS th is coexistence of different times 
and particularly the do minant presence oftheir paslS as consti tutive of their 
transplanted selves. 

The last two decades have witnessed the widespread displacement and 
resettlement ofa multiplicity of populations as a resull of war, economic ne
cessity, labor migration. brain drain from the countries of the Third World, 
search for political asylum, or the dissolutio n of onetime national borders, 
such as the unification of Cennany and the demise o f the Soviet state. The 
\'arious ethnic, religious, and national groups that ha\'e left their traditional 
homelands voluntarily or under threat of death , torlUre, poverty, or im
prisonment have arrived at the gates of more amuent and politically stable 
countries of the Western world in unprecedented numbers. The reception 
of these groups has oflen taken place in an arena of contestatol}' politics. 
For a long time, in the United States and more recently in Western Europe, 
the debate on the ~melting pot H policies ve rsus the preser.m io n of cullUral 
and ethnic h eritages and diversity has maintained currency and a sense of 
urgency. However, the \'oice of the subject of this debate is rarely heard. 
Since most immigrant groups often have inadequate language skills, no 
righlS of citizenship, and, thus, no political representation. and lack of con
sensus within their communities, their views on their own status and welfare 
are ofte n o bscured by lhe debate that takes place beyond their immcdiate 
lives. Although the economic, political, and sociological contexlS of mod
ern immigration have been widely discussed and written about from various 
ideological angles, the participation o f the immigrant subject in the cul
turallife of the host country has not always received comprehensive treat
ment. The foreign soil has proved LO be a fertile one for the transplanted 
.... Titer's imagination. This is particularly true o f American soil, wh ich has 
been transformed into a cuhurallandscape of hybrid colors and contours 
as a result of immigration waves. This chapter is an attempt to articulalt: the 
critical dimensions of this landscape through a necessarily bricflook at ex-
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emplary works of lite rary immigrams. These works have, in many ways, 
charted the complex course of a mode rn aesthetic sensibility that has rede
fined traditionalnolions of historical passages and geopolitical shifts, self
representation and ide ntity formation, and the role of memory and 
invention in imposing an order on the chaotic dynamics of newly emerging 
Mmino r literatures" and border cultures. 

Thus, this chapte r is about reconfigurations that arise from unraveled 
historical and personal entanglements between subjects and their fore
bears, between the living and the ghosts, and between past, present, and 
fu ture. It is about a kind of wri ting where language mediates between the 
dichotomies of loss and gain. It is about the reinvention o f the displaced sub
ject in language and memory, It is about the discourse of the other in all its 
metaphysical (in atempora1 me mory and imagination ) and physical (in 
body, time, and geography) paramete rs. In short, it is about the constitution 
of sellbood as the interlinkage of personal experience and h istorical process 
and about the coextensivity between language and cultural space. In lan
guage, the immigrant subject experiences passages and fe-me mbers frag
men ts of past H\'es. This remembrance may not correspond to the actual 
voyage, but it is the only available evidence for self-re presentation. 

In a period when writing and reading ethnography is the object of much 
debate, the autobiographical writings of first- and sccond-generation immi
grants of postindustrial societies suggest mulitperspectival ways of u nde r
standing cultural identity and difference. Modern anthropology'S growing 
interest in the literary and allegorical dimensions of its writing has shifted 
the concern from the veracity and accuracy of personal narratives to an un, 
derstanding of these as texts created in specific discursive conditions. The 
personal narrative is no longer scen as a mere record of a life but as the text 
ofa life constituted in wri ting and interpretation. The interpretive strategies 
and pro tocols o f a specific culture are inevitably deployed in personal nar
ratives and determine the conditions and constraints of their articulation. 
In this con text, autobiographies, memoirs, parents' biographies, and auto
biographical and biographical fi ctions writle n by immigrants, e;xiles, d is
placed persons. and e;xpatriatcs constitute a translation and ]'cprescntatio n 
of culture(s) in both theory and practicc. They define culture not as a site 
o f birthrights and blood rites but rather as one of translation and transfu
sion. In discussing the status of wri ters transported ~across the world" in to 
foreign soil and diction, Rushdie uses the term, ~translated men. ~ This 
translation, he insists, is an expan sion of id iom rather than its loss: ~It is nor
mally supposed that someth ing always gets lost in translation; I cling, obsti
nately, to the notion that sorllcthing can also be gained. "~ 

In MEthn icity and the Post-Modern Arts of Memory, " Michael M. J. Fischer 
writes that ethnic autobiography and modern theories oftextuality ~can re-
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vitalize our ways of thinking about how culture operates and refashions our 
practice o f ethnography as a mode of cultural criticism.~ He suggests that, 

just as the travel account and the ethnography served as ronm for the explo
ration of the "primith'c" world ... and the realist no\'el ser~ .. ed as the form for 
explorations of bourgeois manners and lhe self in Ihe early industria! 
society, so ethnic autobiogr.tphy and autobiographical fiction can perhaps 
scr .. e as key fOnTIS for explorations of pluralist, postindustrial, late twentieth
cemu!)' society.6 

Howeyer, Fischer argues that autobiographical texts that focus on the prob-
1ematics o f ethnicity cannal be adequately understood in terms ofsociolog
kal categories such as group solidarity, famil y values, political mobilization, 
and e nfranchisement. Similarly, the weahh and diversity of autobiographi
cal acts by writers of many ethnic/ immigrant groups cannot be reduced [0 

neat, unambiguous modds and boxed in to generic categories such as docu
mentary fiction, ~au toethnography , ~ ethn ic novel, and the like. To initiate a 
critical d iscussion of the namre of immigrant writing, I shall attempt to de
lineate some common texmal particulars opera tive in these Wnongeneric" 
genres. It should also be mentioned that ethnic literamres of the United 
States have en tered a cr itically tranSformalive stage marked not only by lit
e rary innovation but also by theoretical sclr-reflexion . This investigation will 
focus on (a) the predominantly autobiographicalnamre of immigrant writ
ing; (b) the celebration or the past and present languages or the writing sub
ject in the reconstitution ofa new self, history, and geography; and (c) the 
kcollecti\"e H authorship of immigrant texts that reflect the conflicting politics 
and ideologies of the groups they represcnt. The nami ng of these reamres 
sho uld not be read as quantitative o r qualitative markers on any absolute 
scale. These markers constitute. at best. shorthand allegories subject to 

(re)vision. Ethnicity is generated, according to Fischer, by "'transference, the 
return of the repressed in new forms.""7 It is characterized by multiple, am
biguous. and contestatory voices and by an impulse ror redefi nitions that, in 
turn, become instruments ror a c ritique or selr-representation. 

The texts discussed here are productions of literary immigrants or their 
progeny who have left their native lands fo r various reasons. T he site of de
parture is one perceived to be no longer hospitable. The site of arrival, the 
new land, in (onrrast, holds the promise of freedom. opportunity. wealth , 
and advancement. However, the state between expectation and realization 
is one marked by the panic of loss, the labor of salvaging what is lost to mem
ory, and the struggle between what Werner Sollars has called descelll and 
consent, that is, broadly speaking. preseT>'ation of in herited cul tural identity 
and assimilation into the host cuI lure. Recalling the developmentoflhe his
torical awareness of ethnicit)' in America, Sollors surmises that the tension 
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between the reje<tion of hereditary old-world hierarchies (e;:mbodie;:d by me 
European nobility) and the;: \;5ion of a new people;: of diverse nativities in 
the fair pursuit of happiness marks the COUl"S(' that American ideology has 
steered between dcscent and consent. It is this conflict which is at the root of 
ambiguity surrounding the very terminology of American ethnic interaction.8 

Sollars further states that the conflicts between co nsen t and deseent that 
inform American literature ~can tell us much about the crealion of an Amer
ican culture OUl o f diverse pre-American pasts. "9 Criticizing th is conciliatory 
view of the conflicts in American culture, Ramon Saldivar coun ters that the 
construction of a ~monoli thic American 'cthnicity' within a single critical 
framework" threate ns to move ~beyond e thn icity toward the formation ofa 
unilary American culture. "10 Saldh'ar correctly points OUl that Sollors's neat 
categorization of descent and consent only applies to ~lhe ruling group or 
their educational, cultural, and political state apparatuses. ~I I It is clear that 
the reference point of Sollars's model is the duality of descent and dissent 
(from ancestral tradition) amo ng groups of Western European descent who 
claim a privileged cultural heritage. Saldivar's o bjections raise the very im
portant question o f how genuine differences represented by marginalized 
groups such as working-dass people, people of color, and new immigrants 
whose cultures resist a seamless integration into a monolithic American 
ethn iciry are to be accounted for in American literary history. 

The modern immigran t tales, which are the focus of this investigation, 
are often accoun ts o f transition from what is perceived to be an unprivi
leged existence in the homeland to a better life in the affiuent host coun
try. However, the account is rarely a tale of joy. It often barely masks the 
pain and anger inflicted by the high COSI of the voyage. These transitions 
never e ntail an unproblematic integration . Most immigrant tales incorpo
rate implici tly o r explicitly a critiq ue of the ~mythologyH of America as a 
land of opportunity and further debunk the myth that life in an affiuen t, in
dustrialized, self-avowedly democratic socicty is liberating. Nevertheless, 
both the celebration an d the discomfort of migration havc unleashed a cre
ative cultural force that has complemented and e nriched the A.rnerican lit
erary tradition:s-in-the-making. ~America, a nation of immigran ts,~ obsen:es 
Rushd ie, ~has created great literatu re out of the phenomenon of cultural 
transp lantation , o ut o f examin ing lhe ways in which people can cope wi th a 
new world, "12 Ik'yond and above defining strategies of coping, these works 
u rge li terary conventions and institutions to perform an act of cri tical self
exam ination . As Guillermo GOmez-Pena notes, 

We practice the epistemology of multiplicity and a border semiotics. We share 
certain thematic interesL'l, like the continual d ash .... ·ith cultural otherness, the 
crisis of identity. or, better said, access to trans- and multiculturalism. and the 
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destruction of borders therefrom; the creation of alternati\'e cartographies, a 
ferocious critique ofthe dominant culture of both countries, and, lastly, a pro
posal for new creative lanb'"uages.l ~ 

The dh-crsiry of modern immigrant writing will not lend itself to abstract 
categorization. The act of abstraction and theorizing presupposes the loss 
of distinction and difference, as Nietzsche has so cogently argued in his 
short essay, '7ruth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense."14 With that in mind, 
the following reading o f selected texts atlcmplS to undc rsland Ihe operation 
of oral, rhetorical, metaphorical, and reconstitutive impulses of immigrant 
writing that lend it its intercultural and liberating force. This wri ting is of
ten infonned by critical vigilance, for it constantly negotiates between its 
confliCling impulses of (past) genealogy and (present) geography and 
memory and invention. The invisible presence of ancestral traditions con· 
trois the dichotomies o f descent and consent and e nforces interpretive ne
gotiations during rites of cultural passage. 

THE IMM IGRANT WRITES OF PASSAGE 

Modern immigrant writing is almost exclusively autobiographical in namre. 
It defies and redefines the boundaries of the genre. The long·standing crit· 
ical debate about the st. .. tus o f autobiog" aph y as a genre and about the tex

tual conventions that define autobiography has produced volumes on the 
elusive act of self·portraimre . In The Forms of AutolJiograph)', William C. 
Spengeman n names "historical self--explanation, ph ilosoph ical self·scrutiny, 
poetic self--expression , and poetic self·inventio n "15 as th e definitive formal 
strategies o f self.representation in the genealogy of autobiography. These 
strategies are incorporated into immigrant writing in varying degrees and 
are closely linked to the concep ts of collecti\'e authorship and the d ialogic 
relationship of languages the subject inhabits. Many ~novels~ by first· or 
second--generation immigrants are thinly veiled autobiographies or ances-
tral biographies. Such is Amy Tan' s first n ovel, the runaway best-seller The 
Joy Luck Club (1989), a talc of immigrant Ch inese wome n and their Ameri· 
canized daughters. This book defines itself as a work of fi ction bu t is. in ef
fect, the author 's re--collection of the stories told by her mother and other 
women of the storytelling club who meet regularly as a panacea to their 
nevcr·lessening isolation and alienation in a new culture. Another signifi
cant contribution to the repertoire of autobiograph ical fic tions is Oscar 
Hijuelos's Our House ;11 the Last World (1983). an account of his fam ily's 
mO\'e to New York City from Cuba.16 What makes Our Hou.se a fictionalized 
account of what is obviously an autobiographical narration is the author's 
rejection of an authorial narrator. Thus the referential dimension of 
H Uuelos's slOry perpetually shifts. The narrating self is never the absolute 
narrator here. The voice of the narrator constantly yields to that of his 
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mother whose ~last world" is literally populated by ghosts. Every advance on 
the path to her assimilation into the new culture turns to dissimilation by 
the dictates of ghosts. For the mother, the family tree is not a mere repre
sentation in books, pictuJ:es, or records but a living presence. The narrator 
lets the mother perform her ghost show, though not always suppressing the 
ironic traces of h is own limits of understanding her. Recounting his mother 
Mercedes's youth in Holguin, the narrator mentions how the ghost of her 
father, Teodoro, often appeared to her. She 

sometimes saw his ghost. Resting in bed, she would hear a noise and see on 
the .... '3.11 a sprinkling of light, like the sun rippling on water, and her father 
would appear for a moment, shaking his head. Or she and Dona Maria would 
go to the cemetel")', pray for his sout and come home to find him in the living 
room looking for something.n 

These ghosts of her lost land accompany Mercedes all the way to the last 
world to make her life there bearable. They embody, like memories, the lost 
presence that can no longer be re-collected as concrete evidence of a life. 

What is designated as fictio n in Our House has ~the status of remembered 
fact. ~18 Of course, autobiographical features in works of fi ction have al .... 'llys 
been a part of literary convention and do not subvert our expectations of 
the genre offiction . And, com'ersely, life stories of modem immigrants have 
radically transformed reader expectations of autobiography. These writers 
do not see the presence of fictionalized experience in their accounts as a 
threat to the validity of autobiography. Paul de Man has rigorously im'esti
gated the inU'icate negotiations between autobiography and fiction to the
matize the sense of undecidability that challenges the assumed unity of the 
autobiographical subject. The genre of autobiography has traditionally 
been a form of an account of a life actually lived and factually experienced. 
It "'seems to depend on actual and potentially verifiable events in a less am
bivalent fash ion than fiction does. It seems to belong to a simpler mode of 
referentiality, of representation and of diegesis. ~ Although autobiographi
cal elements contain dreams, fantasies, and illusions, such fabulations, 
nevertheless, ~remain rooted in a single subject whose identity is defined by 
the uncontestable readability of his proper name." But the weight of this 
proper name does not necessarily ensure an unambiguous referentiality. 
We may assume that the facts of one's life produce autobiography, but is it 
not equally possible ~tha t the autobiographical project may itself produce 
and determine the life and whatever the .... 'fiter does is in fact governed by 
the technical demands ofself-portraiLUre and thus determined, in all its as
pects, by the resources of his medium ~?19 

A notable case in point is Nicholas Gage's international best-seller, Elmi, 
a thinly veiled autobiography presented as the tragic and courageous life 
story of his mother, who was killed by Communist guerrillas during lhe 



182 IDENTITY M A RKI NGS 

Greek civil war, and as the history of th e Greek civil war as experienced by 
the peasants oCthe Greek village ofLia near the Albanian border. Is Gage's 
life produced by his rele ntless search for the murderers orhis mother and 
his consuming desire for revenge andjusllcc? In explicit negatio n o f this 
question, Gage reiterates at every lUrn that his account is scru pulously re
searched, recorded, and verified and that his crede ntials as a top Ntw Yom 
Times investigative reponer will not allow anyth ing less than torallyaccurate 
record to go into prinL M[\,cry incident described in this book that I did not 
v.'itncss personally (that is a lmost everything in the book), writes Gage in an 
aftcrnOIC, 

was described to me by at least l\','O people who were imcrviewcd indepen
dently of each o ther. All the inwn'iews were recorded-seuctly in lhe case of 
uncvoper.ni\"e ",itnesse.s---and translated into English by me .... All the skills 
learned and sharpened during my twO decades as an im'csligali \"c reporter 
were put to use in this most difficult and imporlant invcstiga tion of my life; 
the reason [became ajournal ist in the fi rst place.:!O 

Ironically, this last statement subverts Gage's insistence all the absolute re
liability of h is account and the certainty that his and his mother's inter
li nked destin ies ha\'e produced this j oint biography-autobiography. Because 
he writes this passionate account as an obsession to right a wrong and be
(;ause of h is persuasive and artful prose, we arc (;onvinced of the guih o f 
the villagers apparen tly responsible for his mother's death and of his own 
sense of sacrifice, valor, and justi<:e. However, there is no acknowledgment 
in this lext that its narrative voice is not merely recounting the so-called 
facts of h is and his moth er's lh'es but rather represents Gage's elaborate 
speculative investigations about his mother's fate . The latter case, of course, 
transforms the referen t(s) of this biography-autobiography into a fi c tion in 
Ihe sense de Man has argued. Without a trace of self-reflec tive irony, the 
mOlher 's reconsti tuted life becomes the pre-text of a Greek-American jour
nalist 's success a.'l an investigative reporter. 

Gage's book is masterfully ""ritten with raw emotion and rage and draws 
amply on suspense, mystery, and revelation , all staples of the detective story 
genre. Gage then produced a film based on his book . True to H ollywood ex
pect."l.tions and ethos. the elements of suspense, horror, and the recurring 
dichotomous metaphor of bad guys/ good guys (in this case, also highly po
litically colored) combined to make a watch able film. However, there is not 
a moment's worth of critical renection and self-consciousness of fi ctiveness 
in Gage's book. In other words, Gage never stops to ponder the high ly in
terpre tive nature of the witness accounts, the role of hearsay, superstition , 
or failed or repressed memory that have shaped his own narrative. A sequel 
to this book, A Piau for Us: Eleni's Childrm in Ammca ( 1989), is a lso a nos
talgic, ideal ized, and ideologically and patriotically colored account of grow-
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ing up in America. This account is disarmingly personal but also, like Elmi, 
disturbingly unacknowledging of its own constitution as an act of story
telling. Again Gage writes as a Mreponcr, ~ and although e\'cry chapter is pref
aced by quotations from well-known literary figures, be will not allow the 
literary to threaten the solidity of his-story. 

Most autobiographies by immigrant writers, however, are celebrations 
of storytelling and a ready acknowledgment of the deconstructh'e effect 
of time and the reconstructive role of imagination. In I.m/ in TramlatUm., 
Hoffman writes, 

The reference poil\LS in my head are beginning 10 do a flickeri ng dance. I sup
pose this is me most palpable meaning of displacement. I have been dislo
cated from my 0"'1'1 cellier of the world, and that world has been shifted away 
from my center. There is no longer a straight axis anchoring my imagination; 
it begins to oscillate, and I rotate around it unstcadily.~L 

Perhaps the absolute contrast to Gage's account is Maxine Hong Kingston's 
highly acclaimed Woman Wamor: Memoirs of a CirJhO(Jt/ am{)ng Chosl.s. Here 
Kingston purposefully recasts her mother's accounts of their family history 
in alternative, fablelike , dreamlike settings in order to reclaim a forgotten 
past as an infinitely renewable and only rc.. .... prescntable present. In this 
representation , she is freed from her double bind (and hyphenation) as a 
Ch inese-American girl-<:hild. marginalized not only by the American cul
ture but also by her own, which considers raising geese more profitable than 
raising daughters?2 and is much too fond of aphorisms like '\-:hen fishing 
for treasures in the flood, be careful not to pull in girls."1' ~There is a Chi
nese word for the female I which is 'slave,' ~ obseryes Kingston. MBreak the 
women with their own tongues!"'l4 

Kingston , th us, sets out with a vengeance to reclaim in a powerful lan
guage a life of honor, valor, and accomplishment that she feel s has been de
nied her by cultural dictates. In this case, it is dearly the autobiography that 
re-produces the life. The reinvention of Maxine is facilitated by the talk
stories her mother, Brave Orchid, relates. In one such story, Brave Orchid 
narrates the tale of Fa-Mu-Lan , the woman warrior. In the person of this leg
endary figure , Maxine fi nds the <:on text that links he r hoth to he r mnive cul
ture and to America. Like Fa-Mu-Lan, Maxine too has words on her back 
that need to be avenged. However, unlike Fa-Mu-Lan, Maxine's revenge in
volves ~not the beheading, not the gutting, but the words .... .!.> In an imervicw, 
Kingston said that we all had the burden to figure out the reconfigurations 
of so-called facts in poetic imagination, to understand how "raw human 
c\'ent H is put through "the process of art. -If. Her poetic pilgrimage starts with 
the objective of restoring to language and me mory a disgraced aunt who 
killed herself and her illegitimate child afte r giving birth. The family erased 
any U<lce of this aum from mer ory and histo'1' by denying her a story and 
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a name . Kingston rewrites the story of the No Name Woman n ot in terms of 
what has been said aboUl her in her mother's narrative bu t as a tale that pro
vides alternative scri pts of he r life. Thro ugh these imagined scripts, Maxine 
reestablishes her familial links with her aunt in an attempt 10 reclaim he r 
cultural past: ~Unless I see her life branch ing into mine, she g ives IIlC no an
cestral hclp .... n This configuration ofbiography-amobiography remembers 
a life and events. The actual life and events may have been \'cl}' difle rent. 
The reconfigured past is all that maners. "We can change the past by figu r
ing ou t !lew meanings of e,·cnts that took place, ~l8 obsen'cs Kingston , and 
this is precisely what happens in The Woman Wamor, where the o ppressed 
and fo rgonen women arc resurrected and given a new history through the 
legend of Fu-Mu-Lan. 

LANGUAGE AS RECOVERY AND CELEBRATI ON 

J ust a~ Kingston's H'arrior rewrites the past in the code of poetic imagina
tion, Eva HolTman's Lost in Translation reinvents self, geography, and ge
nealogy in the mastery of a new language. Hoffman's autobiography is 
writlen in the form of a n :f1 eclion on language as the construct of media
tion between the lost culture and the found one, helplessn ess and mastery, 
and m e mory and an\icipalion . By remembering, reappropriating, and a lle

gorizing in language, the eth nic immigran t sul:!ject invents a new cultural 
space for her personal and comm unal self. In Fictions in AutabiographJ, Paul 
J ohn Eakin correctly observes that ~the writing o f au tobiography emerges 
as the second acquisition of language, a second corning into being of self, a 
self-conscious self-consc iousn ess."'29 Thus, the autobiographical act dupli
cates the gestures of all melafiClional te"L~ that reflect on their own con
struction to suggest that our experience of reali ty is similarly constructed. 
For the immigrant wri tcr, the writing of autobiography goes beyond the 
second acquisition onanguage. It represents a metadisco urse that accounts 
for th e acquisition of the second language in which the autobiography 
itself is wrinen. Often the mastery of this second language is the immi
grant child 's d re,lm of grandeur. Kingston , Gage, Hoffman, and Richard 
Rodriguez, in TI/£ HU'!gtYof Memory, recount with relish and nostalgia their 
obsession I-\1th acquiring language and n ourishing their souls with the sub
stance of words. Ki ngston comes to terms with her marginalized statu s in 
both cultures by transforming the tradition of the talk-story and recharging 
it wi th new mean ings. She creates a new idemity for herself and her forgot
ten aunt by translating her mo ther's talk-stories into written stories and re
situating them in her hyphenated culture. 

Rodriguez calls his autobiography ~a book about language.~ ~ I write 
about poetry,~ he reflecL~, ~the new Roman Catholic liturgy; learning to 
read; writ ing; political term inology. language has been the great subject of 
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my life. In college and graduate school, I was registered as an 'English ma
jor.' But well before then, from my first day of school, I was a student of lan
guage. Obsessed with the way it determined my public identity."'!IOThe new 
language is the most d istinct marker o f the cherished public identity in the 
new cuhure. For all these writers it is also a compensation for the loss or ab
sen ce of a supporting native culture, a vel)' concrete experience o f the ac
quisition of power and of the resolution of the outsider's resentment and 
rage. The possession of this acquired language makes them often aware of 
their privileged status with regard to those who are miceless in their own 
language. HolTman often reminisces about filling herself "with the material 
of language "31 and is constantly reminded of how the proper mastery of lan
guage fortifies the subject against a hostile world. In a telling account, she 
refl ects on the rage bottled up in the lame four-letter words brandished by 
ghetto youths. 

In my New York aparunent, I listen almost nightly to fight.s that cropt like 
bnlshfire on the Slreet below-and in their escalating fury of repetitious 
phrases ("Don't do this to me, man, you fuc king bastard, I'll fucking kill you~). 
I hear not the pleasures of macho toughness but an infuriated beating against 
wordlessness, against the incapacity to make oneself understood, seen.,t 

Language is not only an empowering bmalso a redeeming practice. "Anger 
can be borne-it can be satisfying-if il Cim gather into words and explode 
in a slonn,M continues Hoffman, "bu t without this means of ventilation, it 
o nly turns back inward, building and swirling like a head of steam-build
ing to an impotent, murderous rage. If all therapy is speaking therapy-a 
talking cure-then perhaps all neurosis is a speech dis-ease.~ Thus, mastery 
of the language of the "native speaker~ reclaims with a healthy vengeance 
the social and cultural space from which the immigrant subject was banned 
as a result of exclusionary discursive practices. The pride of mastering tile 
second language better than the native speaker is its own UUllost reward. 
In this vein, Rushdie, discussing the reasons for British Indian !<-Titers' 
choice of English as their medium of literary expression, states, ~To con
quer English may be to complete the process of making ourselves free. ~ 

These autobiographical teX!>l explore in their lhemes, lrope$, and repre
sentations and recon figuratio ns of experience the conceptual dimension of 
the act of writing itself as a political, emancipatOl), practice and investigate 
the tensions and conflicts traversing literary discourse in marginalized soci
eties. Positioned in the treacherous shifts from the slippage of the past self 
to the claim of the present one, the immigrant writes in a language born of 
crisis and change , of translation and transplantation, a language that cre
ates the symbols ofa new reality. The writer salvages from a lost time, space, 
and culture symbolic fragments and reconfigures these as markers of a 
recharged personal and collective history. In the final analysis, finding 
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words for space1cssness becomes an in \"cntion ora different space or the cre
ation of a di fferem concept of space. This is an internal rather than exter
nal space, a space that does nOt mimic that of the nalh'c but one that 
re-presents a reflected sense of being-a being that incorporates h av
ing been. In this sense, ~ethnic discourse is finally free to become a sober 
instrument of cultural construction wilhout regrets over a lost world 
of mimetic reproduction .... In fact, cthnocultural construClion is itself a 
possible world among others, a different strategy for creating a world of 
referents. M.'1-4 

The dialogic and self-reflexive tone of immigram wriling marks a space 
of interyenlion in the cultural contexts in which it moves. This writing reg
isters its distance from social and cullural norms by questioning the logic of 
the traditions it has inherited as well as those it is subjectcd to in the new 
world. As a presentation of a pastiche of convcrsations, of parable and alle
gol1', it funher defies any form of con trolled narrative. ~ A given space (text) 
will support more life (generate more meanings),~ writes Francois Lionnet, 
~if occupied by diverse forms of life (languages). H~~ These diverse languages 
manifest themseh'es as a com'ersation between opposing voices or as con
flicting self-perceptions of eth n ic groups. The immigrant's text of self rep
resents a desire both for liberation and for transgression and danger. It is 
al~o another fonn of sclf-cxclusion. Rodriguez was c riticized for opposing 
bilingual education . He argued that it only led to a perpetuation of the fai l
ure to acquire English whose mastel1' is the immigrant's only access to rela
th'e success. His public display of the primcy of h is family proved to be a blow 
10 their traditional sensibilities and generated hurt feelings and reproach
ful responses. Thus, the narrator is caught in an ambiguous, self-ironic dis
course of guilt, doubt, conflicting loyalties or preferences. This discourse 
legitimizes its own ambimlence by deploying tropes of double meaning, 
such as metaphor, allegol1', and irony. 

Kingston uses the a llegories ofthe fanta.~ tic to subvert the order and logic 
of her family stories. The ghosts that populate her own ,'ersions arc ~the 
b izarre fragments of past, tradition, and familial self-overprotectiveness that 
must be externalized and tamed.~ In Hijuelos's Our Hou.sl!, dreams and 
ghosts are metaphors of understanding and explanation . T hese nebulous 
figures set ofT a process in language that engages meaning wi th indetermi
nacy and leads to displacemen t of the self in the larger cultural context. The 
subject becomes an intertextual agency, positioned between texts of the new 
world and the old. This subject reaches beyond the cultural text of parents 
and anceslOrs and looks for ruptures in the dominant text in which to in
scribe itself. As in the old st0l1'telli ng tradit ion , interweaving of fable , 
dream, memol1', and cold , hard facts of daily life becomes a blueprint for a 
reinvented reali ty. The last chapter of Hijuelos's Ollr HQIJ,st, "Voices from 
the Last World. ~ is a narrative reconcilialion of the realities of the lost and 
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last worlds. Mter their father AJejo's death, Mercedes's two sons, Horacio 
and Hector, who had been alienated from their mother, mimic her n e\'er
ending indulgence in dreams and memories. Horacio tells of a dream about 
their father come back to life. Hector goes back in memories that stubbornly 
fade but that he always writes ~down in a black-and-white notebook, the kind 
my mother writes poetry in .":n 8U1 it is Mercedes, the mad poetess, whose 
visions defy reason and logic, who has the last word. Mercedes goes back in 
lime, in a time machine of her own construction, which she calls rein
carnation, beyond the history of her knoym ancestors to the history of their 
primordial Spanish homeland. The novel ends on Mercedes's story of 
her previous life as a maid in Queen Isabella's castle during the time of 
Christopher Columbus. In Mercedes's voice, the voice of the story teller
medium, the occluded histories o f the oral cultures of several centuries are 
revalorized and reclaimed and, finally, reconciled with the present. The 
poetic 'loice becomes the reincarnated body o f the lost culture. 

In the construction of ethnic o r intercultural identity, the subjen rewrites 
the pilllt. On revisiting her nati'le Cracow, Hoffmann observes that 

one has to rewrite the past in order to understand it. I have to see Cracow in 
the dimensions it hilll to my adult eye in order to perceive that my s1O'1' has 
been only a s1O'1'. that none ofil~ C'lcnl$ has been so big or so scary. It is the 
price of emigration. as of any radical discontinuity, that it makes such reviews 
and rereadings difficult; being Cut off from one part of one's own st0'1' is 
apt to \'eil it in the haze of nostalgia, which is an ineffectual relationship to 
the past. and the haze of alienation, which is an ineffectual relationship to the 
present.~ 

This irony toward one's own memory is the essence of an ongoing critique
of self, past, community-in the records of immigrant experience. Because 
a past time can nOt be restored except in image, {hat image is interlinked 
with the present. The site of this interlinkage houses a reinvented self that 
can no longer ~offer a faithful and unmediated reconstrunion ofa histori
calJy 'lerifiable past; instead, it expresses the play of {he autobiographical act 
itself, in which the materials of the past are shaped by memory and imagi
nation to serve the needs of present consciousness. ":'19 By reclaiming in 
memory and imaginatio n a lost genealogy and geography and subjecting it 
to interrogation. the ethnic subjen ~opens a new inferencing field in which 
he can re-present the crisis of cultural foundations in a critical light. ~4(I 

DI SPE RSED AUTHO RSHIP 

The autobiographical self in immigrant writing is not a unified subject. The 
possibility of self-re presentation is intricately linked to a collexti'le memory 
and represents explicitly or implicitly conflicts "'1th past and present con-
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texts. The struggle agai nst language (of oppression and exclusion ) goes 
on in language (of affirmation, self-assertion, and critical response) . 
Rodriguez. [or example, is vcry explicit about the confused and confusing 
ideology of affirmative action that excludes many forms of difference. While 
wri ting his dissertation, he was deluged by lucrative academic job offers. 
Aware afthe bitter irony orhis privileged status, he questions the inherent 
exclusivity of affirmative action. 

The policy of affirmative action. howe"er, .... -as never able to distinguish some. 
one like me (a graduate student of English, ambitioll.'l for a college teaching 
career) from a slightly educated Mexican-American who lived in a barrio and 
worked as a menial laborer, never expecting a future improved. Worse, affir· 
mative action made me the beneficiary of th is condition. Such was the foolish 
logic of this progrdm of social refonn: Because many HispaniC.'! were absent 
from higher education. I became ",'ith my matriculation an exception, a nu· 
merical minority:1I 

Obviously, these opinions did not gain Rodriguez many admirers either 
among the well-meaning American supporters of affirmative action o r 
among his fellow Chicanos. He became the object of bitter criticism in both 
camps. However, among immigrant writers he is not alone in his sentiments. 
The ir writing onen becomes an instrument of criticism, directed at both the 
homefront and the host front. To find their own critical voice, these writers 
distance themselves from the practices of the dominant culture as well as 
from those of their own families and ethnic groups and strike out alone. 
Both Hoffman and Rodriguez chose the path of writing rather than that of 
academc, though both hold advanced degrees from top research universi
ties. They and countless others, in their pursuit of creative and critical writ· 
ing, reim"cS( the knowledge gained in language back in language and keep 
\'igil at the boundaries of social, cultural, and political consciousness. 
Rodriguez's decision not to accept anyone of the numerous offers of pro
fessorship from prestigious universities, a conscious prOtest against aca
demic pretenses and false expectations, has led to the bitter disappointment 
of his family. who expected him to have a steady profession and hoped 
ag".linst hope thal he would someday teach ~at some Catholic college. " Fur
thermore, the very act of autobiographical writing was seen as a violation of 
fami ly privacy. After publishing his first autobiographical essay, Rodriguez 
received a letter from h is mother, pleading wi th him never to wri te about 
the family again and reproaching him for telling the Mgringos~ how ~di
vided ~ he feels from his own ramily. The price of self·rcflcxion, of subjec
tion to the scrutiny of critical language, is often the disappoilllment and 
disapproval of onc's own community. The alienation from all collective 
seh"es and the lonely vigil on thc margins of two societies is the price of the 
success of writing, of Lhe victory o f language. 
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The precarious existence of the immigrant, the ethnic subject inside and 
o utside communities, creates an unsettled and unsettling border culture. 
Gloria Anzaldua begi ns her aUlObiography, Borderlo.ntb/ La Fron/n'a: The 
Ntw Mestita, with the follov.ing observation: 

The U.S. Mexican border es ulla hmda amma where the Third World grates 
against the first and bleeds. And before a scab fonns it hemorrhages again. the 
lifeblood of the {v.·oworlds merging to form a third country-a border culture. 
Borden are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish 
us from them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep edge. A 
borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional 
residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a constant state of transition.42 

However, there is an exhilarating sense orrejuvenation and dynamism that 
is generated by being a new mestiza. as Anzaldua states in the preface to her 
book. The book speaks of the preoccupations of the ethnic subject "amidst 
adversity and vio lation; with the confluence of primordial images; with the 
unique positionings consciousness takes at these confluent streams.H This 
confluence of times and images urges the subject M[Q communicate, to 
speak, to write about life on the borders. H4~ This communication often takes 
the form of a dialogic encounter Ilith parents and ancestors, which helps 
the subject to reinvent an empowering iden tity. Through an identification 
with or rejection, reconsideration, reacceptance, borrowing, and extension 
of others' stories, the subject inherits a history. In both of Nicholas Gage's 
books, his mother, Eleni, is the memory that shapes the material destinies 
of the family. Through thick and thin, the financially struggling family pulls 
together,jolted into action and solidarity by the memory of the mother who 
died so that her children could be in America. Gage h imself goes on LO pro
fessional success motivated by the desire to revenge his mother's executors. 
H ijuelos and Kingston come to terms with their histories through the stO
ries of their fam ilies as told by their mothers. In their tales of affiliation and 
disaffiliation, these narrators necessarily inhabit more than a single position 
of the speaking subject. In these (hi)stories, alterity assumes the form o f di
alogic imagination where the constitution of plural selves is seen as an en
abling and liberating force thaI rejects polariZing notions of identi ty, race, 
and cuhure. 

The act of re .... 'fiting is also an act of ]'cl1cClil'e repositioning, since it en
tails rethinking and resorting. In this act, the languages and discourses of 
the lost world and the ~ Iast world H engage in an investigative dialogue. In 
~Campus Forum on Multiculturalism.~ published in the Ntw York Times of 
December 9, 1990. Renato Rosaldo, professor of anthropology at Stanford 
University, I'iews multiculturalism "as a tool for grappling with vexed issues. H 
H e states that ~educational democracy will nOt come easily~ and inl'olves 
what he calls Kquestions of cultural citizenship. H Rosaldo, then, poses the fol-
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lowing questions: ~How can diverse groups retain their d iversity itnd panic
ipate in a democratic community? Can they be full and equal citizens who 
enjoy the privilege of shaping their destiny? Can they do so without having 
to surrender their heritages?~H Multicuhural citizen sh ip unfonunately of
ten comes under auack by those who are addicted to prescriptions and for
mulaic cures for the tired canon. Lest we cherish the illusion that we h ave 
come a long way in o ur underst:mding and appreciation of elhnicity and 
cultural diversity, I would like to quote a few remarks by distinguished pro
fessors o f humallit~ (emphasis mine) who resist the critical discourse thata 
diversity of cultural perspectives has the chance of establishing. Their angcr 
is freely vented in the abo\'e mentioned "Campus Forum on Multicultural
ism . ~ MConsidc r the endless possibilities political correctness holds Olil for 
research and publication, especially in the field of literature ... writes J o hn E. 
Becker, director of the Core Curriculum at Fairleigh Dickenson Uni\'ersity 
in New J ersey, with nOl-so-subtle sarcasm. ~Each new critical weapon opens 
the whole Western textual tradition to a new campaign of slash and burn." 
Sandra Stotsky, di rector of the Summer Institute on Writing, Reading, and 
Civic Education at Harvard Universi ty's Graduate School of Education is 
deeply perturbed by the "Europhobia~ in h igh schools. "Most pre-college 
students are too nai\'e to understand how un iversity-trained teachers or 
curriculu m de"e1opers arc manipulating lhem," she daim~, "and sch ool 
commiuees and parents are usually totally unaware of what is going on be
cause the Europhobia, natio nal self-hatred and inter-cthnic hosti lities that 
these o rthodoxies arc promoting have been cleverly disguised by current 
bUll words like multiculturalism, critical thi nking, and di\'ers ity. ~ And 
Frederic T. Sommers, professor of philosophy at Brandeis Universi ty, 
ch imes in: ~\Vhen the intellectual is political. the light of reason goes out. ~~5 

These outbursts reflect the by now familiar sentiment against the so
called political correctness issue on campuses. Cleady, these distinguished 
educators are threatcned by the possibility that other languages, cultures, 
and texts that they obviously do not consider worth studying may make 
claims on the curriculum . What is to become of thcir privilegcd status as 
Knights of the H igh O rdcr ofWestcrn Civilization? Obviously, thcy are prc
pared to go to great lengths to p rcser-:e the sanctity and legitimacy of what 
thcy pcrceh"c to be thcir own superior in tellectual training. The ncw bar
barians are at the gates and must be stoppcd, or else thc high culture as we 
know it wi ll ccase to be. Thcre is, of course. at work here a willed misinter
prctation of dive rsity as thc d estruction of the so.-<alled can on for the sake 
of dubious curricular innovations that promote literary works of c\'en more 
dubio us merit. What these critics, affi icted by a bad case of tunnel vision , 
can or will no t see is that literary cultural study is historically, socially, geo
graphically conditioncd, and a call for the inclusion of the underreprc
sented li teratures of minorit ies and immigrants is not an act of canon 
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They do th is by reorganizing "the German language. a language of a ho
mogeneous society, loward one including the experience of diversity. ~~1 
This experience challenges cultural isolation ism and promotes a new con
sciousness of participation in a genuinely democratic process in which not 
merely the .... ill of majori ty rules bm where each group is granted self
expression and representation. Anzaldua, Rodriguez, Hoffman, HijueJos, 
KingslOn , and numerous o thers aspire to responsible Mcultural citizenship, ~ 
while celebrating in the power of word, mem0l1'. and imagi nation the re
claimed legacy of cuhures whose emotional and intellectual force had too 
long been eclipsed by the monolingual and monocultural parochialism that 
misrepresented itselfas successful assim ilation and accuhuration. 
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bashing but one of critical engagement with the cultural (mestizo) mosaic 
that America has come to represent Furthermore, at a time of Q\'etwhelm
ing demographic shifts, when Va"!t numbers of Middle Easterners and North 
Mricans have permanently settled in Europe and the question of European 
identity has become the focus of an ongoing critical debate, it is rather 
naive, if not outright moronic , 10 talk of "Europhobia." The issue is clearly 
o ne orrear and mistrust of unfamiliar intellectual heritages that claim to be 
such. The problem is not "Europhobia"-let usgct rid of this bu:uwordwhile 
we are at it, since it is not to be found in any respectable dictionary-but 
xenophobia. Granted, phobia"! may be less deadly in expression than they 
are in repression . Nevertheless, these phobia"! are clear testimony to Henry 
Louis Gates,Jr.'s observation that such self-serving ethnocentrism is "an at
tempt to deprive the black human being [and I might add, any person of 
color or representative of minority groups] of even the potential to create 
art, to imagine a world and figure it."~ 

Anlidiversity sentimen ts and explicit and implicit institutional practices 
and exclusionary discourses terrorize and traumatize e\'ery citizen of the 
"Borde rlands" where "two or more cultures edge each other, where people 
of different races occupy the same territory, where under, lower, middle, and 
upper classes touch ."H The merger of times, memories, and images in the 
experience of migration and displacement moves the notion ofborderlands 
from its traditional semantic domain, which designates a certain geographic 
location , to a domain of political, historical, and cultural experiences. Not 
only the border but also the foreign (land) beyond the border can no longer 
be mere drawings on a map. They can no longer be geographically defined 
but rather need to be understood in their temporal, s.ociocullUral , and emo
tive contexts. Gino Chiellino, an Italian poet living and writing in Gemlany, 
defines the untranslatable word "die Fremde "~8 as "nicht mehrgeographisch, 
sondem als OrtderCesch ichte .. . wo Vergangenheit und Zukunftgleicher 
ma~en zu entwerfen sind " (no longer geographically but as the place of his
tory where the past and the future are equally projectcd) .~y 

Against the odds and in the face of resistance. oppression, and disregard, 
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by p roviding German readers with a guide for coexistence with minorities. 
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EIGHT 

Turks as Subjects: 
The Ethnographic Novels of 

Paul Geiersbach 
Arlene A. Teraoka 

Picture the arrival of the German sociologist at his field si te, the Turkish 
ghetto of a large German induslfial city in the Rubr \'alley.l Already at six in 
the morning the street is filled with countless children and adolescents who 
witness the strange even l. Driving up in h is aging hut still respectable Ford 
Granada pulling a trailer filled with [umimre, an o lder, well-drcssed man 
with glasses and graying hair emerges stitT-legged from his car to begin UIl

packing in full view of his unwanted audience. Paul Geiersbach, painfully 
aware of the damage being done 10 his StatuS as German and as in tellectual, 
is embarrassed to be seen . 

Anyone and evcT)'o tll' who passed by stopped 10 take a look at this strange bird, 
hal f in amusement, half <rit.ical t)'. In the end there must have been twenty o r 
thin )' people gawking, whispering. giggling. or quietly malYeling 10 them
seh·es. a t close range or from a distance .... l'\o, this w.u not good! An edu
cated man. not quite young anymore, who was moving his things himself and 
nn top of it all , like this! I shnuld have U!;ed INTERREI\'T or bell!:' r ye t, hired 
a real mo,ing company. 

Alles und jeder, der \'orbei~m, blien stehen, 11m halb beillstigt, hatb kritisch 
diesen komischcn Vogel in Augenschein :.w nehmen. Zwan:,:ig LcUIC waren es 
am Ende beslimmt oder dreiBig. die da "on Nahem odeI' wm Feme gtolZten, 
tuscheltcn. kicherten odeI' sich still ,'Or skh hillwullderten ... . Neill, das war 
nicht b'Ut! Ein studierter, nidn mehr ganzjunger Mann, der seinen Umzug 
se tbsl macht und noch dazu sol leh hanc doch INTERRENT nchmen odcl' 
bessel' noch . cine richtige Umzugsfirma bcauftragen sollen. ~ 

Once safely ensconced in his aparunent, with mixed feelings of anxiety and 
self-satisfaction , Geiersbach can LUrn his auention LO the chores of cleaning. 
His first dars wi ll be spen t washing the fl oors, putting up wallpaper, and lar-

", 
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ing down carpet, a ll lO cmure himself a necessary degree of comfon and 
personal security. ~With in my own four walls I wam to feci comfortable. 
Here I want to continue to be Paul Geiersbach, to have a bit of \UXUI1', to 
feel at home, to be able to sh ut the door so I can be alone" ( In mcincn e ige
nen vier Wanden will ich mich wohlfUhlen. Hier will ich wciterhin Paul 
Geiersbach scin, ein biBchen Komrort haben, mich zu Hause fllhlen, d ie 
Tur schlidkn konnen , lim al lein lU scin) (W, 15), 

Mtcr a week of intense scrubbing, painting, plastering, and patching up 
the apartment and h is ego, Geiersbach re trieves his remaining furniture 
fro m Hamburg. This time the stalUs-<:onscious academic plans to arrh'c in 
the middle or the nigh t when the streets are deserted and when he can lug 
sofa and stove into his building unseen. Yet the noisy and intricate maneu
vering of t.he trailer into the courtyard awakens the enti re neighborhood, 
and again, Geiersbach perceives countless Turkish heads in dark windows 
shaking in disbelief and disapproval as the MAlman M carries the rest of h is 
possessions--and those not of the finest q uality, either!-up the stairs to h is 
apartment. The fear that now no one will even believe that he is a MOr. 
Geiersbach ~ sends him into another frenzy of home improveme n t. Geiers
bach pays for a p rofessional carpet layer; he polishes his old furniture, hangs 
picturcs on his walls to enhance the character of each room, and relaxes to 
the sounds of Brahms on his stereo. For se\'eral weeks the p recio us and pri
vate apartmen t will be the safe haven in which his identity is secure, the 
fortress from which Geiersbach will watch, from the superior distance of his 
third-story window, the goings-on in the commun ity that he wants to study 
and in which he is embarrassed to show his face. 

O ne year and many adveillures later, Geiersbach i.~ ready to leave. He is 
now a well-established face in the community, someone his T urkish and 
Kurdish neighbors have grown to know, the guest they have invi ted count
less times illlo their homes, the friend who has shared with them everything 
from birth , marriage, and family fe uds to holy holidays. political rallies. and 
mystic Sufi uances. But o nce again. we find Geiershach trying to hide. With 
a suitcase full of notes, tapes, and documents, the rich "harvest ~ of h is field 
research in the gheno. he feels like a th ief leaving the scene of his crime. 
"As a thief you take )'our leave inconspicuously. Yes, I saw myself as a thief 
sneaking away from there" (Als Oieb empfiehh man sich unauffiillig.Ja. als 
Dieb sah ieh mieh davonschleichen).' TIle material will result in two vol
umes abom the community lhal Geiersbach knows will irritate, if not en
rage, h is T urkish friends and acquaintances, should they even be able to, 
and want to, read them. The product of h is research. Geiersbach knows, will 
be an irreparable act ofbctrayal. He chooses a Sunday morn ing for h is de
part ure, expecting that everyone will be asleep. Naturally, the community is 
up early. Friends and even enemies show up to wish Ihe German researche r 
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farewell, and Geiersbach is forced one last time to face. with guilty con
science, the people who have accepted him inLO their lives. 

It was therefore a shameless lie when I promised e'\'eryone who .... -amlly em
braced me once more in farewell that I would see them again soon. J already 
knew at that point that once the books were finished, I would not be able 10 
look anyone from the colony in lhe eye ag-olin. 

Es war dcshalb auch schamlos gelogen. wenn ichjedem. der rnich lurn AlJ.
schied noch einmal henlich umannte. ein baldiges Wiedersehen vcrsprach. 
[eh wuBte schon zu dem Zeitpunh, daB ich, wenn die Bucher einmal fertig 
waren, niemandem mehr in der Kolonie gerade in die Augen schauen kem
nte, (G, 428) 

The two scenes arc more than just amusing; they display a telling twist in 
the usual encounter between the Msubject. M the "Self, M and ilS "object. M the 
~Olher. M At \cast a part of the irony does no t escape Geiersbach h imself, who 
notes in his journal soon after his awkward arrival, ~You wanted to slip in 
here as a voyeur, unrecognized, to observe and sound out the people, and 
now you are the one bei ng displayed on a platter, observed bye\"eryone M 

(Ou wolltest dich hier unerkannt als Voyeur cinschleichen , die l...eute 
beobachten und aushorchen , u ndjetzt bist du es, der da aufdem Prasen
tierteller sitzt u nd von jedermann beobachtet wird) (W, 37). On the basis 
of h is middle-class background. his graduate education, his German na
tionality, and his Western European culture, Geiersbach stands worlds away 
from, and above, the Turkish guest workers and Muslim believers of the ur
ban ghetto. As author and social scientist who will record their life for his 
fellow Germans, Geiersbach wields tremendous discursive power over h is 
Turkish subje<:ts. And yet what we witness in two key scencs is the German 
intellectual fearing at his arrival the loss of an image of superiority and at 
his departure, the full recogni tion of his less than honorable intentions. In 
one scene, worried about the damage done 10 his status, Geiersbach hides 
from view; in the other, he cannot face h is Turkish fri ends, unable to with
stand their looks of hurt and anger. In both scenes, it is the ~OtherM that is 
perceh'ed as threatening, as the source of social approbation and moral au
thority, while the ~Selr is forced to retreat and to hide its face from view. II 
is the ~Other" tha~ is powerful; the MSeJr that is weak and shaken, fearful of 
being scrutin ized, ridiculed,judged, or dismissed. T he Turks here are sub
jeclS in twO intercon nected ways: as research subjects, they are open and ex
posed to thc gaze ofthe eth nographic autho r; but they also meet that gaze 
o f the Self as other selves. I wish here to explore this resistance o f the Other 
in the subject's o ..... n text. 4 

The four e thnographic novels of Paul Geiersbach are rich and instructive 
for us, both fo r what they attempt to do and for ..... hat happens inad\'crtently 
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in them. The first two volumes, published in 1982 and 1983, bear the id
iomatic and anecdotal titles Brother, Must Eat OniQ1lJ" and Water Together! 
(Bruder. muB zusammen Zwiebel und Wasser essen!) and How Mutlu Otturlr 
Must uarn to Swim (Wie Mutlu Ozturk schwimmen lernen mull).5 Aban
doning the quantitative methods and research moods of traditional sociol
ogy. Geiersbach explores a form of writing that auempLS to record the 
actual speeches of the Turks just as they occurred, with minimal authorial 
interference.6 Drawn as a "confidant ~ into the personal conflicts and prob
lems of [\0,'0 families, Geiersbach is the object of intimate outpourings of 
trust, desperate pleas for help. impassioned arguments from all sides, each 
meaning to win his support-all of which is reproduced for us in various 
shades of broken German or in indirect discourse. The author is, at least in 
imention, only the medium through which the Turks will tell us their own 
stories in lheir own wo rds. "The author appears essemially only as a wimess 
and chronicler for the reader," Geiersbach states; "in my work I comment 
on and interpret the events hardly at aW (lch kommentiere und inter
pretiere das Geschehen in meiner Arbeit so gut wie gar nichL ... Der 
AUior lTin im wesentlichen nur als Zeuge und Chronist fUr den Leser in 
Erscheinung) (B, 11 ). 

The impulse behind such an attempt, which would make the ethnogra
pher/authqr an altemivc and compassionate listener rather than an au
thoritative expert, is praiseworthy and, to my knowledge, unique in German 
academic YoTiting o n the Turkish population of the Federal Republic.7 Yet 
while Geiersbach promises to keep his interpreti\'e categories and com
mentaries out of his novels and to let his Turks speak fo r lhemselves, their 
stories are nonetheless embedded within a narrati\'e framework that is dis
tinctly foreign to them. Bnukr, mujJ lusammm lwit btl und Wasstr ts$t'n! 
records the crisis ofa Turkish family, recounted in conflicting ways by its var
ious members. occurring between May and October of an unspecified year 
and centering around a foolish daughter who has left her upstanding hus
band for an equally fooli sh and irresponsible man who is married to some· 
one else and, furthermore, unemployed. Wu Mutlu Oz.tiirlr. schwimmen ltmm 
mujJfoliows the advemures of an eighteen-year-old Turkish youth who has, 
alleaSl initially. broken all ties to his family and com munity and struck out 
emirely on his own in an un hospitable German world. While the two works 
tell essentially separate and different stories, they share many of the same 
characters and take place concurrently. More important, they share a Ger
man narrative o f maturation and enlightenmem imposed as an authorial 
super-text on the stories told by the Turks,K 

Not coincidentally, both novels deal with generational conflicts. As 
Geiersbach puts it succinctly in one introduction, 

The foreign youths, who for the most pan, in contrast to their parents. ha\'e 
grown up or come of age in lhe Federal Republic. are striving firS! of all for 
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more emancipation than is traditionally granted !O them. In addition this 
emancipation is directed to .... 1I.1"(\ the realization of\',11.)'5 of life that are incom
patible with the tr.Iditional way" of life of their parents. 

Die ausliindischen Jugendlichen, die im Gegcnsatz zu ihren Ehem meisten
teils bereiL~ in der Bundesrepublik auf- oder herangcwachsen sind, streben 
zum einen nach mehr Emam:ipation, als ihnen traditionell ~ugestanden wird_ 
Zum anderen zielt die Emanzipation auf die Realisierung von Lebens
konzepten ab, die mit den hergebrachten Lebemkonzepten der Eltem un
\'ereinbar sind. (B, 9) 

In Geiersbach's vision, emancipation is set against tradition , YOUlh against 
parents, modernity against the preselV<ltion of older, now inappropriate, 
ways of life, Thus when the foolish daughter of the one no\'el is thrown out 
of her family home, we see Geiersbach responding to her appeal for help, 
securing temporary quarters for her in a Wohngemnruchaft, supponing her 
feelings of righteous anger, advocating her rights against the demands of 
her parents, and later encouraging her not to return to the parental fo ld, 
although ironically she wants to_ 

Geiersbach's sympathies come even more strongly to the fore in the nar
rative of Mmlu Oztflrk, where again he goes 10 tremendous efforts to help 
maintain the son's financial and cultural independence from the traditional 
demands placed on him by his father.9 The banlc there is fought over the 
recogn ition of the son's sovereignlY and maturity-between Mutlu's "I 
want~ ("ich wiW) and his father's "he must" ("er mull"), verbs repeated 
througho ut and characterizing the rebellion of the son and the absolute 
obedience de manded by the father. Furthennore, Geiersbach grants him
selfin this struggle the role of the enlightened educator who will aid Mutlu 
in his process of social maturation. As he makes amply clear in the intro
duction to the novel, Geiersbach helps where Mutlu cannot help himself, 
while taking care not to become simply another figure of authority: explic
itly rejecting the roles of father, older brother, therapist, watchdog, or 
superego, Gciersbach claims instead to approac:;h Mutlu "in an unbiased 
and frie ndly wayM (vorurteilsfrei und freund lieh) (M, 12). A benevolent 
rather than patriarchal rather figure who rescues Mutlu from the threat or 
imm inent deportation, Geiersbac:;h is the metaphorical and enlightened 
parent of the "social rebirth " (soziale Wiedergeburt) that begins the novel 
(see M, 37, 82, 90). 

We are offered the image of a liberal and sympathetic German researcher 
who seeks, both in his actions and in the manner of his v,Titing, to support 
the autonomy of his subjects. Just as Geiersbach will help Mutlu to establish 
a new life independent of his domineering father, so too does he strh'e in 
his narrative to allow Mutlu to tell his own story, Crucial to the conception 
and exeC:;Ulion of both nO\·els is Geiersbach's ability accurately to transmit 
(transcribe ) for liS the assertion s, explanations, and oral histories or his 
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Turks. Indeed, that abi lity-irwe take the novels at face value-is phenom
enal, as entire chapters and sequences of chapters in both works bear the ti
tles "Mutlu speaks,~ "Param speaks," ~A1da and Hoppa speak" (Mutlu 
erzahlt, Parnm erzahlt. AIda und Hoppa erzahlen) . Not on ly does Geiers
bach open his text to these other voices; he thereby creates for himself the 
image of an unbiased, friendly listener, a positive model for gaining access 
to the Other without repressing it in the process. 

Yet, as I indicated earlier, Geiersbach's noteworthy project is important 
both for what it does and for what happens inadvenently. and, I would add, 
contrarily, in it. The key scene is the disastrous conclusion of the Mutlu 
Wii,* novel. Mudu has been tricked into returning home, supposedly to 
protect his sister while her husband completes his tour of duty in the Turk
ish army: once home, he is then convinced by his family to marry. Mullu's 
bride has been arranged by his parents: ahhough somewhat older than o ne 
would want, and a Kurd, the bride offers an advantageous match for Mullu's 
family who seeks to reinstate their renegade son in the large r Turkish com
munity. After the wedding Mutlu and his family discover that his bride is 
partly disabled; Mudu runs away, and the bride is rudely sent back to her 
own family. The entire situation is unspeakably shameful, and Mutlu's fa
ther, Boga, receives an e nraged and insulting letter from the bride's 
mother, who lays her curse o n lhe entire Ozturk household. The letter 
claims that Boga's daughters are hunchbacks, that an ape would have made 
a better son than Mullu, that the Ozturks are an imals who grew up in a for
est. But most important, it begins by casting a serious shadow on the repu
tation of Boga's .... ife. 

Boga, I shil in your beard. I cannot shit on the floor. The godless one slepl 
with your wife. You can throw her out, you pimp. You should have your blond 
wifc 's ass and CUnt e)(amined . ... It·s bener if)'ou do your fucking with a don
key. To hell with your manliness. After the godless one fud.cd your wife. she 
became sweel to you. 

Boga, ich scheiBe in Deinen Barl.lch kann nichl auf den Boden scheiBen. Dcr 
Gottlose hat mit Ddner Frau geschlafen. Du kannst sic fortjagcn , Du Kupplcr. 
Du so1Jtest den Arsch und die FOlZe Deiner blondcn Frau unttr$uchen lassen . 
. .. Ell iSI besser, wenn Du mit cincm Escl ticken iibsl. Pfui mit Deiner 
Mannlichkcil. Nachdtm der Goulose Deine Frau gefickl hal. iSI sic Dir siifi 
geworden. (M, 227) 

Boga, in a terrible state, contemplates taking the bride's mother to court, 
yet what he really wants to do is shoot her entire family dead. Whe n Geiers
bach tries to "reason" with him ("to bring Boga back to reason~ [Boga . .. 
wieder zur Vernunft zu bringenJ M, 230), something totally unexpected oc
curs. Boga pulls out a Bible, makes Gciersbach swear to tell the truth , and 
then demands to know whal Boga's wife said to Gcicrsbach out 011 the bal-
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Boga. ~'ho belongs literally in another world and who has mistreated his son 
alld made a shambles of his family's life in an unsupponivc German setting, 
accordingly dcscn'cs the sympathy and solidaril)' of those who, like our
seh'cs. have a deeper and social-sciemific un derstanding or his problems. 

I would argue, howc\'cr, for another way of reading the scene, one that 
takes Gciersbac h's dumbfounded silence to Boga's questions seriously. For 
in a novel based on the German's seemingly unlimited talent for listening 
3nellti\'e!y 10 the Turks. lhe tables afC finally turned: now it is Gcicrshach 
who is called on 10 speak and, furthermore . to fill in the gaps in a narrative 
of Soga's design . Ironically, when the ultimate listener / transcribcr Geicrs
bach is asked to recount a keyconvcrsation in a story of adultery and tainted 
family honor, he is caught, so to speak, with his pants down, Significantly, 
Geiersbach's novel ends abruptly when he is confronted with the emer
gcnce of a surprising and incompatible Turkish narrative that p laces differ
ent emphases and vastly different values on the $<lme events and 
conversations that Geiershach has transcribed, 10 The two narratives, both 
steeped in their rt!spt!ctive cultures, are in fact SO separate at this point that 
lht: unmemorable -insignificant words- in o ne are literally a maLleI' of life 
and death in the other. The German Self and the German narrative come 
face 10 face wilh a Turkish narrative and a Turkish Self with its OWII set of 
qu(:stion s and demands, ll 

The appearance in 1990 of Geiersbach 's 1wQ-volume study of a Turkish 
ghetto, Waiting Unlillhe Trains Leave Agai71 (Wartcn bis die Ziige wieder 
fahren ) and Seroing God Ellffl ill a Foreign Lalld (Gatt auch in del' Fremde die
nen ), marks a new beginning. The research focus is no longer limited to a 
single individual or to a single Turkish family but takes as its object an en
tire community. With lhe shirt from individual stories to scenes of commu
nity life comes the abandonment of long first-person Turkish narratives; 
he re, Geicrsbach is not the medium for lhe Turks to tell us their stories bUl 
the vehicle through which we are allowed to observe their lives. Living and 
wandering among the people of his community, Geiersbach, like an epic 
narrator, opens the life of the ghetto to our scrutiny. 'While earlier he had 
presented himself purely as listener, with a non authoritative stancc toward 
his Turkish acquaintances who were ostensibly speaking for themselves, 
here Gcieubach is expliciLly in charge o f his text as he aggrcSI;ively pursues 
various aspects of community lifc LO present to us a complete cthnograph ic 
rccord of a social \\"orld,12 

Yet dcspite the imponanldiffercnce between Geiersbach's texts, the nar
rative of e mancipation \'ersus dogmatic tradition survives in clear form. Vol
ume I c nds notably in fai lure and frustration when Geiersbach, with his 
lihcral social conscience, runs up against the apparently rigid limitations of 
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cony of their home on the C\-C of Mutlu's wcdding. Gciersbaeh cannot re
member a singlc thing. 

I become embarrassed: after some thought I do vaguely recollect that I was in
deed on the balcony looking for my shoes on the ewning in question. and that 
I also exchanged a few insignificant words there with Frau OJ.tUrk, but I'm un
able to remember one word of the specific content of this exchange. 

Ich gentte in Verlegenheit: Mir kommt zwar nach einigem Nachdenken 
dunkel in Erinnerung, daB ieh an dem fragli chen Abend latMchlich auf dem 
Balkon naeh meinen Schuhen gesucht habe und daC ich dort auch mit Frau 
Onurk dn paar belanglose Wone gewechseh habe, "ermag mich aber mit 
keiner Silbe mehr an den genauen Inhalt diesel' Wone zu erinnem. (M. 231 ) 

Geiersbach finally understands when Boga taps the slande rous letter in his 
jacket pocket that Boga suspects him of being the heathen who has slept 
with his wife. Boga, Gciersbach knows, is ~deadly scriousM (blutiger Ernst) 
(M, 231) in his investigation, ret all Gciersbach can do is try to laugh off the 
accusalion. Despite Boga's repeated attempts to jog Gciersbach 's memory, 
the researcher can remember absolutely nothing. Boga, whose only re
maining alternative, he says, is to have his wife killed, becomes increasingly 
desperate. Thc last words of the sccne and thc no\'cl arc his fi nil l, u nan
swered plea, ~Please! Whal my wife say to you? . .. ~ (~Bitlel Was meine Frau 
dir sagen? .. ~ ) (M, 232: ellipses in original) . 

The incident may be incorporated easily into Geiersbach 's enlighten
ment project as the final say of Rune nlightenedM Turkish customs; indced, 
the aftern'ord to the volume offers Ceiersbach's apology for Boga Ozturk 
whom we should try to understand, and thus not conde mn, from the per
speclh-e of his ovm culture. Ceic rsbach explains, 

Boga is nOI a pedagogically enlightened person , capabk of differentiated 
thought. Saga doesn't understand much ... . He can'l comprehend .... He is 
not able to reflect with $O(iological or social-psychological understanding on 
the peculiarities of his relationship to Mutlu that are conditioned by emigra
tion. In his narrow understanding of human beings he finds only one expla
nation for Mutlu's defiance of him: Satan himself has entered Mutlu's head 
and heart. and he has to be dri\'en out-through beatings: if neCes.<aI)" 
through brulal beatings. 

Boga ist kein padagogisch aufgekl5,rte r lind differenziert denkender Mensch. 
Boga versteht nicht viet ... Er kann nich! begreifen .... Er I'ennag auch 
nichl d ie durch die Emigr.nion berl ingten Bcsonderhciten .seiner Bcr.iehun· 
gen zu Mutlu soziologisch oder sozialpsychologisch zu reflektieren. AilS 
seinem engen Menschenversulndnis her.lus find et er fliT die Verweigcrung, 
d ie Mutlu gegen ihn betreibt , nul' die cine Erklii rllng: In Mntlu.~ Kopf tlnd 
Hen in der leibhaftige Satan gefahrcn. und den mull man austreiben~urch 
Schliige. wenn's not tut anch durch brutalc Schlage. (M , 236-237) 
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Turkish culture. Geiersbach has occupied himself for much of the first six 
months of his fieldwork with a small group of Kurdish children whom he tu
tors every day after school. The low cultural \'alue placed on German edu
cation , manifested in part in the lack of quiet space in the family home for 
doing school assignments, leads, according to Geiersbach, to poor achieve
ment and to inadequate preparation for employment and thus to the per
petuation of gheuoization. Geiersbach's plan for a community child care 
and learning center should demonslr.lte to German readers and Turkish 
and Kurdish neighbors his understanding of, and solidarity with, the basic 
problems of ghetto life. But the plan dies on the drawing board when the 
Hoea, the Islamic leader of the community, insists that Muslim students and 
Kurdish heathens be instructed at different times, that Muslim boys and 
Muslim girls be taught in different rooms, that the girls be taught by a 
woman , and that no one be taugh t by non-Muslims or by Communists (W, 
399). Geiersbach simply gi\'es up at that point; confronted by such unyield
ing (and supposedly ignorant) views, he abandons his too progressive ideas 
and leaves the scene in near-<l.isgust for a much-needed vacation. 

Geiersbach 's clear frustration with the Turkish community is in fact the 
typical experience of his fieldwork. Nothi ng, but nOlhing, seems to li\'e up 
to his expectation, and Geiersbach seems to be chronically disgruntled. He 
is taken aback and sobered by the Hoca's aggressive stance regarding the 
proper (orthodox) dress and behavior of Muslim girls: the religious leader, 
whom Geiersbach had hoped to be able to present as different, that is, less 
d ogmatic, from other Hocas, proves himself to be disappoilllingly typical 
(W, 310-311 ). The spiri tual and deeply religious experience Geiersbach ex
pects to find in the Ramazan semces is made into someth ing ofajoke when 
two teenaged boys cause an e nti re rO\.,' of praying Muslims to keel over like 
dominoes in the middle ofa bow (W, 313). The long days offastingrequired 
in observation o f the holy holiday are exposed as a hypocritical game in 
which one Muslim after another offers his creative interpretation of the re
ligious law to justify its nonobservance. The authentic Muslim wedding 
Geiersbach hopes to observe turns o ut to be ~a completely ordinary Turk
ish wedding as 1 had experienced them five or six times bcfore ~ (cine ganz 
gewohnliche turkische Hochzeit. wie ich sic schon fiinf- odef seclmnal 
,"orher erlebt habe) (G, 164). The Turks are either too Turkish for the lib
eral Geiersbach or not Turkish enough for the sociologist in search of au
thentic ethnic culture. 

There are lWO ways to view thi ~ recurring experience of frustrated desire. 
Geiersbach , who wan ts to present himself as open-minded and sympathetic 
in a project aimed at combating German prejudices and preconceptions, is 
clearly burdened by his 0 .... "11 set of expectations and his own liberal but rigid 
agenda. But this familiar critique of the matler focuses too heavily o r one-
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sidedly on the activity and identity of th e Germans. An alternative view 
would accord a degree of subjectivity to (he Turks as well and suggest that 
Gcicrsbach 's frustration has as much to do with their resis lance, implicit or 
othcrwis.c, to his preconceptions. It is not that Geiersbach 's expecl.'Hions are 
simply inappropriate; they are actively resisted by his object. 

Th is distinction, which seeks to acknowledge the agency of the Turks, 
is more thanjusl a matter of word s. Fo r indeed the Turks ofGciersbach's 
ghetto are more than just the objects (or subjects) o f his research, there for 
him to observe and record: they, in turn, exert their considerable collective 
fo rce on the new and foreign member of their community. NOl only do they 
fai l 10 live up 10 Geiersbach 's expectations o hhem but they, in IUrn, attempt 
to force Geiersbach 10 live up to theirs. The Turks tOO have their oval pro
ject, one that makes itself felt from the very beginning: they must teach this 
German to conform as q uickly as possible 10 the established life of their com
mun ity. Almost immediately on h is arrival Geiersbach perceives the tremen
dous and unexpected constraints placed on him by his new environment. 

It is not I who take possession of my new neighborhood by asking questions 
and observing, but rather the other way around. Of course I too ask questions 
and observe, but even more I am queslioned, observed. sized up. It i$ not I 
who establish connections with them, but tluywith 1M •••. It's just awkward that 
[ thus become the target of expectations. that [ am thus subjected to a sociat 
pressure to conform. No, no one forces me 10 do anyth ing, of course! But I 
am threatened with gOS!iip, isolation, disregard, being shut out of conversa
tions if I were to try to e\'ade th is pressure. 

Nicht ich ergreife fragend und beobachtend Besitz \'on meiner neuen Nach
barschaft, sondern diese \'on mir. Sicher, ich frage und beobachte ebenfall!, 
aber noch mehr werde ich befragt, beobachtet, abgetastet. Nicht ich sette 
mich w ihnm. sondem sii setten sich IU mirin Beziehung .... Mimich nur. 
dan ieh damit auch zum Adressaten von Er.. .. nungen werde, einem rozialen 
AnpaS!iungsdruck ausgesettl bin. Nein, zwingen till mich hier naturlich nie
mand zu wasl Mir droht jedoch Klat5Ch, Tsolierung, Nichtbeachtung. 
Gesprachsvclv.eigerung, wenn ich mlch diesem Druck enttiehen wollte. 
(W,32)1l 

Such stateme n ts reflect not just an abstract sense of cultural displacement 
but a specifi c and exact behavioral code. A friendly Turkish teenager takes 
Geiersbach under his wing and lays Out the basic rules of neighborhood life; 
Geiersbach ruefully summarizes the early lesson: ~no Kurds. no women, no 
cutlets, no beer H (keine Kurden, keine Frauen , keine Koteletts, kein Bier) 
(W, 31). With curiolls schoolchildren rummaging through his refrigerator 
and closets, it is clear that any transgressions will be found out. It is clear, 
tOO, that the collective p roject to civilize the Gennan in his Turkish envi
ronment is immenselydifficuh, ifnot impossible. E\'en some seven hundred 
page$ into h is life in the community, Gcicrsbach . blundering badly, casts an 
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u n intentional curse o n a fri end's newborn son: "'You already know so much 
about us," he is IOld, "but you still make mistakes~ ( ~Du weiBtjetztschon so 
viel libel' uns," .. , ~aber du rnaehst immer noeh Fehler~) (G, 3 11). And two 
days before his departure he innocently touches the sho ulder of a married 
woman; ~Ifyou weren't a German,~ her husband tells him, ~ I would have 
beaten you up just now. My wife is no whore!~ ("'Wenn du kein Deutscher 
warst, " , .. "dann hane ich jetzl zugeschlagen. Meine Frau is t keine Hurel") 
(G, 429) . It seems that the Turks (and Kurds) arc at least as frustra ted by 
Geiersbach 's behavior as he is by theirs. 

Just as Geiersbach interacts with his neighbors with explicit ex pectations 
of their Turkishness, so too do they, in turn. make implicit and sometimes 
explicit demands on h im as a German . Because the Germans are seen as the 
cause of the unsightly mountain of tra.~h that fill s o ne of the courtyards of 
the ghetto, Geiersbach , as a German, is held accoumablc and is expected to 
do somethi ng to get rid of it (W, 228), Becausc he is German and therefore 
weahhy, he is the one who must buy something from a traveling cookware 
salesman who has presented h is high-priced merchandise to an embar
rassed audience of Turks (G, 277). T he examples seem trivial only to us: fo r 
Geiersbach such incidents arc invash·e and confi ning. 

For our researcher is not simply German, he is unalienably German, and 
it is this core that is increasingly threatened as he pursues h is friendly re
search project. It is not Geiersbach who intrudes into the comm unity, so 
much as the community that makes itself felt as an in trusion into Geiers
bach's life, As the Kurdish schoolchildren come 10 accept their fo reign tu

to r, for example, Geiersbach must pay a price for the trust and confidence 
he has won: the ch ildren beha\'e in his apartment the way the}' do in their 
O\olln homes, and literally nothing is len unturned, unopened, or unexam
ined. This irrita tes the German 10 no end, "Even such precious things as my 
electric type .... 'r"iter, my most important means of product ion , or my beloved 
record collection were not spared ~ (Davon blieben auch so schutzens ..... ene 
Dinge, wie meine elektrische Schreibma.sch ine, mein wichtigstes Produk
tionsm ittel, oder meine geliebte Schallplattensammlung !licht ausgenom
men) (W, 144). Here the ho liest of holies is violated by heathen hands: 
symbols of Geiersbach 's research project and his cultural ide ntity. Fillingly, 
Geiersbach will decide to e nd the project at a point when he is simply no 
longer able to put up with Ihe de mands placed on him by h is research sub
jects: ~the lack of privacy and the all-cncornpassing demands of neighbors 
or friends~ (de r Mangel an Privatheit und die totale Inanspruchnahme 
durch Nachbarn odeI' Freunde) , ncressary conditions of life in the close 
quarters of the community, become 100 much to bear (G, 398); Gciers
bach's aparUllent is a local institution open 10 any and all who care to drop 
in: h is car has become community tramporlation , with Geie rsbach often the 
chauffeur. ~A private sphe re or private control over leisure time and prop-
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erty, these are things that are unknown in the colony, and so they are not 
perceived and rcspeclCd as needs in others~ (PrivaLSpharc oder private Ver
fUgungsgewah liber Freizeit und Besiu, das kennt man in def Kolonie n icht 
und vermag es so auch nicht an anderen als Bediirfnis wahrzunehmen und 
zu respekticren) (G, 398). Gcicrsbach, insisting on h is private life and a p ri
vate sphere, defends the boundaries of his bourgeois cuhur-.lI and personal 
identity in the face of a demanding and all-invasive Turkish community.14 

We need \0 appreciate the full significance of the cultural encounter in 
which the power of the 5O-<al1cd Other makes itsclffclt, insistently and un
expectedly. For Gciersbach is in fact lucky 10 get away with his identity in
tact. Again we need to look at the manner in which his narrative ends--at 
the moment in which Geiersbach falls finally silent. Ironically, he is para
lyzed and impossibly constrained by his own success: because h e has asked 
.so many questions and learned so much about Islamic teachings and 
cusfOms duri ng his time in the Turkish community, more than one of 
his info rmant-friends conclude that Geiersbach must be interested in 
converling. The Hoca for one makes it his personal mission to wi n Geiers
bach over to Islam. The issue of conversion is n ot an arbitrary one, for it 
p laces the German's cultural identity directly on the line. The research pro
ject in which the Self gains access to the Other inspires a Frankensteinian 
counterprC!iect in whkh the Other threatens to take over completely! The 
situation reaches crisis proportions when Geiersbach begins his exploration 
of the phenomenon of Sun mysticism , that most MotherM of the Other. 

Geiersbach is invited by one of his most loyal infOrinanlS to accompany 
h im to a Sufi center near 1>;lonchengladbach. Not surprisingly, he is disap
pointed by the appearance of the lauded temple. a decrepit factory build
ing whose rooms smell ofrottcn wood, sweat, urine, and sweet perfume (G, 
333-335). Geiersbach's account. lined with sarcasm, makes noefTorl lo hide 
(from us, not from them) his disdain and disbelief. The scene deteriorates 
rapidly into absurdity when, as a resuh of an error in translation, the Sufis 
are told by their leader thal Mthe ego is the cow in us, and we must kin this 
cow~ (das Ego ist die Kuh in lIns. und diese Ku h mussen wir tOlen ) (G, 356). 
Whirling dervish es appear; Sufis shake, quiver, howl. and launch in fO gym
nastic floor exercises--all signs of supposed Mtrance. - Geiersbach, as the in
tellectual and rational Westerner, can take none of it seriously; indeed he 
contemplates a lawsuit (the resort of the bourgeois liberaJ ) against the Sufi 
leader for what he considers to be child abuse when he willlesscs even yOllng 
children in apparent trance. But his o nly response at tlle time is to extricate 
himself from the situation without re\'ealing his true feelings. 

Two months later, in the scene that concludes the book. Geiersbach is 
after the Sufis again. Or rather, they are after him. Letting his lIn!illtisfied 
curiosity about Sufi trance get the bener of him, Geiersbach agrees \0 visit 
the regional Sufi center. Again, the place is disappointingly d ilapidated, 
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and the Hoc-a is introduced to us without delay as a phony. But this time 
Geiersbach is nOl allowed the privacy and prOlccrion of h is sarcasm and 
irony as he pene trates the holy Sufi ground; it soon brtomes dear 
that this Hoca. too. is aggressively intent on converting him right then 
and there. Geiersbach describes the turn of events as an ~attack" (Angrifi) 
(G. 390) . and he o bviously has little with which he can defend himself. 
Geicrsbach is Manxious." Mspecch1css." "helpless" (beklommen. sprachlos. 
hilflos) (G. 391-393); his advcrsary. in contrast . "a cunning fox" (cin aus
gekoclllCr Fuchs) (G. 393) who has an answer for e\lery one of the Ger
man 's weak protestations. Again our researcher is caught and bound in the 
situation . unable to speak his true mind. 

Alas. instead of fi nally telling this guy what I th ink. I re50rt to maneuvering 
again. But h o .... · do you free }'ourselffrom a trap tha t gi\'es itsel f a \'eneer of such 
good illlentiollS. You can do it only with a resounding slap in th t:: fact:: . somt'
th ing along thc lines of: ~Damn it, now just ki.s~ my a.~s!" 

Fine. Tamer Hoca ... ·ould have u ndef5tood this languagt:: , but in from ofthe 
large number of onlooker5 gathe red Ihere, among whom I counted four fa ces 
I knew from the colony. I .... ·ould have put myself l1agnmtly in the "'Tong. Such 
a reaction .... ould have seemed to them like the rudeness of an arrogant Ger
man and obstinate unbeliever. 

Aeh , anstatt nun aber dem Burschen cndl ich die Mcinung lU sagen, verlege 
ieh mich wieder aufs Takticren. Aber ... ie lOst man sieh aus einer Umklam
merung, die 5ich d en Anstrich ,·on smicl Wohlge50nnenheit gibt. Das gehl 
lIur mit einer schallenden Ohrfeigc, etwa im Ton von: "Verdamml,jelZlleck 
mich doch alll Arsch !~ 

Gut. Tamer Hoca hatte {liese Spr<lche .... ohl '·e rslanden, aber ''Or den so 
1.ahlreich \"ersannnehen Zuschauem, unter denen ich auch ,ier mir aus der 
Kalonie bekannte Gesichter lahlte, haue ich mich damit ekla tant im Unrecht 
geseUt. Eine salehe Reaktion halte Ihnen als die Grobhei ' eine~ arrogall ten 
DeUlS(hen und harlgesottenen UngHi.ubigen erscheinen mU!I.'len . (G, 392) 

Unable to respond as Paul Gciersbach the private person would like, forced 
to behave as their famili ar sympathetic ~Gcrman ~ before h is research sub
jects. Geicrsbach is socially paralyzed . Unable to deal with the situation . he 
can only rc u·ea t from it; wh en the H oca lakes his h a n d o n ce m o re in a p iLlS
sionate kiss, he rips himself away and brusquely announces his desire to 
lea\'e. T he scene, and wilh it the long account of life in the Turkish gheno, 
ends with Geiersbach 's abrupt withdrawal: Mthe fat fi sh broke free of the 
line and stayed that ..... a( (der dickc Fisch war von de r Lcine und blieb es 
auch ) (G,395) .15 

Once again the tables ha"e been t urned. He re lhe sociologist, who e n
tered the scene initially as a kind of epic narrator moving freely and so\'er
e ignly among his subjects. shows himself in the end to be an o bject himself. 
indeed, a prized o ne. to be manipulated, trapped, or otherv.'ise won by the 
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Turks. Once again. the German in pursuit of his research project is COIl

fronted by Turks with their own agenda. The German , dangerously o n their 
turf, fa lls silent and withdraws in self-defense; face-to-face with a powerful 
Turkish subject, his narrative comes to an abrupt, sligh dy outraged, and 
sligh lly embarrassed end. 

It is not that Geiersbach is withou t critical self-reflection; indeed, he is of
ten- though not always-aware of the impact o f his presence on the even ts 
he obser"e.~. But he is not aware of, or if he is, he nowhere acknowledges, 
the impact of the Turks on what he sees. The methodological refl ections of
fered in his aftenmrd identify an expanded notion of participant observa
tion as Geiersbach's man ner o f approach, one in wh ich Geiersbach's own 
identity plays a constituen t part: "To be involved or take pan ... inevitably 
means also to take an in terest, that is to $<ly, to make onesclfrecognizable as 
a persOll and 10 approach people asa person~ (Mit dabei sein oder tcilnehmen 
heiBt aber unvermcidlich auch anteilnehmen, will $<lgen, sich als Pmon 
erkennbar machen und OIls PmM auf die Lcute zugehen) (W, 403). Geiers
bach as a person, "so in my case asa man, as a German, as an 'educated' per
son , and finall y also as Paul Gciersbach~ (i n meinem Fall also als Mann, als 
Deutscher, OIls ~geb ildeler~ Mensch und schliefilich auch als Paul Geiers
bach ) (W, 403), takes full pan in the life of his com mu nity, that is, he be
com es involved in th e affairs of h is neigh bors, is drawn into their <:on fl i<:l$, 

takes sides, and creates new confli cts of his own; in the process. he knows 
that he has through his presence permanently changed the community he 
studies. But wh ile he speaks of his panicipating activity, his sympath ies, and 
the relevant aspects of his identity, the constitutive activity of his Turkish 
subjects goes largely unacknowledged. 

Throughout his narrative Gciersbach claims for himself thc auth oritative 
and aUlhorizing role in the experiences he relates. If his Turkish acquain
tances reveal information to h im, the reason for their new confidence-if 
Gciersbach ofTers one-<an be only the friendship and trust growing be
tween them. That the Turks may have their own mOlin!s, or any motives at 
all, does not seem readily to occur to him.16The circle is complete when, in 
a particularly exciting chapter describing a meeting of a nationalistic polit
ical organization, Geiersbach responds in a footnote to the possible cri ti
cism that he has been take n in by propagan da. The possibi li ty of an 
intelllening Turkish project is met with the claim of authority based o n 
Gciersbach 's presence on the scene: ~Howe\'er , to th is I would objecl that I 
had my ear fairly close to the ·milieu' ~ (Oem istjedoch entgegenwhah en. 
daB ich mein Ohr ziemlich nahe am "r..Ii lieu~ hatte) (G, 82). The argume nt 
is thaI he has seen and heard with his own eyes and cars; thus the possibil
ity of a Turkish motive is nullified, or at least counteracted. Geicrsbach does 
not rellecl o n the fac t that his eyes and ears were there, ~close 10 the 'm i
lieu,' ~ only by invitation of the Turks. The researcher presentS hi mself as 
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penetrating into circles of Turkish culture hitherto unseen, to ofTer us priv
ileged information . The truth is that for o ne reason or another~and there 
are reasons-the Turks have allowed him in. 

h is clear to us, as it becomes finally clear to Geiersbach who must fend 
off the attempts to make a Muslim outofhim, that the Turks have their own 
project-or projects-in mind. They seek to teach, to indoctrinate, to pre
sent the best side of themselves to Geiersbach; his books are their opportu
nity to tell their side to a Gennan audience. But where Geiersbach docs 
seem aware ofa Turkish agenda, he presents it to us simply as unwanted in
fluence (which he can effectively ward 00) ; holds it at bay with a show of 
irony, bemusemem, or outrage; retreats to what he considers a safe dis
lance; or rationalizes the Turkish pressure as the exigencies of his research. 
In the process, the Turks arc depicted affeCiionaleiy as simpleminded (the 
figure of Kamil ~SjmpljciusM), dogmatic ( the local Hoca), superstitious and 
duped (the case of the Sufi followers ), often self-contradictol)'-as evel)'
thing but powerful. 

But powerful they are indeed. In all the forewords and afterv.·ords of his 
books, much is made of Gcicrsbach 's role as listener, of the authenticity of 
the conversations and experiences he recounts. Nothing is made of the 
roles of the Turks who speak, or do not speak, with him. Geien;bach is "in
volved, M ~dose to the 'milieu,' M recording a "reality he has himself experi
enced and lived M (seibsl er- und gelebte Wirklichkeit) {G, h'l-yet such 
form ulations conceal the fact that he sees on ly what the Turks allow him to 
see. Geien;bach's research is never simply a matter of looking and listening 
sympathetically; he experiences by invitation and with permission only. As 
we are reminded when Geiersbach tells us Ihat he has never been allowed 
into the kitchen ofa Turkish home (although he attempts towrite about the 
life of women in Lhe community!), the German researcher is o n ~theirM turf, 
subject to their rules. His field site, the ghetto, is not open terri tory waiting 
to be penetrated by a long-awaited sympathetic, progressive foreigner who 
can arrive in his Ford Granada and slip smoothly and un noticeably, without 
disruption, into the now of community life. Rather, even the most sympa
thetic of Germans will meet with powerful attempts to confine and to con
vert and will fed his cultural and personal idelllilY under attack. 

I have told the sloryofPaul Geiersbach whose praiseworthy and unique pro
ject to record the social world of the Turks in Germany falls into silence and 
who retreats when confrollled by the Turks with an agenda of their own. 
Boga OZlurk's demanding interrogation leaves Geiersbach in embarrassed 
and flustered silence, unable to recall what are for him ~ in s i gnificant words~ 

but for the Turk, a matter of life and death. Faced with Turks who II)' to con
vert him for their own purposes to their religion. Geiersbach can do noth
ing more than withdraw, declaring an arbitrary but at the same time logical 
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end to his project and his ethnographic novel. As I have argued, these inci
dents are m ore thanjusl amusing. They have paradigmatic value for the en
coumer with that entity labeled the ~Olher.~ Not only does the German 
subject represent and thereby constrict the Turkish Other; more important, 
we see here how the Turks manipulate, restrain , threaten, and finally silence 
the German in turn, even in his own texts. The Other, in short, is not sim
ply a construction of the German subject but also potentially the site of re
sistance against it. Clearly the power of the Self in its creation of Others and 
otherness is more than just a matter of rhetoric, episte mology, or psychol
ogy. Real political, social, and econom ic oppression lies behind the manip
ulation of words. But the accompanying concept of the Other as 
constructed, manipulated, controlled, and thus inevitably weak, is a o ne
sided vision. We need to learn, too, to speak about the power of the Other, 
as an other Self, to constrain and constrict-and to resist-the Self. 

NOTES 

I. There were approxirnatdy two million Turks, predominantly "guest workefll" 
and their families, living in the Federal Republic of Gennany prior to reunification. 
On the history and politics of the immigram workers in Western Europe, particu· 
larly West Gennany, see Stephen Castles, H~ jor Good: W~lem EUrofN!·j NI!W Elhnic 
Minorilia (London: Pluto Press. 1984) . 

2. P-aul Geiersbach, Wailing Until tM Tmin.! uave Agtlin: A TZHifilh GMtto in (Ar. 

many. Vol. I (Warten bis die Zuge wieder fah ren: Ein Turkenghetto in Deutschland. 
Band I) (Berlin: Mink, 1990): 24. Further references 10 this work, designated as "W," 
will be cited in lhe teXt. All translations from the German were provided by Karen 
Storz. Throughout this chapter I use the temlS "German," "the Turks," and "Turk
ish " to refer to the cultural identities projected by the texts. I do not mean to imply 
any essentialist notions of Gennanness or Turkishness. 
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Band II ) (Berlin: Mink 1990): 428. Further references to this \'olume. designated as 
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4. For an epistemological analySiS of the ethnographic subject being put at stake 
in its encounter with the Other, sec Kc>.in Dwyer, "'The Dialogic of Ethnology," Di· 
auctical A'1lhrofJolofJj 4 (1979): 205--224. My analys is is influenced by lhe critical re
flection in the field of American anthropology on the constructed nature of 
ethnographic texts. Key contributions to this discussion are George E. Marcus and 
Dick Cushman. "Ethnographies as Texts: A,m ua{ Revil!W oj Anthropology II (1982): 
25-69; James Clifford, "On Ethnographic Authority," R~llationJ 1 (1983): 
118-146, also in The f'rn{icamelll oj Cultur~: Twmtu th-Cnztu ry EthrlOgmph)', J.itemturl!, 
and A ft (Cambridge: HalYard Univefllity Press. 1988) : 21-54; and the essays in Writ· 
ing Culture: Tire P~lj(;S and Politics oj Ethnography, ed. James Clifford and George E. 
Marcu~ (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: Univefllity of California Press, 1986) . 
See also Steven Webster, "Dialogue and Fiction in Ethnography, ~ Diauctical A"thm-
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powgy 7 (1982): 91-1 14; Paul Rabinow, "Discourse and Power: On the Limits of 
Ethnographic Texts," Dialectical A11lhropology 10 (1985): 1-1 3;James W, Fernandez, 
"Exploded World~: Text as a Metaphor for Ethnography (and Vice Ver5a)." Dialuti
cal Anth~ 10 ( 1985) : 15-26; and Mary Louise Pratt, "Scratches on the Face of 
the Country; or, What Mr, Barrow Saw in the Land of the Bushmen," Critical Inquiry 

12, no, 1 (Autumn 1985): 119-143, rpt. in "Raa'," Writing. and DiJJerrna , cd. Henry 
Louis Gates,Jr, (Chicago: Uni\,ersityofChicago Press, 1986): 1$8-162. On the re le
vance of the anthropological discussion for a redefinition of Gennan literary Stlld

ies a.'! culture studies, see m y ~Is Culture to Us What Text Is to Anthropology?: A 
Response IOJeffrey M. Peck's Paper," &man Quartol)'62 ( 1989): 188--191. 

5. Paul Geicf$bach, Broth~. MlUt Eat 0"iO"5 {HId Water Together!: A Turlrilh Family 
in G~",umy (Bruder, muB zusammen Zwiebel und Wasser essen!: Eine nirkische Fam
ilie in Deutschland) (Berlin: J H. W. Dietl. Nachf., 1982): How Mu/lu O:t/iirlr Must 
LtlI rn /0 Swim: A Life Story (Wie Mutlu Oltltrk schwimmen lernen mull: Ein 
LebcllSlauJ) (Berlin: J H. W. Dietl. NachL 1983). Further refe rences 10 these works, 
designated a.'! "S" and "M." wil1 be g)"en in the text. 

6. I discll,ls the virtues and problems ofGcief$bach 's experiment and compare 
hi.~ work III two other s)IDpalht tic and "ethnographic" accounts or Turks in West 
Germany, in "Talking 'Turk ': On Narrative Strategies and Cultural Stereotypes: 
Ntw Genna'l Critiqlle 46 (Wimer 1989): 104-128. Claudia Schon ing-Kalender, in her , 
review of the two works, raises questiom about the methods and manner of Geiers
bach's research: see Zeitschrift for VoIkJ.tunde 81 (1985): II &--117. 

7. In his fort. ..... ord to Bruder, mu} ! Ilsamm.m Zwi(b(1 und lI'auer~.1 Geiersbach 
discusses how he ha.'! broken a",".ly rrom the tr.lditional and standard research model, 
based on questionnai res and statistical sampling. in .... hich he .... a.'! trained (8, 9-10). 
According to Gcicr:o;bach, his text, which he describes as something like a reportage, 
something like a case study. and something like a 1l0\'e! (B. 11-12), departs com
pletely from usual sociological research pr.lctices in Germany. He claims to find par
allels in American sociology and social anthropology, citing Oscar Lewis as a model; 
sec 1k Childm, of &"" ha.: Autobiograph] of a M rxica1J Famil] (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1963) . T here is no ind ication here or in his later novels that Geiersbach is in
fluenced by-or even aware of-the theoretical discussion in American anthropol
ogy on the r he toric of ethnographic texts and ethnographic authority. On the 
nonexistence of a tradition of participant observation in Gcnnan anth ropology, see 
SabineJel1-Bahlscn. "Ethnology and Fascism in Germany." DialMtical Anthropology 9 
(1985) : 313-33."1; and Frit7. W. Kramer, "Empathy-Re fl ections on the HistoryorEth
nology in Pre-Fa.'U; i~1 Gcnnany: H erder , C r e u7.er, B' ''lian, B(,,; ho(.,n , and Frobcnius,' 
Dialectical Anthropology 9 ( 1985) : 337- 347. 

8. At root here is Kant' s fam ous de finition or Enlightenment from 1784: ~En · 

lightenment is man's release from his se lf-i ncurred tutelage. Tutelage is man' s in
abil ity 10 make use or his undef$\anding without direc tion from another" 
(Aufk\iirung iSI der Ausgang des Menschen aus seiner selbst \'erschuldeten Un
mimdigl:.e it. Unmundigkeit ist das Un\'em\()gen, sich seines Verstandes ohne 
Leitung cines andercn ZII bedienen ). Immanuel Kant, "Bcantwonung del' Frage: 
Wa.'! ist Aufklarung?" in 1\'n;U, cd. Wilhelm Weischedel, vo\. II (Frankfurt am Main: 
Insel. 1964): 53-61. here p. 53; n-.m s. L.t."\\~ s White Beck. in Immanuel Kant, On fliJ
{my. ed. Lewis White Beck (Indianapolis: Bobbs-\ferrill , 196.'1): 3. A~ Geicrsbach's 
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15. Of course, Gciersbach reestablishes his authority and dignity through the 
act ofWTiting his aCCOUnt for us, thus t:njoying the final say against Tamer Hoca. See 
Kondo on me proceS.'! of .... riting as a rt:trospeeti"e means of controlling the threat 
of the Other; see also Vincent Crapanzano, "On (he Writing of Ethnography," 
Diai«lirof A1IIhropowgy 2 (1977): 69-73. 

16. It is very possible that the Turks are offering information in exchange for 
(or to reward) Gcienbach's continued services as an advocate in dealing with the 
German bureaucracy and that "trust" and "friendship" are in part based on a mutu
ally advantageous trade relationship. In all four novels, Geiersbach is called on 
on numeroU5 occasions to perform bureaucratic tasks and errands for his Turkish 
acquaintances. 



N INE 

Narrative, Genealogy, and the 
Historical Consciousness: 

Selfhood in a Disintegrating State 
John Borneman 

I N TRODUCTION 

In response to the general los.~ of confidence in the truth-value o f repre
sentations by social scientists, anthropologists have increasingly turned to 
narrative analysis, a subfidd ofliu: rary studies long involved in undCI"s tand

ing textual representations and the concomitant processes of authorship, 
writing, and reading. At this time of increased doubt and reflexivity, judi
cious borrowings from literary theory are now, more than ever before, at
tractive to anthropologiSIS (e.g" Clifford 1988; Marcus and Fischer 1986; 
Clifford and Marcus 1986; Herzfeld 1985).' While lllerary critics offer an
thropologists no dominanl paradigms by which to decide exactly what to 

slUdy in the field, or new techniques that might improve how to go about 
such work, they have developed a rather sophisticated understanding of 
how data- utterances, aClions, e \'ents, and happenings-are made assimil
able to structures of mean ing by assuming narrati\"c form (see thc cssays in 
Mitchell 1981) . The key to repl'csentational form, wc are told, is never 
merely a neutral evaluation and recitation of faets but also a narrativization 
of them (Mink 1978: 129-149; \\'hite 1978, 1973). By making stories out of 
ficldwork data, wc are, then , not invoh'ed in deception or distortion but 
avai li ng ourselves of the only means we have of making the facts compre
hensible (Borneman 1993: 1- 24: Bruner 1986: 139-158; Rico<:ur 1984) . 

In th is chapter, I wish to focus not so much on the ethnographer~ and 
text as on the processes of narrativization during the tclling, that is, the act 
of authorship or inscription.~ I hopc to show that thc relationsh ip between 
anthropology and literary studies is not merely one o f com'en ience but nec
essary and indispensable. In fact, the two d isciplines, interrelated through 
the process of narrativity, the method of genealogy, and the condition of 

214 
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pr~ject demonstrates, "Kam'$ definition, emphasizing the automony of reason and 
the critical examination of previously held assumptions and prejudices. enjoys a 
poweriul 1egacy in Gennan intellectual and culturdl life through the present day. 

9. For Geiersbach, Mutlu's story iIluSlnIleS the general situation of Turkish 
youths: his fathe r "is first completely absent in the village in Turkey (patriarchal vil
lage socie ty), and ... then here in Germany suddenly pounces on his son and tries 
to stifle all independent thinking and action - (zunachst im Dorf in deT Turkei [pa
uiarchalische DorfgesellschaftJ gam feh lt, und ... sich hier in Deul'lChland dann 
plotzlich uber [den Sohn] wirft und jedes sellmandigc Denken und Handeln zu er
sticken sucht) (M, 10). 

10. Ultimately the two narrati\'es seek, in Boga's case, to preser.·e a sense of cul
tural difference of and Turkish cultural identity in Germany and, in Geie~bach's 

case, 10 recognize individual autonomy as a rigid uni"ersal value. Saga makes his 
positioo clear in a key conversation ..... ith Geiersbach at M, 2Ol-203: ~( FrOIll ) person 
(to) pcnlOn is all the S3me, (whether) German o r Turk. Important is character! 
(whether) good character or bad character. But listen ! Culiu ll', German culture and 
Turkish culture di lferent! .. . I li\'e Gennan)" but I nOI German. [ Turkl ... I not 
want m)' children go (adopt) tilt: same as Gennan characler" ("[Von) Mensch fw) 
Mensch ist doch egal, lob] Deutscher oder TUrke. Wichtig ist Charakter! , lob I gute 
Char.lkter oder schlechte Charakter. Aber, hun:1 Kullur, deutsche Kultur und 
tin'kisch" Kultur anders! ... Ich Deutschland leben, abel' ich nidm DeulSCher. leh 
TuTU" . .. [Ilch will nicht. meine Kinder dasse lbe wie deul'iChe Charakter gehen 
[annehmenJ "I. 

II. In fact Geiersbach has met with the Turkish subjec t dr.lmatically engaged 
in the process of it~ self-~onstruction and self-affirmation before. when Hoppa 
and AldOl TCCal;t (with major changes) thei r romance for him as a feature film 
( 13, 172-173). or when Mutlu creates his new identity, based on American comic 
books and other cultural cliches, as Bill Blad. These projects are presented by 
Geiersbach as quaint and amusing, as signs of irresponsibility o r as e,-idence of a lack 
ofa seme of reality. The Other is not recognized as being seriously engaged in a pro
ject of &~onstruction. This is the blind spot of the Self that takes il, own con
structions tOO seriously and the constructions of the Other not at all seriously. 

12. Thus while cultural. political. economic. and historical information is offered 
only in authorial footnotes to clarify various statements by Geiersbach's Turkish 
interloclllo~ in the earlier t ... ·o novels, in the later works they occupy .... hole Chapters 
of the main text. Compare, for e)[ample, the treatment of the radical right-wing 
GrL")' Wolves at B. 41 (fn. I) and G. 47-8~, 182-200, 208-226; or the explanation of 
R<lmazen at B, ]66 (fn. 39) and W, 273-323. 34()'-~52. 

13. Dorinne K. Kondo offen; an illuminating analysis of the agency of informants 
in conu·olling the ethnographer and her or his e)[pcrienccs, in ~Dis.wlution and Re
constitution of Self: Implications for Anthropological EpistemolOj,'Y.~ Cultuml A'I
thropology I , no. I (February 1986): 74---88. 

14. As for Kondo in the context of her research into J apanese societ)" the de
mands placed on Geiersbach by the \'arious members of the Turkish community re
flec t a different cultural unde~tanding of the self in its relationships to others. I am 
unable here to pursue this point rurther: I limit my present analysis to the Western 
or European notion of bourgeois subjectivity lhat Geiersba(h defends for himself. 
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hislOrical consciousness, presuppose one another in a mumal practice cen
tered around the produClion and interpretation of narrative texts." I shall 
demonstrate th is by investigating how narrative form is put to work and 
made to act during narration. How. in other words, is form (per)formed? 

First, I will examine the amobiography of Ea~t Berliner Susan R. , an 
ethnographic text about the struggle for self-articulation and defi n ition told 
at a moment in time when Susan's self and the world around her-in par
ticular, her citizenship and nationality- is rapidly losing coherence,5 Her 
autobiographical life history typifies many of the properties of narrative- a 
reconstruction where the end wri tes the beginn ing and shapes the midd le, 
told in tefQ.POrally sequenced clauses, always anticipating her own retro
sp«tion-and of genealogy-an account related from p resen t to past as a 
series of disjunClive and accidental events, with no unh'ersal History in 
mind , selectively fashioned into a relative coherence concerned more with 
d escen t (Herkunft) than origin (UnprUlzg) .6 Second, I will be situating th is 
story in the fi eldwork con text of its narration. I do not separate Susan's story 
from my own analysis; instead. I bring both the fieldwork context and 
my analytic \'oice to bear on her text when it illum inates the relat ionship 
of genealogy to narrativity. Thereby I hope to address a theoretical issue 
central to the social sciences and humanities: how to reconcile Hans-Georg 
Gadamer's understanding of historical co/unou$1Il:$s (taking into accounllhe 
presentness of historical reconstruction ) with Michel Foucault's notion of 
history as genealogy (a history of the present). which I take to be different bm 
essentiaJ ly complementary aspects of ally project in the human sciences. 

Before presenting Susan 's narrati\'e, let me defi ne more precisely the an

alytical terms I will be employing. A genealogical approach is fundamen tal 
not only to ethnology but also to self-understanding. All memory, in fact. 
proceeds via genealogy, e\'en though the result of memories, their final rep
resentations, may be made to appear like constructions of an original move
ment from past to present ra ther than reconstructions done in rcverse, 
Ethnographers have long derived their authority from fieldwork si tuations 
in which they assemble knowledgc genealogically told or perfo rmed. E\'en 
obsen'cd li\'e performances, before they can take textual form. must be re
(:on stru(:ted at a point in ti me after the C\'enL Thc partkula~ genealogies ro~ 
which the d iscipline o f anthropology has become renowned have been ac
counts of kinship, oflen represented as afli nes and consanguines fanning 
Out in ordered rows beneath an ~ego. ~ Kinship gcnealogies resemble all 
o ther reconstructions (of, e.g., objects. life stages, group memberships) in 
that their historical natu re ~does not consist in the restoration of the past, 
but in thoughtful med iation with wll lemporary life M (Gadamer 1979: 150). 
In other words. all genealogies share the fact that from a position in the pre
sent, someone imaginatively reconstructs the forms that preced ed the cur
rem one. 
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What links the genealogical method to narrativity is that the e thnogra
pher's method produces lext~, some of which will invariably take narrative 
fonn, that is, sequentially o rdered \\1th a beginn ing, middle, and end. In 
short, narrative and genealogy, much like literature and anthropology, 
pred icate each Olh~r; narration always proceeds via a ge nealogical ordering. 
but a genealogical mode of in qui I)' requires narrative for its represenullion. 
The $ludy of this form of rcprescntalion, and the process whereby it trans
lates something told into something known, is precisely the shared object of 
lite rature and anthropology. 

Finally, hislOrical consciousncS5, which I take to be a condition to whkh 
o ne strives and not a Slate of being, involves the recognition and knowledge 
of one's own histo ricity. Following Gadamer, we are unable to confront the 
Other except through our own cultural prejudices. This, of course, impli
cates the present in any narration , or understanding, of the past. When an
thropologisLS do fieldwork, they arc doing precisely such histories of the 
present. They are engaged in a genealogy of forms that assumes no neces
sary movement from the past to the present but instead concedes that the 
present is an arbirrary result of past forms arrived at often .... illy-nilly and of
ten through unintended consequences of past actions having liuJe to do 
with the motivations at the o riginal time of action . Though anthropologisLS 
always inven the usual historical method and proceed from the presen t to 
the past, they usually understand this inversion as a constrain t and rarely see 
it as productive of a panicular form of knowledge. Indeed, if we become 
conscious of what follows from our method, might we not better understand 
our own historici ty and integrate that into the questions we ask? Might this 
consciousness make us less liable to read the past as teleologically unfolding 
according to some prior plan? Might we not gain from a recogn ition that, 
in the words of Edward Said, we are not ~commanded by [some si lent past} 
to speak in the present~ but rather we describe the prescnt "in the course of 
iLS aniculation, [in] iLS slruggles for definition " ( 1983: 51 )? What, then, can 
we learn about narrative, genealogy, and historical consciousness by con
cemrating on the act ori nscriplion itself, o n Susan R.'s genealogical narra
tive at the moment ofteUing? 

Susan R. told her life story toJeffrey Peck and me on 10 September 1989, 
exactly two months before the open ing of the Berlin wall. Like many an
thropological documenLS, hers is a narrative primarily about kinship con
struction, genealogically told. Yet, while she was telling us the details of 
personal history, other events forced an awareness of the present moment 
and thus knowledge of historicity, which then threatened to undermine her 
narrative \'oice and change he r Slot". During the late summer of 1989, other 
East Germans \'ilcation ing in Prague and Budapest had begun taking refuge 
in West German embassies in those cities, choosing to exit their own society 
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and state. Just one month after we met with Susan, on 8 October 1989, about 
five hundred East German citizens took advantage of a local fair, where 
Hungarians and Austrians were celebrating the dismanlling of their border, 
to flee to Austria. The trickle turned into a flood; thousands poured over 
daily. The Austrian governmelll then scm them on by bus to automatic cit
izenship and social welfare payments in West Germany (see Borneman 
1991) . This fligh t destabilized the political and domestic simation in which 
Susan lived; her world was being transformed without her approval, resis
tance, or complicity. At the very moment when Susan was being asked to 
construct a coherent narrative about her identity. her social context-the 
state and fonns of belonging in which she lived-was disintegrating. 

Paradoxically, what most intruded and disturbed her account was the loss 
of a form of membership that she had nevcr shared. She had ncver taken 
on citizenship of the German Democratic Republic (CDR) but merely 
maintained residence within its prote<:tive and confining borders. Yet she 
was embedded in a kinship network that included members of that state
parents, siblings, husband, children. It ultimately also contained her 
through her own lived experience. Despite being formally an o utsider in the 
CDR, she could not escape a confrontation with its position in the interna
tional order of things. Both the construction and the disintegration of the 
East German state. along with its system of memberships, affected her 
equally. Hence kinship and the state provide the central tropes for her story. 

We might begin with a fonnal representation of her late summer 1989 
genealogy of kin and state membership, what I call. to borrow a term from 
Nietzsche, ~efTecti\'e historical~ kin : 

USA 
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~, 

""" ."..,., 
rellUivc$) 

.1=0 

I 
o 

KEY 
0_ women .. ~ 
_ married 10 siblings 
. - Clo (SUKD) 

Figure 9.1. Susan R.'s MefJecti\'e historical kin ," late summer 1989 
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I ha\"c induded only those kin specifically mentioned by Susan. He r omis
sions were not a result of a boUl of ~gcnealogical amnesia, ~ nor is her fa il
ure to distinguish between "fi(ti\'c~ and Mrcal M kin, as anthropological 
accounts have been prone to do, a result of category error. Rathe r, she be
gan by focusing on what was near to her, meaning significant for or memo
rable to her. At another point in time, she might ha\'c c\"cn narrated a 
different genealogy. An abstract lineage model, which , had I insisted, she 
certain ly could ha\'e constructed, would have had little relation to the struc
tures of her history. Illum ination of these structures, represented br her "ef
fective h istorical kill, M was, afte r all , the point orher narrative. Note that of 
the fo ur states in which her kin resided at the time of the intelView, only 
three exist as of th is writing (East and West Germany ha\'e since been 
reun ited). 

SUSAN R:S GENEALQGYQF KIN AN D STATE MEMBERSH I P 

Susan was born in 1949 in the United States but ned with her parents toAus
tria in 1950, to the CDR the following year. ihey had to leave,~ says Susan, 
~My father was very active politically, a member of the American Commu
nist party. and because m y mother wa~ Wi lh h im and then also had become 

a member of the Communist party, she too had p roblems because of this at 
that time,~ While attending an international medical conference in Switzer
land, her father suspected a re turn to the United States would result in his 
arrest. He allowed the party to decide for him whether to return; they told 
him to stay in Europe, "Therefore my mother had to arrange everything, 
which wasn't so easy, .. because getting passports--Susan introduces the 
word that tropes so much of her experience: Rpass-ports,~ implying state bor
ders, citizenship, freedom of movement-~for the children was problemat
ica1. ~ In particular, she explains, it was a problem fo r her second-oldest 
brother, who was three years old at the time, He ne\'er was told that he had 
an American passport, Rbm he found out about it later. [While in the CDR) 
he had been forced to swear that he never did have a passport and ne\"erwas 
an American. ~ Bulon his last visit to the United States, the computers found 
him registered asa citizen , m uch to his surprise, Mter h is rellirn to the CDR, 
his no longer secret membersh ip was a source of considerable tension be
tween him and his parents. 

Nearly half of Susan 's two-hour-long narrative is about resisting and re
signing oneself to the boundaries imposed by states. She tells this plot ge
nealogically, both in the sense of a histOlY of familial descent and of an 
archaL"Ology of past e\'enls that anticipate her present. Reconstructing the 
history of interactions between legally inscribed memberships and the 
movements and motivations of her kin, she '"elTet:tuates a medialion be-
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(ween the once and the now~ by desuibing, as Gadame ... w ... ites of historical 
consciousness, Ma continual series of perspectives through which the past 
p ... esents and add ... esses itself 10 (he ... ] H (Gadame ... 1979: 159). 

MMy fathe ... was born in 1912 in the Soviel Union ,~ she began, immedi
ately adding, ~in the te ...... itory of Ukraine. H Since then , of course, the 
Ukraine was abso ... bed into the Soviet Union; in 1912, it was a sovereign ter
ritory. And two years after this interview, the Ukraine again became a sov
e ... eign state. His personal diaspora began in 1920, when a pogrom di ... ected 
against the Jews drove h is pa ... ents-who, like his Olher relatives, were pri
marily onhodoxJews-to Austria. The rest of the kin group resenled in the 
Un ited States. A1though subjecllo allli-Semitism in Austria, Susan' s father 
nonetheless succeeded in going to a private school and later the university, 
studying medicine and chemistry. Meanwhile, he joined the Communist 
party in 1930, althe age of e ighteen . something abom which "he doesn 't 
speak too much. " and "insofar as [shel knows, also was imprisoned [fo ... his 
activities] twice.~ He lived in Austria until 1937, when he left to accept an o f
fe ... to study and do research in the United Stales. To Susan, and, I suspeCt, 
to her father, it is unclear whether he had to leave Germany because of his 
Commun ist activities or because he was aJClI-', the two identities being e n
Iwined. He was iden tified by the amhorities as an e nemy of the Slate not on 
racial grounds but because of his political activities. It is clear, howe\'er, that 
hisJewish background would havc c\'cntually also placed him in danger and 
forced him to leave. 

Susan's mother, born in 191210 a German father and Jewish mother who 
convened to Christianity, traces her natal home to Africa, where her ma
ternal grandfather did business, This African pan of the Jewish family's par
ticipation in German colon ial history is left unelaborated. Her parents 
divorced, "not because of the J e .... ish thing . al though it was in 1934, but be
cause of anothcr woman who my grandfather wanted to ma ... ry:-who the n 
also left him silting alone. H 

"My grandmother,~ Susan explains, "had to cam money herself then , in 
1934, [even though) she came from a wealthy family. My grandfathe r con
tro lled he r money and squande red her entire inheritance. ~ Susan lowered 
he ... voice and .said softJ y, MShe didn 'lspcak 100 well of h im.~ 

Susan's mOlher grew up in Hamburg, Germany, also slUdled medicine 
there, and "first through the National Socialists became interested in Jew
ishncss. She definitely knew nothing about it beforc, H German J ews were 
pe ... haps the most assimilated oflhe EuropeanJewry around the turn of the 
cemury. Hitle r's racial programs forced many fully "assimilated fl Jews to re
consuuct an idemity that had been partly or ..... holly superseded by others. 
Susan is careful nOllO impute an ide ntity to hcr mother which was not part 
of her mOlher's own subjectiviry. In the period before the Nazis came to 

power,Jewishness, for her mother as well as for many GermanJe~, was not 
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pan of a universal History to be recovered but rather one identity, among 
others. to be selected and reconstructed. Mtcr 1934. however, German Jews 
had li ttle or no "choice" about determining their own selfhood: their Ger
man ness was den ied to them : their J ewishness was elevated to a primordial 
category of being. 

"[Sometime iater] ,- she continues, [my mother's] belief in God was bro
ken, and since then she's been [an] atheist. ~ Though her mother had not 
been poli tically or religiously active, living .... ith aJewish mother classified 
her as "full Jew. "On this basis she was denied her doctorate in medicine. In 
1938, she emigrated to the United Stales, with her mother following shortly 
after. Susan's uncle from this side of the family managed to survive the Nazi 
period living in Germany and emigrated to the United States in 1950. ~Since 
my parents had already returned [to GermanyJ.~ adds Susan, Rthey never 
even met {each other) here. ~ Like ships without a compass crOSSing in the 
night, Susan's kin in this century were in constant motion but never sure 
about direction , fleeing from and escaping to territorial units that them
selves had shifting residents and boundaries, recovering old identities and 
shedding new ones, often with no plan o r design for life other than survival. 

According to Susan, her parents remember the twelve-year period in the 
United States as Rthe happiest years of [their] lives. But why they were so 
happy is because they met there and it was the first love (for them]; my fa
ther had h is work. They had most of their friends there, either old comrades 
[from the party] or friends from youth who live in the CDR or Austria now. ~ 
The great master narratives of the American experience-freedom, liberty, 
wealth-were not cen tral to her parents' experience. It was something more 
parochial and concret<."-Iove and friendship-that imprinted il.Self as 
America on the memory of her parents. 

In this act of recall ing the remembrance of her parents, Susan is in effect 
doing a Nietzschean o r Foucaultian genealogy, and she is rea<:hing for a 
mode of historical understanding of the sort explicated by Gadamer. She 
seeks out ~the singularity of events outside of any monotonous finality~ and 
finds them ~in the most unpromising places, in what we tend to feel is with
out histol)'-in sen timents, lo\"e, <:onscience~ (Foucault 1977: 139) . Her 
Story is not the progressive realization of an ideal, sllch as choice o r free
dom. Genealogical analysis, argued Nietzsche ( 1964: 9), shows that the con
cept of liberty is an ~invention o f the rul ing classes, ~ neither fundamental to 
nature nor connected to being and truth. Susan cannOI rc<:onstruct her life 
with reference to a tale about freedom being realized. Rather, as she de
scends into the past, she talks of disrupture, dispersion , discontinuity. Yet 
for Susan this historical knowledge is not part ofa n ihilistic project, as is of
ten the case when employing the genealogical approach of Nietzsche or 
Foucault. For her, it ~docs not ncccS$lJ"ily lead to thc dissolution of the tra-
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di tion in which [sheJlive(sr but, as Gadamer (1979: 107) has maintained, 
enables he r to discover her own identity by e nriching this tradition, either 
by Mconfinn [ingJ or alter[ingJ it."7 

Exactly why her father had to leave the United States remains unclear, 
He was sent to J apan by the American go\'ernment for six months in 1947 
to deal with the outbreak of an epidemic. While there, the anny discovered 
that he was a member of the Communist party and called him back. Mean
while, in America, her mother ~distributed leaflets in some apartment area, 
arguing that blacks should be able to live there. She had her children (es
pecially the oldest son] help her. People shot at her with rifles to terrify her 
into giving up. M This sto ry trails off into micro-events, episodes of what, in 
retrospect, seem minor political fights but that undoubtedly fonned the ba
sis for , as Susan argues, ~getting the entire family put on the Black List." 
Susan's dispersed narrative parallels the uncertainty at the moment of her 
telling. The trope of disintegration figures both her text and context. Her 
search through descent in time for the beginning of her family's persecu
tion in America does not settle and provide solace but rather ~dislUrbs what 
'",as previously considered immobile," as Foucault characterizes genealogy 
more generally. ~It fragments what was thought unified; it shows the het
erogeneity of what was imagined consistent with ilSelr (Foucault 1977: 
147). Accompanying her recognition of the fragmentation around her, 
Susan is confirmed in her sense of self as relath'e and incomplete. By not 
forcing e,'ents into a coherent plot that would allow a single interpreta
tion-which, in any case, appears unavailable to her-Susan finds herself 
able to narrativize her pas!. She concludes simply that something happened 
to make her paren ts enemies of the United States. They left America before 
she had reached her first year; they ended up in East Germany. 

From the United States, the family first fled to Austria. Her father then 
applied for work: in Austria, France, Israel, and the Soviet Union. Despite 
his international preeminence in the field o f medicine, he found no takers. 
Mter nearly a year, he receh'ed and accepted an offer from the CDR to 
found a research insti tute. Since her parents took the pursuit o f science to 
be central to their identities, their work made them in tegral to East 
Germany. And they integrated rather quickly, but they did not assimilate. 
Even during the height o f division in the cold war, they e l-U0red a cos
mopolitan identity, moving freelr from East to West and Wesl to East. In the 
early 1970s, her father was invited back to the United States to receive an 
award from the American army for an invention still in use which improves 
blood conservation. Not until 1978 did they take on CDR citizenship-for 
what reasons Susan is still unsure. During family dinners possibilities to go 
elsewhere were d iscussed constantly. "My mother raised us as if this .... 'as a 
W'dY station ,~ exclaims Susan, ~that we'd eventually leave, that we weren't 
German .~ 
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Her mother, also a medical doctor. found the adjustment 10 life in Ger
many mo re difficult than did he r father, precisely because she had once fclt 
fully assimilated and then was branded as a foreigner during the Third 
Reich. Mj\I y mother hated the Germans; my father was aClUally not so na
tionalistic as my mother. He hadn '( 3C1ually lived here. He had o ther things 
for which he fou ght. which he had already dealt with personally. He was in 
the Communist party and rough! for other th ings, wh ile my mother, for her 
it was as if the whole thing came from another galaxy. ~ Susan is poiming to 

the apolitical stance of many German J ews before the war, a dcpoliticizalion 
thaI, on the one hand. enabled them 10 assimilate into German cultural life 
(perhaps even a p recond ition for the a.'lS imilation) around the turn of th e 
century and to ri~ to the top in many fields but, on the other hand, blinded 
them to the precariousness of their position, to the actual racism arollnd 
them. The o utsider status of her father-com ing from an orthodox J ewish 
family in the Ukraine and then growing up in Austria---enablcd him LO ~c 
the Germans more dispa.~~ionatcly, neither bitterly remembering a rejec
tion nor anticipating full acceptance. 

\Vhen the Nazis fi nally achieved power in 1932, their radical aTHi
Semitic program stil l seemed unbelievable to many assimilated Jews. Yet in
scribed on the body of Susan's grandmother was a history of difference that 
her mothe r inherited , though no longer a~ a physical diffe re n ce but a 

historical-psychological perception. ~She wasn' t big. blond, and blue-ered, 
nor a brunelle," Susan describes her grandmother , "[bul] a classical Jewish 
type, with black hair. And because of that [my mother] felt herself to be dif
ferent; she alwa~ felt inferior.- A physical distinction , though not shared in 
her mother's body, nonetheless formed the basis for an exclusion, a histori
cal inheritance to be carried around. -My mother can develop an incredible 
hale. And she developed this hate for the Germans. directi ng it against West 
Germany: there is that state that n ever stopped, never broke Lwith the 
NazisJ.- In this she shared a sentimeTH with many leftists, especially Com
munists, who returned to the GDR a£ler the war. Fo r them. West Germany, 
which incorporaled many leading Nazis into its administrath'e r,mks and 
judicial system and was tied to the same capitalist structure as the Third 
Reich, was the bastard child of Hiller. East Germany, in contrast, did not iden
tify ilSClfwith German tradition (at least not until the 1980s); additionally, a 
clean sweep was made of the bureaucracy .md j udicial sySlem, with . for ex
ample. 85 percent of all Nazijudges being fired. M 

For Susan's paren ts, this distrust, or hate, in the case of her mother, of all 
things German extended even to a rcfusalto identify as viClims of the Ger
mans. Theywanted 1l0lhing more to do with official German systems of clas
sifica tion; in fact, they delayed for twenty-eight )'ears the decision 10 become 
CDR citizens. And her moth er hesita ted for years before applying for 
W;'-fierglJlmGchung, recognition as a victim of fascism. To obtain that recog-
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n ition. o ne had to offer proof of persecution. something many actual vic· 
tims viewed as humiliation before old German authorities. Her father, Au:s
trian by birth, had to file his claims in Austria. He also refused to apply, but 
eventually a friend d id it for him-not for reasons of conscience or histori
cal reckoning. e mphasizes Susan, but because it was available and he 
needed the money. MWestern currency is short here,~ he reportedly said. 
Succumbing to h is needs and the pre$$ures ofa frie nd, he obtained official 
status as a victim of fascism from the Austrian govern ment. 

The process of obtaining and maintaining citizenship had a pe~'erse 

meaning for the ~R. " fami ly. because, Susan stressed, they were "vagabond 
types, who never were interested in having a fixed home and a position. I 
was always for that. I always wanted to leave and experience something else. 
[Vi'he n we discussed moving] it was mostly to countries where they had to 

build something." Yet this building-termed the Aujbau in the GDR-was 
fini shed by the time Susan rcached adulthood. By the mid-1970s, the econ
omy had stagnated, and the leadersh ip sought merely to protect its past ac
complishments rather than risk proposing new changes. Indeed Susan had 
the paradoxical Schicksal of being exiled in a country that presented itself as 
fu ture oriented but romanticized its past (see Borneman 1992b:74-82). She 
enjoyed ne ither the protections of East German citizenship nor a sense of 
belonging there, although she d id share with its reside n ts the experience of 
being contained. 

Entering into Susan's homclesslless is another dimension of experience 
and me mbership from wh ich she was estranged but whkh, paradoxically, 
also had a hold on her: religion. Much like in the case of her citizensh ip and 
loyalty to a state, Susan was estranged from religion, having only formal ties 
through her genealogy. Her subjectivity was elsewhere: she identified her
self as an athe ist. Yet even this belief, seemi ngly in agreement with official 
sta te doctrine, did not facilitate fi nding a home in the officially called 
"worker and farmer state, ~ fo r that state practiced a particular interpre ta
tion of Marxism as religion. Atheism func tioned as dogma and creed within 
a holistic system of state--mandated rites and ri tuals. Therefore, with respect 
to belief, Susan fclt very much on her own. 

SUSAN'S JEWISHNESS 

"In my family there was constant discu$$io ll over Christianity and Judaism, 
about which is beuer. My mother.~ says Susan, "was \"ery much taken by 
Christianity, my father by Judaism . We [ch ildren] were only spectalOrs. ~ In 
recalling her spectator role in the past, Susan is merely finding earlier forms 
of the activity that, as she was talking to us. so dramatically characterized her 
present situation . h seems as if she is always watching and listening but never 
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otherness is prefigured by an unabridgeable sense of apartness from any 
group. "I always see some danger there," she a\'ers, re fe rring to practicing 
Judaism in Germany, which "holds [her] back ~ from entering the J ewish 
community as a member. Where precisely does she locate this danger? 

Susan poin ts to an answer in response 10 our q uestion as to whethe r she 
was rais ing her children to be conscious o f their J ewish background. "They 
don ' t even know it. T hcre's always the q uestion: Is it a religion o r a race? 
When it's a religion, then it's really the case that it doesn't make sense, be
cause I' m nO! religious. T homas Iher h usband] also actually is somewhat 
afraid , because there's always some anti..scmitism. And why sho uld you p ut 
th is burden on the children? Otherwise, ~ she repeats, ~they don 't even know 
about it," stressing the obvious fac t that no identity is Out there to be fo und, 
but, rather, all identities are constructed by see king them o ut and learning 
the ri tes and behaviors that go with group membership. For Susan, Jewish
ness is not an essen tial identity waiting 10 be confi rmed but a learned SlOT)' 

that would fra me her experience in a particular \\'ay. Furthermore, it is a 
d angerous ide nti ty when affirmed in Germany. She addresses th is q uestion 
choosing not to affirm aJ ewish identity: her decision is not a matter of fi nd
ing the really real, a truth outside of h istory. It is not, NietzsChe would say, 
like art o r religion, which reaches for a truth ind ependen t of con text. Her 
J ewishness is contingent o n and inseparable from her p resem simation. 

One migh t ask if her rejection o f j udaism is not derived from a fea r o f 
anti-Sem itism . She can recall on ly one incidcm in hcr past: "'I was with my 
school class in a village, and we were quite loud. Someone said, 'That's just 
like a j ewish school.' Otherwise, I never experienced anything of the SOrt." 
Vastly unlike the conditions under which her paren ts constructed the ir 
id entities, Susan 's own experience of an ti-Sem itism is limited to one retold 
as humor:Jewish children are less d isciplined than German children--cer
tainly not a pernicious comparison . 

11lis is not to say, however, that Susan is wholly unconcerned about the 
resurfacing of ami-Semitism in the virulent fo rms experienced by her par
ents. She has reservations and fears, as stated above. about informing her 
child ren aboutJ e ..... ishn ess. Regard ing her marriage [Q T homas. who is not 
Jewi~h , her paren tS were unconcerned about his e th n ic or religious back· 
ground, only Mthey were quite relieved that Thomas's family didn ' t do any
thing in the T h ird Re ich. My stepmother was an o pponent of the regime . ~ 

Yet Thomas resists her constructing any Jewish identity for herself. MI do not 
d ecide alo ne; the decision rests wi th my husband. I mysclf would go to the 
J ewish community, I thin k, I would, if it were up to me. But I know exactly 
that hc wouldn't like it, because he doesn ' t e\'cn accept [itl ; he would ask 
what kind of sense it made [to go there] . M And she concludes fo rcefu lly, ~ I 

think that anti-Semitism is sti ll there . 
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able to arrive at a fi nal slandpoint; she assumes positions that are conslantly 
relativizcd by changing contexts. Her radical reflexivity and readiness ~lO 
understand the possibility ora muhiplicityofrelative viewpoi nts~ (Gad amer 
1979: 110) decenters her narrative, enabling her to place herself in the per
spective of others, including, as we will see, non:Jewish Germans. Th is 
recognition is in fact a precondition of historical consciousness. "Today no 
ont: can shield himself from this refl exivity characteristic of the modern 
spirit,~ writes Gadamer (1979: 110) , As soon as Susan finds a factor event or 
story located in her past to which she might cling and which might be used 
to frame and interpret her self, it seems to escape from its time sequence 
and reen ter her consciousness as pan ofa diffcrem sequence of events. 

How docs she deal with the radical indeterminacy o f her position? She os
cillates between differen t frames. ~Bm it somehow really made an impression 
on me that I was living as a German but felt myself to beJewish , in the sense 
that I .... 'llSn ·l somehow guil ty of the Talm [deeds, implying complicity with 
the Nazis], that I was one ofthe persecuted peoples. " And then she switches 
frames. ~I somehow had the proud feeling of belonging [to theJewsl, but at 
the same time [that produces] insecuri ty, because I know so little about 
it. . .. It 's quite the vogue now to live as a J ew in the CDR, and there again 
I'm a little d ifferen t. ~ According to Susan, the desire ofso many con tempo
rary Germans to meet aJew o r lheir interest inJewish thin gs Mis like observ
ing foreign , exotic animals . .. . I also al ...... "ys see it from the other side"-she 
emphasizes her rela tivi ty, her J ewish and German positions, but then takes a 
stand, at least o n this issue- 'Tm not a religious person, and I'll never be. 
It's simp ly tOO late for that. ~ Susan is only too aware of how ~Iate ~ it is, as she 
talks to us in the waning monthsofthe cold war, o n the abyssofa new, unimag
inable era that she suspects will totally destroy the old. The descent in to her
story painfully deconstructs the illusions and myths that might make her life 
seem linear and coh ere nt. However, th is descen t is also a way to fi nding a 
mice, an enabling p redicate for narrativity and historical consciousness. It 
makes more transparen t the coming devastation of he r parent's political ide
ology and the collapse of the stale, as well as her own situatedness in the pre
sen t contexts framed by this ideology and this state. 

Unable to find a fixed frame located either in the past or in the future , 
Susan expresses a basic ambivalence abom commiunem and hesitance 
about moving O UI of her present. Nieusche, in his essay "On the Advantage 
and Disadvantage of History for Life, ~ ch aracte rized positions o f radical his
toricality, like Susan '5, as lacking ~the strength of being able to forgtt and en
d ose oneself in a limited horizon" (1980: 62) . Indeed h er stark ho nesty in 
remembering opens, instead o f delimiting, her horizon , making her vul
nerable, as Nieusche says, in ~an endless-unlimited light-wave-sea of known 
becoming" (ibid.) . Moreover, her ambivalence about claim ing an essemial 
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Min the school I always had problems because I was raised 10 be so criu
(al,M she continues. "I always spoke up about what I fo u nd unfair. Thomas 
[whom she met at age 17J saw the problems I had. He thinks that I' m nai\'c. 
I am naive, but I'm nO[ so polilicalthat l 'd ... M And Susan reverses gcars, 
impming to herself more agency. She d id go to the Jewish communit)' once 
but sa)'!. ~I canol say thai J felt cOlllfonable there. I rationalize my time: 
I am studying English: I exercise to keep a bit fit. Th at's already two days. 
And [as a medical doctor J I often have 10 work nights. To be an atheist takes 
a lot of energy, even in Germany.~ \Vhatcvcr Jewish ness means for Susan, it 
is not religion and it is not race. Her connection to J ewishness is histor
ical, otle that can be traced genealogically, that can be experienced in the 
present but affirmed o nly in a particular social space, specifically, in Israel 
and America. 

SUSAN, AMER ICA, AND ISRAEL 

Susan 's personal relationship to America parallels. in an extreme fo rm , 
her relationship to Austria and the CDR. All three are partial, rruncated, 
subject-object relat ions, with seemingly overdetermined histories thaI per
mil lillie dialogue and no agency ror h erselr. \Vith respect to Nnel·i<:a. she 
has. in fact. no h isto'1' of her own. ~ I n any Cas(!, I have had absolutely no con
nection to America. We ned while I was still small. H The United States took 
her fathe r 's ci tizensh ip away, and he r mother H gave he r [passport] back, on 
moral grounds." Her fat her then reassumed his Austrian citizenship, 
through wh ich her mother, as wife, and the three children automaticallyob
tained citizenship also. (It is striking how her mother 's identity is taken com
pletely out of he r hands by states and men : fi rst, by the Nazi State, then by 
her legal marriage to a man disliked by his state [th e U.S.A.] and to whom 
she is bound. ) The family entered the CDR wi th Austrian citizensh ip , which 
sct them apart from other East Germans. ~<We were somewhat dilTerent,~ ex
plains Susan about her family status in East Germany. ~A.t l ~"'"ay, [this factl 
certainly made an impression on me.~ 

Her paren ts "were completely into the rituals of the GDR, . . . immedi
ateiy joined the ruling Socialist Un ity party (SED) , [th ough ] they werell't 
CDR citizens.H European socialist parties had traditionally defined mem
bership in non national terms, but fol1owi ng the end of World War II, most 
of these parties became more national focused and based. The SED. in par
ticular, was selecth'e about its foreign national members. given the cold war 
context and its fear of spies in the ranks. For Susan, even though she ~ felt 
[herself] somewhat difTerent H from other GDR citizens, there was ~no con
fro n tation in the political domain .H because her parents. being in basic 
agreement with the regime, were strong supporters of the Slate at home. 
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"Back then that was all no pl"oblem; I don't know ,M she hesitates, Mhow that 
is today,~ She joi ned the Young Pioneers, fo r children up to the age o f 
twelve, and later the Free German You th, fo r those aged twelve to th irty, 
even though, she emphasizes, "I do not ha\'e C DR citizenship, M 

And then Susan reflects, MI can only sa.y Ulat I've lived my conscious life 
[bewul3tts Ltbm} hereM --emphasizing that she is constitut~d by those perM 
sanal experiences of which she is conscious. "My conscious life has taken 
p lace o nly in the C DR. For that reason, I am bound to the C DR. In up
bringing, we [in the family] were not raised as Cermans. We had Austrian 
citizenship; therefore we traveled on vacation to Austria or England. My par· 
ents never allowed these limits to subjugate them after 1961 M (she elliptically 
refers to the building of the wall). 

For Susan , whose conscious life is intimately "bound to the C DR," being 
J ewish is not part o flivi ng there but rather o nly possible for her in two o ther 
territories: Israel and the United Stales. She begins answering a q uestion 
about her own relation to J ewishness as follows: "About the topic ofJ ewishM 

ness. I basically did not know thaI I was Americall."-she slides from idcn tity 
to topography, bringing in America and Israel-"not umil I visited a cousin 
of mine, whose father lives in IsraeJ.- Her father' s siSler had resettled in Is-
rael in 1934, married, and had two sons, one of whom resettled in New York, 
T h is son, Susan's cousin, got married in 1971 and invited Susan to h is wed
d ing. She went to the American embassy in West Berl in to get a visa o n her 
Austrian passport. But she needed no visa. the embassy officials explained. 
si nce she was already an American citizen. She need only apply for a pass-
port, wh ich would take six weeks to obtain. Since the wedding was in fou r 
weeks and a visa took only three, she applied for the visa instead. When she 
re turned to pick it up, lhe embassy surprised her, however, with a passport. 
"I needed o nly a pass photo and I would get a passpOrt!M 

Susan did actually attend that J ewish wedding in the United States, travM 

clingan an American passport, making her relatives "insufferably proudM of 
her-a J ew fro m East Gcrmanywith an American passport. But she found it 
all somewhat embarrassing. "Since J wasn ' t rea lly raised a J ew, it presenlCd 
me with certain problems, On the other hand, M she turns back o n herself 
agai n, "I didn't make the ilttCmpt to know about it dcfi n ilCly, ~ 111crcrore, 
d uring the trip, she ~always felt ·uncertain, ~ which did not detract from her 
lllost important memory, of Ma fantastic belonging. what you don 't a t all 
know here [in the C DR} . Naturally," says Susan about the Americans, '" told 
them only (about} uleir rneri ts,M t\.'luch as the size and wealth of America im· 
pressed her, so did the Mfcar of the Americans, the [general] fea r of blacks,M 
the racism, and the fac t "that I was forbidden to travel alone in the subway 
in New York.M Moreover, she fou nd it odd that later, when she decided to 
marry Thomas, she had to j ustify to her American relatives her decision not 
to have a J ewish marriage. 



228 IDENT ITY MARKINGS 

In narrating her life, Susan counterbalanced her genealogy of kin , along 
with its entire affective and experiential impon, with genealogies of other 
memberships, panicularly those of ci tizen and nation. He r pe rspcCli\"c is in
formed by cross-cuuing and o\'crlapping genealogies, each of which posi
tions h er differen tly with respect to culture, nalion , and state. Through a 
process that selects, foregrounds, h ighligh ts, sequences, and periodizcs, she 
creatively narrativized each descent out of heterodox events and happen
ings. No si ngle membership necessarily takes priority over the others. ~I t' s 

quite dear, ~ she asserts about the relativity of ci tize nship and political mem
bersh ip, ~that you don't feel yourself bound to a country j ust because you 
ha\'e a passport from there.~ 

Susan even goes so fa r a~ to maintain that she feel s bound to coun tries 
from which she has no passporl. Like many German J ews who sti ll live in 
some part of Germany, Sus.1.n shares a special relationship wi th the state of 
Israel. ~I d id go alone to Israel once. I happened onto the idea that I'd go 
and see how th ings are there. My parents agreed. ~ She could stay with her 
fath er's sister, who had sculed in Palestine in the early 1930s. '"Then came 
the war, ~ meaning the 1967 war, ~and my parents thought it was tOO dan
gerous and uncertain. ~ Several rears later, the opportuni ty presented ilSClf 
again, She finds most me morable about the trip an event that marked her 
sense of J ewi$h ness: the expc,-;ence o n the ai rplane frOIll Bucharest to Is
rael. "That was like a big family, Yo u had the feelin g that it wasn 't important 
where you came from. Talking with one another, somehow I was taken by 
thal. ~ The trip seemed more meaningful than either the departure or ar
rival. Susan was "taken b( the unconcern for "where yo u came from, ~ the 
disregard for u lt imate kin and citizen origi ns. Israel was a IOpoS on which 
she could p lace her dreams of belonging to a community of vagabonds (see 
the interviews in Ostow 1989). 

SUSAN AND H ISTORICAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

With no fixed tradition-neitherJ ewish nor German , Communist nor capi
talist-IO which she could claim any primordial belonging, Susa.n felt 
stranded in an ethereal, disi ntegrating presen t. The mass exodus 10 Wesl Ger
many of her fellow GDR residents-all citizens, unlike her- left her feeling, 
she tells us, eve n more like a beached whale. The formal docu me nts-Aus
trian and American passports, East German visa---granting her freedom to 
go where she wanted meant \'ery lit tle 10 her. "Now even more [of Ihe peo
ple] with whom I work are gone, more (of those] from my circle of friends 
ha\'e gone over there [to West Germany]. I ha\'e a permanen t visa, so I have 
the possibility to travel to West Berlin , and l" \'e kept contact .... i th lhose who 
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have lefL But it's like this: I don't make mysclfan exception from the other 
GDRcitizens. In this respect, I feel as ifI am fullyGDR. It's a fact that I could 
always travel. It 's a fact that other citizens of the CDR could also travel when 
they have relatives. But it 's somewhat different to travel alone and not with a 
partner or with your family. Since I married, I\'e nearly quit tra\'eling.~ 

~I can still travel to West Berlin , and I go shopping and visit someone, but 
iI 'S dilTerent. Basically, I 'm just as imprisoned as the other CDR citizens. I 
feel pretty much identical to them in this respeCl. H Susan is, then, techni
cally free to move around as she wishes. The restrictive laws of CDR do 
not apply to her, an Austrian citizen. Yet she feels ~just as imprisoned as 
other CDR citizens." \'t'hy? Because, for Susan, reaching adulthood entailed 
fmding "a parmer," marriage, and having children. It is her commitment to 
these individuals, to domestic life, that positions her in their world and 
hence imprisons her. 

Though technically registered as an American citizen, her American 
passport has since lapsed, and Susan laments her failure to get it re
newed in 1976. By that time, the Americans had an embassy represen
tative in East Berlin , She went in and applied, but the man behind the 
counter couldn't give her any direct answers. "Later I found out that he .... '35 

a GDR citizen working there, not an American. I found that unfair." Amer
ican embassies in Eastern Europe, which were forced to hire a certain num
ber of native personnel, were notorious for their lax security. Susan asks 
herself, "Why (didn' t I get it renewed]? I guess out of laziness. I would 
have had to go someplace, and ... " Anyone with experience in Eastern 
Europe before 1989 knows what a labyrinth the bureaucracy presented 
when one sought (0 obtain things that the state did not want to distribute 
but that the state resep;ed for itself to distribute. Rather than complain 
about these obstacles, Susan criticizes herself for laziness. In her struggle to 
find a voice to articulate her own needs, she always returns to self-critique
in a fashion that became the norm in the waning months of the existe nce 
of East Germany- about her own shortcomings, her own lack of initiative, 
her own inability to stand alone. Paradoxically, her search for belonging is 
compounded, not facilitated, by the fact that she is a fu ll member of no 
group and therefore not bound formally 1.0. o r privileged hy. the rules and 
traditions of any particular group, 

She sees her self as a mediator between sets of interests and constraints: 
her German husband and Jewish desce nt, East and West, career and ch il
dren. Though she is a very capable doctor. as capable as her two brothers, 
..... hom she views as geniuses, she cannot commit herseIfw her work and ca
reer at the cost of others, Her parents exhort her to study for an advanced 
degree and become a head doctor at the Chari tee . But she is tom between 
the "huge responsibil ities [of the head doctor J, responsibilities that you can't 
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push onto olhers, that yo u have to decide for yourself, M and being a "simple 
dOClor.~ Susan equivocates: MActually, whether that is what I want, I do n ' t 
know. M She has three children, onc ofwh orn is Msomewhat handicapped,M re
quiring special daily attentio n . The service shifts for head doctors ~arc so 
long. These are all th ings that you have to consider. Either you do this, or 
you do that. M Indeterm inacy tropes Susan's story, as she searches for a defi
n ition of "what [I) want [Q do, what [IJ .... 'anL to be.M Her past, reconstructed 
genealogically, has imprisoned her in one corner oflhe p resen t, yet an aware
ness of th is presen t swi ngs her back to a refl ection on beginnings. Reflection 
on begin nings, in turn, presents the past as arbitrary, as possible paths laken 
and not taken . Hence it opens up a painfully indeterminate fmure, not fixed 
by hislOry bm nonetheless articulated through it. 

Here we might quote Gadamer as our wi tness o n the nature of experi
ence. He states that ~the truth of experie nce always contains an orientation 
towards new experience. T hat is why a person who is called 'experienced ' 
has become such not only through experiences, but is also open to new ex
periences. The perfection of experience ... does not consist in the fact that 
someone already knows everything an d knows better than anyone else. 
Rather. the experienced person proves to be, on the con trary, someone who 
is radically undogmatic; who, because o f the many experiences he has had 
and the knowledge h e h:u drawn from them is particularly well cquippc d to 
have new experiences and to learn from them" (1982: 319). Hence, rdther 
than confuse SU!>an 's basic indete nninacy with a lack of clarity o r will, we 
should commend it as a result of knowledge obtained from experience 
properly refl ected on . 

CONCLUS ION 

Through this examination ofSu!>an R.'s narrative amobiography, I hope to 
have de monstrated the necessary relationship among genealogy, narrative, 
and historical consciousness. If genealogy is an essential method o f recon
struction and narrative the form bywh ich that reconstruction o btains mean
ing, then h istorical consciousness is the .... 'ay one si tuates and evaluates that 
meaning in time and space. Each performs ajob that predicates the others 
in reach ing the common goal of cuI lUra! understanding. Susan's story 
seems a perfect demonstration o f Foucault's statemen t about genealogy: 
"The forces operating in h istory are not controlled by destiny or regulative 
mechanisms, but respon d to haphazard conflict. They do not manifest the 
successive forms ofa primordial intention and their am'action is not that of 
a conclusion, for they always appear through the singular randomness of 
events" (Foucault 1977: 154-155) . Indeed, Susan's narration of her story in 
the wan ing days of the cold war dramatized the "single randomness of 
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events, ~ making her onen painful choices more sober, more reasoned. Her 
acceptance o f indeterminacy in cultu re, nationality, and citizenship, of am
biguily and conflict 'within identity, bespeaks a contemporary heroism , o ne 
less of the ritual leader than the everyday survimr. 

Drawing o n Susan's genealogy of ~effective historical kin, ~ we uncovered 
what Nieusche called an ~effecti\'e history, ~ meaning one that inverts the re
lationship that traditional h istory establishes between proximity and dis
tance. We began by focusing on things nearest to us. on personal events 
rathe r than political history and theoretical models of how Susan's kin 
should be represented . Her telling was perspectival, inseparable from and 
indeed informed by the moment of its inscription. Despite his equivocations 
about hermeneutics. Foucault supports Gadamer's conception of histo rical 
consciousness when he writes that a "final trait o f e ffective history is its af
finnation of knowledge as pcrspccti\'c~ (1977: 156). 

An thropologists have onen evaded acknowledging the historicity of the ir 
own productions. \Vhile p riding themselves on knowledge of place, they of
ten deny their special grounding in time (see Fabian 1983) . By striving to
ward a fuller historical consciousness, we anthropologists are doing much 
mo re than merely acknowledging the h istoricity of our productions. For 
method and context are nOi merely constraints that might be bracketed or 
overcome, or in some way understood as depe ndent variables. They might 
also be seen as the necessary and enabling space in wh ich narrati\'e is made 
to work. O ur understanding of historical space is more than a prelude to 
knowledge of the objective world; it is also a form of knowledge about 
even ts of cultural significance necessary fo r a self-articulation and defini
tion in the present. 

This articulation proceeds genealogically and is given form by narratl\·e . 
But narratives do not contain within them a measure fo r their trulh-\'Ollue. 
They are fi ctions of e\'ents, representations of what happened, o ne no more 
true than the other. It is historical consciousness thai redeems this endea\'or 
by ~affirming knowled ge as perspective, ~ by restoring truth-value to the ar
ticulation of form. A mature narrative obtains truth-\'Ollue only and insofar 
as it is conscious o f the conditions of its production , aware of and capable 
of learning from its own beginnings. In much the same way that Susan's 
telling though genealogy is tied to a presentness that she can not-and 
sho uld not try to--mask, that, in fael, si tuates he r knowledge, we anthro
pologistsare also, if we remain faithful toour method of intensive fieldwork , 
bound to a present that we cannOl-and should not try to--flee from. In
deed, it is in this space where form is (per)fonned that o ne finds the artic
ulat.ion of narrativity, genealogy, and historical consciousness. Hence the 
inescapable embedded ness o f the fieldwork situation in the present should 
not be seen as a problem 10 o\'ercome but as a fundamental and specifically 
anthropological source of knowledge. 
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6. See the di$Cussion of NietzsChe's use of these terms by Foucault (1977: 
140-142). 

7. Foucault and NietzSChe nearly always used the genealogical approach to take 
apart and destruct some putative u nitary whole. Although J am not problemali7.ing 
my differences wilh them here. I would, in faC{, insi.~I-and a reading of both au
thors consistent with mine is also possible-that in addition to its deconsU'ucti\'e 
role, genealogy also prm1des the possibility for a rcconsU'uction. though less au
thoritath'e and more fragile and, of course. historica lly contingent, 

8. On denazification , see Weber (1985: 107-109) and Niethammcr (1988: 
115-ljl ) . For a comparatin,: discussion of the meaning of postwar reform in East 
and West Gennany, see Borneman (1992a, 1992b), 
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NOTES 

I. In all article, Scott Long and I ( 1991: 285-314) were interested in demon
strating how a dialogue between practitioners in the disciplines of literary study and 
anthropology (ould geller,lte a mutual practice oftexlual criticism, My projcCI here 
is 10 demonstrate a ,u(tssary conceptual re lationship between anthropology and lit
erature. 1 wish 10 thank Andy Wallace and J eannette Mageo for their insightful com
ment:> in helping me clarify the relationships diM:ussed in this chapter. 

2. The usual distinction made between ethnographer and an lhropoiogisl is thai 
the fonner merdy engaged in fieldwork, that is, in data colle<;lion at the site where 
'"the native" or subject studied lives. whereas the latter goes beyond fieldwork to fit 
data into forms that facilitate compari5011 croSlKultural1y. In this chapter, I compare 
anthropologists 10 literary crilies who deal with narrative, bolh of whom depend on 
some sort of ethnographer or kind of ethnographic activity to construct the te:.:ts to 
be analYl.ed. 

3. Paul RiCOCUf (1981: 197-221), in a foundational essay on social action as a 
te:.:t, argued for the autonomy of te:.:t from author after its initial inscription in wril
ing. [ would maintain. follo .... ;ng Edward Said, that this distinction is o~'erdraWJ\, for 
the initial event of production is "incorporated in the te:.:I, an infrangible pari of its 
capacity for conveying and producing meaning" (1983: 39). The undemanding of 
texts has already commenced on reading, argues Said, and "is already constrained 
by, and constraining. thei r interpretation" (ibid.). Indeed, many anthropologiSts 
ha\"e experienced Ihe situation "f inscription ;L~lf-lhat means Ihe fieldwork 
seuing and the moment of authonhip--as a revealing !KIurCe of anthropological 
knowledge. 

4. I am a ..... are that anlhrop"l"gist.~ and literary crities ;tlso conCern themselveS 
with texts that do not take narrative fonn, such as some fragments. poems, and 
chronicles. However, I would argue for the cultural primacy of the narrative docu
ment. As Na primary and irreducible form of human comprehension, an article in 
Ihe constitution of common sense" (Mink \978: 132), ..... hich fashions diverse expe
riences into a fonn assimilable to structures of meaning that are generally human 
rather than cuhure-spe<ific (White 1984), narrath·e is central to the diSCiplines of 
anthropology and literature. "Narrative in fact seems to hold a special place among 
literary forms," maintains Pe ter Brooks, "because of it.~ potential for summary and 
reU<lnsmission: the fact that We can <till n:cogni'.e ' the . tory ' eVen when iL~ medium 
h;u been considerably changed" (1984: 4). 

5. Susan R. is one of 23 Gennan Jews whom JelTrey Peck and I intel>ie ..... ed dur+ 
ing the summer of 1989. We intervie ..... ed II in West Berlin and 12 in Ea.~t Berlin; 12 
..... ho reached adulthood before World War II . II ..... ho reached adulthood after. All 
participant.~ in our project had been in exile (or thei r parents had been in exile) in 
one of the countrie~ of the Allied forces. and all had returned \0 either East or West 
Berlin. Our cri teria of selection ..... as not random but was designed to illustrate a 
range of comparative hi$lo rical contexts. We have also completed a book. entitled 
Soujoumm: The lVlum ojGcm6"J= a"d lhe Qu~ljo" oflde>ililY j" Gm7llitly (Uncoln: 
University of Nebr.lSka Press, 1995), as well as a film of the same name on those who 
returned to EaM Germany. Thi.~ intel>'iew ..... ith Susan R ...... as conducted in German; 
the tr,lJ1s[ation and imerpretation are mine. 
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Race and Ruins 
Zita Nunes 

P(JIJ.CI'I saurJ~ t mllila sauva (h male.! dQ Brasil slio. 

With /tue a1l1$ and bt!/ltr hil/ltk Bnuilluill kad lhe WQrld in wrolth.' 
-MA RI O D E ANDRADE. Ma Clin".",,, 

The question, What i~ Bra;r:i1(ian)? h as informed much of Brazilian wri l
ing-political, sociological. or historical. For literary critics and theorists, 
however, defin ing this iden tity h;u; become, according to the critic Angel 
Rama, a patriotic mission, making out of literature the appropriate instru
ment for forging a national identily.2 Literature, then, is central nOt o nly to 

the reflection but also to the formatio n ofa national identity. Most nation
alisms base themseh'cs on a return 10 a pure, homogeneous origin involv
ing the repression of all that troubles the integrity and purity of that origin. 
This logic, which infonned Brazil's d iscourse on race through the begin
ning of this century and which also inhered in the quest to come up with a 
fixcd idcntity, was threaLCned by the reality of miscegenation. I maintain 
that much of Brazilian literature relating to the q uestion of na tional iden
tity is an attempt to resoh'e the "problem ~ of miscegenation. 

During the course of the slave trade. Brazil received 37 percent o f the to
tal number of Africans brought by fo rce to the Americas (as compared to 
North America's 5 percent).~ By the mid-ni neteen th century, according to 
Emilia Vioni da Costa, the population of Brazil consisted of I ,34 7,000 whites 
and 3,993,000 blacks and mulattocs.· Throughout the ninetCCtllil century, 
debate centered on the necessity o f creating the conditions that would a l
low Brazil to emerge not only as a nation but also as a participant in the 
movement of modernization. progress, and development taking place in 
Europe and the United States.~ After the abolition o f slavery in 1888 did 
away with an institution that many abolition ists argued was an impediment 
to integration with the West, the increasing popularity of theories of bio
logical and socia l determinism appeared to confirm the elite'sanxiety about 
the inhere nt inferiority of the nation's largely black and mulatto popula
tion. The questio n became one of citizenship and the creation ofa national 
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myth. Any notion of a universal (wh ite) subject became difficult to sustain ; 
blacks, no longer Africans but subjecLSoflhc republic of Brazil (established 
in 1889), were perceived to be threats to stability of the "self, H the family. 
and the na lion by an elite anxious to repmducc itself as "Br.uilian. "'f:i 

Euclides da Cun ha expressed Ihis anxiety vcry clearly in Os Seri6es, a work 
widely acknowledged to be one of the masterpieces of Brazilian letters. Early 
in the work, which ch ronicles the battlc between government troops and fol
lowers of a charismatic leader in the interior of the northeast of Brazil, da 
Cun ha inserts a chapter entitled ~An Irritating Parcmhesis~ (U rn parentesis 
irrita.nte). The mixture of races is harmful, he claims, because the resulting 
brief individual ex.istence undermines centuries of natural selec tion and con
solidation o f a race. Mestizos are by nature unstable and incapable of repro
ducing Ihemsekes as they a re but o nly as approxi mations of o ne or the other 
ofthecompone nt races. In daCunha 'sconception, Brazil cannot claim a unity 
of race and, the refore, violates what he calls nalUrallaws: instead of the na
tion originating from a race (as in the guiding myths of Europe), the nation 
must be constructed as a unity to allow the formation of what da Cunha calls 
a ~hi storie~ race'; In this fonnulation the nation is a narrative ofllCcoming 
fraught with ambivale nce!' and race a construct always in danger of coming 
undone, As will become clear, there is conflic t between the elite's post
a bolition d esire 10 re p"oducc it-'<Clr wi thin a context ofa m odern notio n ofthe 
nation based on citizenship (where whites could com inue 10 dominate ) and 
the necessity to create a national unity based on a concept of mixture. The 
con niet was addressed through the e laboration of a myth of racial democracy. 

h has become almost cliche to call attention to the need of separating 
~racc~ from ~biologyM when addressing Brazilian th inking on issues o f race. 
I am referring he re to the habit of claiming that in Brazil race is not defined 
solely, if at all, in terms of biology. This te net of racial democracy could ap
pear to lend support 10 recent theoretical debates that rightly reveal race as 
a constructY Many have been misled , however, into thi nking that Brazi l has 
achic\'ed a deconstruction of race; the irony is th.u race in this case is being 
disavowed in the intcrest of protecting and ensuring this conti nuation of 
a highly racialized system. Paul Gilroy reminds us that \~hile races ~are 

not simple express ions of . .. bio logical and cultural samenes.~, ~ "the brain
teasing perplexities of theorizing about race can not be allowed to obseure 
the fact that the play of differe nce in which racial taxonomy appears has 
eXlradiscursive referen ts. ~I() In Brazil the \'ery appearance of a deconstruc
tion of mce has permitted the obscuring of the fac t thaI lhe st.'lIis tit;al gap 
be tween whi les and "browns~ (pardos) in terms of infant mortality, life ex
pectancy, and household income is consistently wide, while the statistical 
gap between "browns H and blacks is consistently n arrow. I I 

The issues that occupied the attention of politicians and intellec tuals dur
ing the early decades of the republic cominue to engage Brazilians. This is 
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clear from debates that took place in 1989 during the cam paign preceding 
the fi rst direct presidential election in three d ecades. Soon after the elec
tion of Fe rnando Collar, the Folha de Siio Pauw, one of Brazil"s most presti
gious newspapers, published a response by a widely known journalist to a 
complain t of racism received from a reader. In an earlier article, the jour
nalist had described the new preside n t as "tail , handsome, white-white in 
the Western mold~ (Ele e aho, bonito, branco, branco ocidentai). Thejour
nalisl defended himself against the charge of racism by claiming that in at
taching a value of Collor's whi teness, he does nOlh ing different from the 
vast majority of Brazilians l2 an d that if this is sick, there are not enough doc
tors in Brazil to provide treaunent. He wrote that people of color are as 
"palatable~ to him as any other but to consid er Brazi l a Thi rd World coun
try and to seek to forge links with Africa (as th e other candidate, Luis Igna
cio da Silva, had proposed) would "equi re that 'V,'e [Brazilians] distance our
selves from ourcullural heritage which is the West . .. [and1 the United States~ 
(Nos nos afastamos da nossa h eranr;a cultural que i: 0 Ocidente, os EUA).I~ 

In addition to demonstrating the continuity ofa concern with dellning a 
Brazilian identity, particularly in relation to the rest of the world, and with 
defining the representali \'e Brazilian , th is article calls attention to a 
metaphorics of the body that has been a constant in discussions of race in 
Brazil and that received its dearest and most organized exprcssion during 
the modernist movemcnt of the 1920s. 

It would be impossible lO ovcrstate the impact of the modernist mm'cmen t 
or its importance as a point of reference for subsequent generations. The Sc
mana de Arte Moderna (Week of Modern Art) is gene rally acknowledged to 
be the inaugural event of the modernist movement, an event that one of the 
o rganizers called ~o primciro sinto ma espiritual da transmuta"ao de nossa 
consciencia ~ (the fi rst intellectual symptom of the transformation of our con
sdollsness).I~ afthe many events leading up to the Semana de Arte ~fod

erna, one of the most imponalll was a 1917 exhibit of an by the Brazilian 
pain te r An ita Malfatti , who had just returned from a trip to Europe and the 
United States whe re she had been influe nced by cubist and expression ist aes
Ihetics and techn iques. The exh ibit drew together the wri ters, artists,jour
nalislS, and scholaf.'! who would Ot·g,u. ize the Sclllal1<. de Ane Moderna. 

From the 11th to the 18th of February 1922, the Municipal Theater in 
sao Paulo wa s the site of art exhibitio ns, dance and music performances, lec
tures, and readings that explored or staged \'adous aspeCts of modernism. 
The cvelll iaunched a movement that proclaimed a rupture or a break with 
the past in order to subvert what were considered bourgeois methods of 
artistic expression. The modernists allied themselves with European van
guard movemen ts such as surrealism and futu rism. The wdters published 
newspapers, journals, and man ifestos in addition to works of fiction, poetry. 
and ethnography. 
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Although the speakers and performers werc roundly jeered and heckled 
by the crowd that filled the theater, a contemporary observer of the evcnts 
noted that the Semana de Anc Moderna had been financed by many of Sao 
Paulo's most established business and social figures and supported by the 
GmriQ Pall/isla no, the newspaper of the gO\'crning PRP (Partido Rcpubli
cana Paulista, o r Republican party of Sao Paulo) with the consen t of Wash· 
ingtao Luis, the republic's president. '" 

The decade of tile 1920s in Brazil was marked by intense cultural and po
liticalunrest. The prevailing view is that during this decade the new gener
ation of Brazilian artists who formed the modernist movement caused a 
profound intellectual upheaval by giving national values and themes prece-
dence over foreign values and themes. One of the most prominent ideas 
to draw the attention of the modernists was that concerni ng the role 
and contribution of blacks to Brazilian society. By the 193Os, a parallel so
cioanthropological literature had appeared which emphasized (in ways 
that were paradoxical) that blacks were an integral element in Brazilian 
society as a result of their significant contributions to Brazi!". .. history and 
development. 

The most vibrant personality associated with this new socioanthropologi
cal school was Gilberto Freyre, who had rerurned to Brazil in 1925 after study
ing al Columbia University with the anth ropologist Fr.mz Boas. Many 
Brazilians, as well as Americans and Europeans, ha\·e accepted as valid 
Freyre's luso-tropical assertions of racial tolerance . 16 Many scholal"li, however, 
have criticized Freyre for dwelling on interracial liaisons while masking the 
basic economic and political realities of racial exploitation and oppression. 

In an introduction to The Masters and tIle Slaves (Casa grande e selll.ala), 
a work that hasgreauy infl uenced the question of race and identity in Brazil, 
Freyre states that he based the method for his socioanthropological work on 
methods developed by Pablo Picasso in the realm of art, an approach that 
linked him (despite amwcd differences) to the modernists in sao Paulo. III 
additiOIl, Freyre, like the paulista modernists, takes up the issues that had 
preoccupied Eud ides da Cunha, particularly those related to perceivcd 
threats to Brazil' s modernity. 

In Casa grande e $enwia, Freyre writes that there existed in the Northeast 
a supersti tion that the blood of blacks (rather than the usual whale oil) 
mixed into the mortar would increase thc strength of the foundation. It was 
rumo red that a plantation owncr, anxious to guarantee the perpetuityofhi s 
domain, ordered that twO blacks be killed and buried in the foundation of 
the Big Ho use. -rhe irony, however, is that for lack of human potential this 
arrogant solidity of form and material was often useless: by the third or 
fourth generatioll, huge houses built to last cenlUries began to crumble, de-
cayed by abandonmen t and lack of conscn.oation. The inabili ty of the great
grandchildren to sa\"c the ancestral heritage - (0 ironico, porcm, C 1I11C, por 
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falta de potencial humano, toda essa solidez arrogante de forma c material 
foi muitas \'czcs inutil: na terceira OLl quarta gera!;ao. casas enormes edi6-
cadas para arravessar sCculos cornc!;aram a csfarelar-se de podres por aban
dono e falta d e conser\'<l!;ao. Incapacidade dos bisnelos au mesmo netos 
para conscr\'are m a heran!;a an cestral). (lxvii-Ixviii ) 

Mler recounting this anecdote which demonstrates how Brazil 's founda
tion degenerates when the blood of Mricans is ( literally) mixed in, Freyre 
addresses the "problem M of miscegenation. He states in the introduction , 

It "-dS as if ever}"thing was dependent upon me and those of my generation. 
upon the manner in which we succeeded in .'iOlving ag~ld questions. And 
of all the problems confronting Brazil, there "Ol.~ none that g<I\<e me so much 
anxiety a~ that of miscegenation. (xxvii) 

Era como se tudo dependesse de mim e dos de minha gerolo;ao; da nossa 
mancira de re$Olver questOes seculares. E dos problemas brasileiros, nenhum 
que me inquielas.o;e lanlO como 0 da miscigenao;ao. (lvii) 

Freyre continues, 

011(;e upon a time, after three -nraighl years of absence from my country, I 
caught sight of a group of Br.u:ilian seamen- mulalloes and wfusru crOSSing 
the Brooklyn Bridge. I no longer remtmb.,r if thty were from Sao Paulo or 
from Minas, but they impressed me as being caricatures of men, and there 
came to mind a phrase from a book on Brazil by an American traveler: 
"The fearful mongrel aspect of the population. - That was the $On of thing to 
which miscegenation led. I oughl to have had someone to lell me then what 
Raquette Pinto had told the Aryanil.er~ of the BraT.ilian Eugenics Congres.' in 
1929: Ihat these individuals whom I looked upon as representath<es of Br.u:il 
were nOi simply mulaltoes or caju,w$ but $ic/ll)' onts. (xxvii) 

Vi mila vel.. depois de mais de tn::~ ano~ mado;os de aUsCnda do Brasil . urn 
bando de marinheiros nacionais---mulalos e cafusos- descendo nao me lem
bro se de sao Paulo au do Minas peJa neve mole de Brooklyn. E \'eio-me a lem
brano;a a fra'\C de um livTo de viajante americano que acabara de ler $Obre 0 

Brasil: "The fearfully mongrel aspect of most of the population. ~ A miscigi
nao;ao re~ulta\<a naquilo. FallOu-me quem me dis-'lCsse COlao. como em 1929 
Roqueue-Pimo aos arianist.a.'l do Congresso Brasi leiro de Eugenia. que nao 
tram simplesmeme mulalos ou eafusos os indilliduos que eu julgava repre
sentarcm 0 Bra$il , mas cafusos c mulalOs doenli'.I. (lvii) 

The d iscourse on race and miscegenation in Brazi l is tied lO a 
metaphorics of the body and an economy of eating, in corporation , and sick· 
ness. The body politic has a sickness that it must rid itsclfof: The Mproblem ~ 

with miscegenatio n is nOI miscegenation in and of itself but miscegenation 
as the perpetuation of a sickness. In this assessment blacks maintain the sta
tus of a foreign body. A healthy body is one Ihat overcomes the weakening 
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effects of an offending organism. Freyre's project of defining the relation of 
race to identity is grounded in this discourse: ~Having considered these 
points [the ethnic groups to which Africans belong, physical characteristics, 
relative inrcll igence. etc.) which appear to me 10 be of basic imporlance in 
studying the African influence on Brazilian culture, characte r, and eugen
ics, I now feci morc inclined to undertake the task of discovering the more 
intimate aspects of this contagious influcnce fl (32 1). (Considerados esse 
IXlnlos. que nos parecem de importincia fundamental para 0 esrudo da in
fl uencia african a sobre a cuitura, 0 caniter e a eugen ia do brasiieiro, sentimo. 
nos agora mais a vontadc para 0 esfon;:o de procurar surprccndcr aspectos 
mais intimas dessa influencia e desse concigio~ [314].) The strategy for 
o\"erco ming the cOlllagious influence was so widely disseminated that even 
Roosevelt could summarize it : ~In Brazil ... the idea looked forward to is 
the disappearance of the Negro question through the disappearance of the 
Negro himself-that is through his gradual absorption imo the white 
race.~1 7 Faced .... i th miscege nation's threat to the superiority of whites, 
Freyre transforms miscegenation into a narrative of assimilation . Of course, 
the absurdity of this formulation cannot be overemphasized given Brazil's 
population. 

Freyre was certainly nOt the only scholar to link the notions of race, 
health, and nation. Wilwn Marlins d iscu55Cs a t length how the athletics and 
robust health important to writers such as Gra!,:a Aranha and Marine ui 
"were themes directly and consciously connected with a concern for hy
giene, public and private, and the problems ofnalional defense.~l~ Others 
who discussed the ~disad\'amages H of miscegenation in these terms were 
Silvio Romero, Euclides da Cunha, and Paulo Prado, whom Martins calb ~a 
physician or a surgeon who wishes 10 effect a cureH (90). In &Iralo do Bra.si~ 
Prado writes, 

The Brazilian mulatto has undoubtedly furnished notable examples of in
tdigence, breeding, and moral value to the community. On the other hand, 
this population dlOWS such physical weakness, such organisms which cannot 
defend against disease and \1C(5, that it is natural to ask if this sta te of things 
isn't the result of the intense crossing of races and subraccs .... In BrolZil. if 
the re is harm in this. it has been done, irremediably. We wait in the slowness 
of the cosmic process for the uncoding of this enigma "'ith the patience of lab
oratory reso:archers.19 

o Illesti(o brasileiro tem forneddo indubitavehnem.e a communidade exem
plares notaveis de intelligencia, de cultura. de valor moral. Por outro lado. as 
popula(oes ofTerecem tal fraqucza ph>-sica, organismos tao indcfesos contra a 
doen(a e os vicios, que e uma interroga"ao nalura l indagar si esse est.1do de 
coisa5 nao provem do intenso cruzamento das r.!."as e subra,,;u; .... No Br.uil, 
si ha mal. dIe esta feito. irremedian, lmenle: I!speremos, na lentidao do 
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processo cosmico, a decifra~ao do enigma COin a scrcnidade dos cxperimen
tadores de laboratorio. 

il is lO Paulo Prado that Mario de Andrade, folklorist, poet, and theorist 
dedicates Macunaima . Mario de Andrade states that one of his goals in Ma
cunairna was lO deregionalize his creation while Lrying to ~conceber literari
amente 0 Brasil como entidade homogenea~ (conceive Brazil literarily as a 
homogeneous emity).:iO Like Mario de Andr.lde, the modernists in general 
searched for a v.'lly to MBrazi[ianize ~ Brazil. For them, however, this MBrazil_ 
ianizing~ was to be accomplished through artistic and literary e(forts whose 
aesthetics and techniques were almost entirely drawn from those of con
temporary Europe. Let us remember that the cubists had already discovered 
the value of incorporating Africa. 

The modernists' me thod was o utlined by Oswald de Andrade in ~O 

Manifesto Pau Brasil M (The Brazilwood Manifesto) and the MManifesto 
Amrop6fago~ (The Cann ibalist Man ifeslO) . This method consists of swal
lowing and absorbing what is useful in a culture and excreting what is not 
useful. The supposed cann ibalism oCthe indigenous population served as a 
model for a different cultural rela tionship between Brazil and the outside 
world (defi ned largely as Europe)- a relationship wherein foreign influ
e nces would not be copied but digested and absorbed as a precondition to 
the creation of a new, more independent national civilization. Macunaima 
is o ne practice of the modernist project and has been upheld as a celebra
tion of Brazil's Mindigenous past. ~ In fact. we shall see that the indigenous 
past is merely a repository of possible paradigms and that Macunairna is 
localized in a metaphorics of the body in which eating, incorporation , and 
disease are foregroundcd . 

The story, or mpsOdia, to use Mario de Andrade's term. traces Macu
nalma's origins in the Amazonian forest, his u'ip to Sao Paulo. and his re
turn to the forest before ascending in to the heavens to become the Big 
Dipper. In his letters and in the in troductions to Macunairna, Mario de 
Andrade describes how MacurWlmawas composed mainlyorround texts that 
he then exaggerated. In the epilogue, the narrator describes how Macu
n aima 's story comes to be told. 

There in the foliage the man discovered a green parrot with a golden beak 
looking at him. He said. ~Come down , parrot, come down !-

The parrot came do"'ll and perched on the man 's head. and the two went 
along together. The parrot started to talk in a gentle tongue, somcthing ncw, 
completely new! Some of it was w ng, wille like cassiri sweetcncd with honey, 
w me of it had the lo\"ely fickle flavor of unknown forest fruits. 

The vanished tribe. the famil y tumed into ghosts, the tumbledown hut un
dermined by termites. Macunaima's ascent to hca"en. how the parrotli and 
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macaws fonned a canopy in Ihc far-<>ff limes when the hero "-d.S the Creal Em
peror, Macunaima: in (he silen ce of Uraricocra only Ihe paITO{ had rescued 
from oblivion those happenings and the language which had disappeared. 
Only the parrot had prescl".ed in that vast silence the wonh and deeds of 
the hero. 

All this he related to the man. then spread his wings and se t his course for 
Lisbon. And that man, dear reader, .... 'all myself, and I stared o n to tell you 
this SIOI')',11 

Entao 0 homem dC5Cobriu na ramaria urn papagaio verde de bieo dOllr.ldo e:<;
piando pld de. Falou: I Da 0 pt, papagaio. / 0 papagaio \'cio pousar na 
cabe~a do homem e os dois se acompanheiraram. Entio 0 passaro principiou 
I~liando numa ra la mansa, muito no\'a, muito! que era canto e que era cachiri, 
com mel-de-pau. que era boa e possuia a traio;:i.o das fruta.~ d csconhcddas do 
maw. I 0 tribo se acabar.t, a familia virara wmbras, a maloca ruira minada 
pclas salIvas e Macunaima subira pro ceu, porem flara 0 aruai do sequito, 
daqueJes tempos de dames em que 0 hero; fora 0 grande Macunaima ilnper
ador. E sO 0 papagaio no silendo do Uraricoera preSClVa\la do csqucdmcnto 
os ca.'>O.~ e a fala desapared da. SO 0 papalr.tio conSCTvava no silencio as fr.tSe~ 
e as feitas do her6i. I Todo de COntou pro homem e depois abriu asa ruma 
de Lisboa. E 0 home", SOu eu, m;nha gente, e e ll figue ; pTa ,"OS C;Qn13T a 

hist6ria. ti 

Interestingly enough, this parrot is not a Brazilian parrot but a German 
one. Mario de Andrade came to his Story of "Brazil's indigenous past~ and 
Brazil's hero \ia Europe. Mario de Andrade was always clear that in writing 
Macunairna he owed a great debt to Teodor Koch-Griinberg, a German an
thropologist who tra\'eled throughout Brazil between 191 1 and 1913. An
drade relied particularly on volume 2 of Von Roroima Win Orinoco, wh ich 
con tained the myths and legends of the Taulipang and Arekuna people. Ac
cording to Mario de Andrade. the debt was not only one of inspiration but 
also of whole passages: "Confesso que copiei, as vezes t exlUahnente~ (I con
fess thaI I copied, sometimes word for word).t~ 

T he name Macunaima (~fakunaima) was take n from Koch-Grunberg. 
According to Koch-Grunberg, Makunaima's name is made up of two words 
thaI join to mean the "Great Evil ~ (maku:evil, ima"'greal) .24 In the collee
tion of myths and legends related 10 Koch-Grunberg, Makunaima is Ihe 
hero of the tribe and the creator of th e Taulipang people. He is the 
youngest of five brothers, two of whom, Maanape and Zigue. appear most 
ofte n with Makunaima. 

The birth of Makunaima is not described in Koch-Griinberg's collection. 
In Mario de Andrade's book, Macunafma is born in the middle of the forest 
to an old woman of the Tapanhuma tribe. In the text it is claimed that the 
name of the tribe signifies ~black. ~ It is sign ificant that Mario did nOl la"e the 
name of Makunaima 's people offered by Koch-Grfmberg, prcfcrring instead 
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to find lhe name of another tribe wh ich, correctly or incorrectly, signifies 
black. Macunafma, unlike Koch-Gn"mberg's Makunaima, isdark black, "pl'Cto 
retin to~ and an ugly child, ~crian~a fcia.~ As a result of an e ncoun ter with an 
animal/spiri t in the fo rest. Macunaima grows a man's body bm keeps the 
head ofa child. Mario de Andrade mani pulates h is eth nograph ic sources so 
that Makunaima becomes black, ugly. lazy, and an adult with a ch ild's head. 

Nter the death of their mother, the three brothers travel through the 
fo rest. They meet Ci Mae do Mato. whom Macunaima rapes with the help 
of his brOlhers. Macunaima and Ci have a child. the o n ly ch ild of the inter
racial rela tions of the book. Ci has one shrh'cled breast, a sign that she be
longs 10 the tribe of the mulhlffl'.$ S(TZ.inhas (solitary women). A Cobra Preta 
(the Black Snake ) bites Ci's other breast, and her child is poisoned while 
nursing. In a lette r to Manuel Bandeira. Mario claims that he chose the 
color black for the snake by chance as hc \'cry easily could havc chosen 
green . The choice hardly seems a coincidence given that Mario adheres 
closely to superstitions associated with the color black. Maanape andJ igue, 
fo r example, become sick with leprosy and die. Under thei r contagious in
fluence. Macunafma becomes sick but overcomes the disease by passing it 
to a mosquito, the scven th creature he bit. This is linked to a folk belief that 
a leper can be cured after biting seven childrel1. ~5 

I began this essay with an epigraph from Manmalma. The sickness 
described in this couplet was associated with miscegenation a t the lime 
of the publication of Macunaima (1928). Macunaima's and Ci's child. 
Macunaima's two brothcrs,Jigu!! an d Maanape, become sick and d ie. By the 
last th ird of thc book. evcl), black pe rson, pcrson of mixed race, and in
digcllous person has become sick or has died . T heir illnesses must be scen 
in the context ofthe couplet that Macunaima repeaLS throughout the book: 
"Pollca saudc c m u iJ..a saliva, os malc$ do Brazil sao. ~ 

For all the celebration of racial mixing that the cannibalist approach 
to writing implies, and cOlHrary to the usual readings of Macu/laima, there 
is no r.lcial mixture in this book. T he three brothers arc of three sepa
rate races. 

The he;' t of the; Sun had cm·e.-ed lite three brother:s with a KUIll of sweat. 
and Macunaima was thinking of taking a bath, ... Just then Macunaima 
("".mgt'll sight of an islct light in the middle of the stream in which there was a 
hollow the shap<: of a giant's fOOtprint. full of "'ater. They landed there. The 
hero . . Ioquealing becau!\C the water .... ·as so cold. washed himself all o\'er. But this 
.... -.lIer W<l5 llJagic water, for the holluw "'as St. Thomas's footprint , a relic frulll 
the time when he weill around preaching and bringing the teachings of Jesus 
to the Indians of Brazil. When the hero had finished his bath he was white
skinnt:d. bluL'"<.:)·ed, and fai r-haired; tht: holy water had .... -.Ished away all his 
blackncss; thcre .... -.15 nothing left to show in any way that he .... -.IS a SoOn of the 
black tribe of Tap an hum as. 
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As soon as Jigue saw this miracle he sprang into St. Thomas's footprint. But 
by this time the water was \"t: I ) ' diny from the hero's ivory blackness. so al
though Jigue mopp<:d himselflike mad, splashing the water in all directions, 
he was left the color of freshly minted bronze. Macunafma was bothered by 
Ihis and!O comfort him said, "Look, brother Jigue. you didn't become white, 
bue at least the blackness has gone away. Half a loaf is bener than no breadl " 

Then Maanape went to wash, but Jigui: had splashed all the water oU{ of 
the pool. Thefe was only it cupful left at the bottom, so that Maanape could 
wei only the palms of his hands and the soles of his feeL That's why he re
mained black like it good son oflhe Tapanhuma tribe with only the palms of 
his hands and the soles of his feet pink after their washing in holy water. This 
grieved Macunaima, who consoled him by saying, "Don' l be vexed, brother 
Maanape, don't let it get you down! WOr5e things happen at sea!" 

The three brothers made a superb piclUre standing ereCI and naked on the 
rock in the sun; one fair, one red-$kinned, one black. CH-32) 

Uma feila a Sol cobrira os tres manos duma e5Caminha de suor e Macunaima 
se lembrou de tomar banho .. .. Entio Macunaima enxergou numa lapa bern 
no meio do rio uma co\'a cheia d'agua. E a eo\'a era que nem a marca dum pe 
gig-dOle. Abicaram. 0 heroi depois de muitos gritos por causa do frio da agua 
entrou na CO\'3. e se la\'Ou intei rinho. Mall a agua era encantada porque aquele 
buraco na lapa era marca do pe1aO do Sume, do tempo em que andava pre
g-dndo 0 eYdllgelho de jesus pm indiada br'ilsi le ird. Quando 0 heroi .... iu do 
banho eSIaI'a b ranco louro e de olhos azuizinhos, agua lavara 0 pretume dele. 
E ninguem nao seria capaz mais de indicar nell' urn filho da moo retinta dos 
Tapanhumas. I Nem bemjigue percebeu 0 milagre. se atirou na marca do 
pezao do Sume. Porem a ag\laja estav'il muito suja da negrura do heroi e por 
mais quejigue esfregasse feito maluco atirando agua pra todos os lados sO con
seguiu fiear da cor do bronze nm·o. Macunaima teV(' do e consolou: I Olhe, 
manojigue, brdll(o \'o<;e ficou nao, porem pre tume foi-se e antes fanhoso que 
scm nariz. / Maanape entio e que foi !le lavar, masjique esborifara toda a agua 
encan(;'ldi pra fora da cava. Tinha sO um bocado lano fundo e Maanape con
scguiu molhar sO a palma dos pes e das maos. Por isso ficou negro ben filho 
da triOO dos Tapanhumas. SO que as palmas das maos e dos pes dele sao I'er
melhas POI' terem se limpado na agua santa. Macunaima tel'e do e consolou: 
I Nao sc al'exe, Olano Maanape, nao sc aV('xe nao, mais sofreu 0 nosso tio Ju
das! I E estaYd lindissima na Sol da Japa os tres manos um louro urn I'ermelho 
outro negro ... (37-38) 

In Legend 5, Koch-Grunberg relates how Makunaima created human be
ings but makes no a ll usion to race.]. W. Boddam-Whelham, writing in 1879, 
however. records in his eth nographic colleClion from the same region the 
following origin of races myth: 

The Caribs in their account of creation,.;ay lhat the Greal Spirit sat on it mom 
tree, and picking off p ieces o f lhe bark threw them in a Slream and lhey be
came different animals, Then the Great Spirit- Mak.maima-made a large 
mold and out of this rresh dean day. the ..... hite man stepped. Mter it gOi a lit-
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tle dirty the Indian wa~ fonned, and the Spirit being called ;"" 'ay on business 
for a long period the mold became black and unclean. and OUl of it walked 
the negro.16 

J o hn R. Swanton records two variants that follow the same pauern (white. 
Indian, black). He records a third variant in which the hierarchy is Indian, 
white, blackP All of the Native American tales begin wi th white people who 
are transfonned into people of o ther races. In Mario's version, however, all 
the brothers a re black before the bath. Once again Mario turned away from 
his lndianist sources o n a point having to do with race, thereby producing 
an account consistent with the Brazilian elites' attitudes toward race and en· 
braqutamento. When we recall that with the advent of urban industria lization 
blacks (seen as inferior to whites in terms of working with technology) dis-
appeared from the economic stage,2l! it is a lso interesting to note that Ma
cunaima turns white before entering the city of Sao Paulo. 

Also importan t is the fact tha t Mario makes Macunaima's enemy, the 
giant cannibal Piama, an Italian immigrant. During the period in which 
Macunairna was written, me Brazilian government had a policy of encour
aging imm igration from European countries so as to speed up the process 
of tmbranqutamento (whitening). In 192 1, the statesmen Fide1is Reis and 
Cincinato Braga drafted legislation to halt the immigation of nonwhites to 
protect the ethnic (read racial) formation of the nation, which had already 
suffered from the introduction of blacks. This project had the support of 
the National Academy of Medicine.2!I 

In her Ix>ok, Macunairna: Ruptura t tradi(iio, Suzana Camargo maintains 
that Rabelais's Gargantua is an intertext o f "-'lacuna/rna. Using Mikhail 
Bakhtin as a theoretical base, she analyzes the relationship of Gargantua and 
MaCU1wirna to each other and to the body. 

One aspect that Macunairna and Gargantua sharc is that the grotesque 
body and eating are inscribed in both narrativcs. According to Bakhtin. 

The most distinctive char.l.ctcr of the [grotesque) body is ilS open. unfinished 
nature, most fully revealed in the act of eating where the body transgres.'iCs its 
limits .. 

The encounter of the ,"an ,,;Ih the world, which lake. place inside Ihe 
open. biting, rending, chewing mouth. is one of the most ancient. and most 
important objects of human thought and imagery. Here man tastes v,orld, in· 
troduces it into his own body. makes it part of himself .... Man's encounter 
wi th the world in the act of eating is jo)ful. triumphant; he triumphs over the 
world. devours it without being de\'oured himself. The limits between man 
and the world are erased, to man's ad\'3.ntage.~ 

If this incorporalion works to man 's advantage, it does not work to the ad· 
van tage of all men--or women. What is $Cen as libcrato'1' o r subversive in 
Bakhtin becomes suspect, even oppl'essive, when race or indeed gender are 
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fac tored in. The question becomes, quem come quem (who eats whom)? It is 
important to note that the mulatta plays a vcry significant role in the link
ing of face and nation, for it is through her body that embranqueamelHo 
takes place. In other words, 0 bmnw CQme!1 a mu.lo.la (the whi te mall ate the 
mulatta-in Brazilian slang. comer [eat] means 10 ha\'c sexual intercourse); 
the couple is rarely a white woman and a black man. One implication of this 
is that the patrimony is European. Much is made in Brazilian sociological 
literature of the father giving his name, education, and historical and ge
nealogical continuity to his children. This is in contrast with the represen
ta tion of blacks in general and mulattas in particular, who arc identified 
with nature, sensuali ty, and lack of family lies, The following citaLion from 
an essay by Gilberto Freyre is only one example of this among many, 

In the Orient, in Africa, in America, his {the Portuguese] \igorous male body 
is multiplied in red, yellow, and brown bodies; in new colors and new shapes 
of the human fonn, and these bodies communicate the qualities of the Por
tuguese or the Christian soul. ... The Mrican. Asian, and Amerindian moth
ers also are rendered Portuguese r aportl<glll!sadas] by him most often in their 
!;Ouls and eveJl, to a certain point. in the way they dress, adorn themselves, and 
care for their bodies. This is reflected in the arts and literature of these peo-
pie who through the Portuguese are in this wdy intCb'T'<lted into European 
Ch·;!;1.at.;on." 

It should be noted that '\-lacunaima engages in his anthropophagist ac tivi
lies after having been miraculously transformed into a white man and that 
the giant cann ibal Piami is wh ite. 

According to Camargo, the theme of an thropophagy and its images 
of ingestion and absorption that so occupied Rabelais were taken up by 
Mario de Andrade lO support lhe modernist maxim. Just as Rabe1ais ma
nipulated I.e grandes croniqurs simply to stnlClUre his story, Mario de An
drade similarly manipulated the Indian legend. '2 Once again the African 
and the Indian h ave been incorporated into a (digestive) systcm . It appears 
that blacks and indigenous peoples are exploited for their transgressivc 
shock value, wh ich derives from the modernists' ideas about the "primi
tivism" of Africans and indigenous peoples. What is useful is extracted; the 
rest is excreted. 

Although the philosophical trappings of anthropophagism would seem 
to imply a political vision ofa democratic society, this is not the case. In fact , 
blacks have not been equal participants in a Brazilian ~mixture.~ This is not 
the result of vulgar or individual prejudice; it lies at the heart ofa notion of 
citizenship and is an enabling condition of a construction of a national iden
tity. In the anthropophagist model, however, we discover that assimilation 
is unthinkable without the excretion. The law of assimilation is that there 
must always be a remainder, a residue, something (someone) that has re-
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sistcd or escaped incorporation, C\'cn when the nation produces narratives 
of racial democracy to mask this tradition of resistance. 
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ELEVEN 

Race under Representation 

David Llo),d 

This mcism loot aspires to be rational, individual. grnotypicaliy and phenol)picaliy 
lkterminN, bta:rmn lransf~ in/a wi/ural racism. Th4 objtd of racism is 110 

longtr 1M individlwl man but a cmain lim/I of ,.xis/ing. 
_FRANTZ FANON. " RACISM AND CULT U RJ;" 

Far from having to ruk wh4thn cultun is or iI nol a jundion of rau, WI!' all! dis
rowring lhat raa------qr what is generally mtalllV)' 1M lerm---is Mit junction among 
Qthe's of culture. 

-CLAUD E LtV I-ST RAUSS. "RACE AN D CULTU R ~" 

In the main , the experience and the analysis of racism or race relations ha\'c 
been and continue to be cast in spatial te rms. O n the o nc hand , the concept 
of race has throughout its h islOry been articulated in te nns of the geo
graphic distribution of peoples or, as the discreteness of geographic loca
tion gradually d issoh'cs, as if there we re a spectrum of races in contiguity 
with one anothe r. On the other hand, in the politics of racism it is the con
frontation of races in opposition to o ne another and the lite rally and figura
tively spa tial disposi tio n o f inequitable power relations between them that 
is most striking . Unq uestio nably, neither the history nor the theory of 
rolcism can be thought without reference to spatial categories, whe the r we 
attend to the global geographies of imperial expansion and international 
capital or to the more intimate geographies of the inner city, gheuoizatio n, 
or the displaceme nt of peoples. The human experiences recorded in these 
terms are the material substrate o f o ther, equally spatial terms in which the 
anti racist cultural politics of the last decade has been expressed: euro- or 
ethnocen trism, marginalization, exclusion, not to men tion those now criti
cal categories, o rien talism and the West. 

It is no t my in te ntion here to critique those categories, without which nei
ther the analysis of nor the political struggle against racism could have been 
articula ted but rather to argue that these spatial te nns need to be supple
meDled by an analysis o f the temporal axis that is equally constitutive o f 
racist d iscoursc. Recent critiques of develo pment and modernization theo
ries have d rawn attention to the manne r in which racist and ethnocen tric 
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discourses in econom ic and political spheres deploy a normative temporal
ity of human d evelopmen t that is applied at once to the individual, to indi
vidual nations or cuh ures, and to the human race in generaL I But beyond 
even such critiques, the discourse o n culture that emerges in the Mmodern 
era ~ of the West is itself structured at every level by this normative develop
mental sche ma: the racism of culture is nota question of certain contingen t 
racist observations by its major theoreticians nor of tile sti ll incomplete dis
semination of its goods but an ineradicable effect of its fundamental struc
tures. T hese structures, indeed, detennine the forms , casual and 
institutional, that racism has taken in the post-En lightenment era and ac· 
count for the generally racist disposition of the ~Wcst ," understood not as a 
bounded geographic domain but as a global com plex of economic, poli ti
cal, and cultural institutions that represent, in a u n iversallemporalschema, 
the locus of the modern in any society. T he d iscourse of culture is not 
merely descriptive but crucially productive. in that it directs the formatio n 
of the modern subject both in the geograp h ic west and wherever the West 
has imposed its institutions. 

In their recent study, Racial Formalion in the Uniled SMits, Michael Om i 
and Howard Winan t discuss the manner in which racial fonna tions operate 
on both the micro- and macro-levels of society. 

The racial order is organized alld enforced by the continuity and reciprocity 
between these two Mle,:e lsw of so<:ial relations. The micro- and macro-le .. eI.~, 

however, are only analytically di.~ti n ct. In our li .... d experi .. nce, in politics. in 
culture, in economic life, they are continuous and reciprocal,2 

Part of the intention of th is chapter is to indicate how the meshing o f racial 
formations can take place between various levels and spheres of social prac· 
lice, as, fo r example, between political and cultural spheres o r between the 
individual and the national leveJ. In doing~, I will be restoring to the con
cept of Mformation, H properly used here in its current sociocultural sense, 
the equally important sense that it has traditionally had in aesthetic peda
gogy, the sense o f self-formatio n or Bi{dung. Culture will have here not, in 
the first place, its generalized sense of the totali ty of lifewforms of a particu
lar society or group but q ui te strictly the sense of ruslht lic cullure.3 It will be 
my conten tion that the terms developed fo r aesthetic culture in the late 
eighteenth century, as constituting the defin ition of human identi ty, con
ti nue to regulate racial formations through the various sites of contempo
rary practice:~ Crucial (0 this functio n of aesthetic culture is its formulation 
and development ofa nalTali~ ojrepresnrlalion, by which is meant not o n ly 
the representative narratives of canonical cullUre but also the narrative 
form taken by the concept of represenL'lt ion itself. As we shall see, with in 
this narrative lhe same processes of formalization occur at every le\'el, al-
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lowing a series of transferred identifications to take place from individual to 
nation and from the nation to the idea ofa universal humanity. By the same 
token. the fissures and contradictions that trouble this narrative are repli
cated equally at every level or in ("very site that it infonns.~ 

What I will attempt here. then. is to sketch a phenomenology of racism 
as it is e mbedded in the "disposition of the subject" produced and main
tained by Western culture. Though I will use the te nn ~cuhure ~ throughout 
to imply first of all "aesthetic culture," it will become clear that the idea of 
aesthetic cuhure governs not only what is loosely referred to as "high cul
ture" but also, if less evidently, most o the r subsequent usages of the term. 
For the theoretical construction of a domain of aesthetic judgment in late 
eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century cultural theory provides the con
stitutive forms of the "public sphere" itself. Grounding the idea of a com
mon or public sense, the subject of aesthetic judgment supplies the very 
possibility ofa disinterested domain of cul ture and prescribes the develop
ment of that domain through history as the ethical end of humanity itself. 

For this reason, I wish to start with a moment from one of the founding 
texts of cultural theory, namely, Immanuel Kant's third critique, 7M Critique 
ofjudgerrumt. As is well known , Kant's deduction of the universalil)' of the aes.. 
theticjudgment relies on the disinterest of the subject of judgment, o n what 
I shall call the "Subject withom properties." This abstract Subject is merely 
regulative in the case of pure aesthetic judgments: it is the measure of the 
disinterest of the judge by which he conforms ideally to the condition of un i
versalil)'. In the case of the socialfacull)' of taste, howe\'er, to judge as if one 
were the Subject without properties is constituth'e of the possibility of such 
a universal validil)', actualizing that common sense which is otherwise as
sumed only as a latent condition of disinterested judgment in all humans. 

Kant makes this positive or constitutive function of taste dear in number 
40 of the Third Critique, "Taste as a kind of sensus communis. ~ He re, a move
ment within the judgment itself, from the material particularil)' of the o b
ject to its formal universality as a disposition of the subject, doubles an 
identical mo\'ement from the peculiarity of a singular judgment to its rep
resentative universalil)'. What is universal, and therefore constitutive of [he 
domain of common o r public sense. is the/Om! ofthejudgmenl rather than 
its object or matter. 

However. by the name snlSlU communis is to be understood the idea of a pub
licsensc, i.e., a critical faculty which in its reflective act takes account (a pritm) 
of the mode of representation of e\'ery one else, in order, as if 'IlJUt , to weigh 
its judgements whh the collective reason of mankind, and thereby avoid the 
illusion arising from subjective and personal conditions which could readily 
be taken for objective, an illusion that would o:xert a prejudicial influence 
upon itsjudgemenl. This is accomplished by weighing the judgement, not so 
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much with actual, as rather with the mere ly possible, judgements of omers, 
and by pUlting ourselves in the position o f every onc else, as the result of a 
meTe abstraction from the limitations which contingently affect our own esti
male. This, in tum, is effected by w rar as possible letting go of the clement 
of matter, i.e., sem;ation, in our general state of rep resentative aethity, and 
confining attention [0 the [onnal peculiaritie~ of our representation or gen
eral stale ofrepresentativc activity. (C), 151) 

In this prescription for the aesrnetic judgment, the movement from mat
ter to form in the representation of the object corresponds to a less imme
diately evide nt formalization internal to the subject, a formalization that 
becomes the condition for the existe nce of a public sense. Only a subject 
formalized, if momentarily, into identity with Mevery one else, ~ that is, wi th 
the Subject in general, can provide the conditio ns for the universal accord 
of a common or public sense. In turn. it is the idea, not necessarily always 
actualized but nonetheless operative, of this common sense thai underl ies 
the concept of a public sphere.6 As we shall see, what is at fi rst the merely 
logical temporality of the aesthetic judgment becomes prescriptive for the 
narrative of representalion through which this actualization of common 
sense in Ihe modern public sphere is to be realized. 

T hat process can be summarized in the following propositions: 

I. the ordering of ~our general state of representative aClivity~ is stich as 
10 imply a narrative organization of the senses that moves from sensa
tion w form; 

2. this narrative of the senses within the individ ual human subject finds 
a corresponde nt form in the development of the human race; 

3. this narrath'e (;an be expressed as or, alternatively, d epends on a move
ment from contiguity to identity, or from melOnymy to metaph or. 

Each of these formally correspondent nar ratives. yet to be analyzed, gives in 
its way the condition for the emergence of the public sphere. 

I . As th e simultaneously literal and metaphoric usages of both the te rms 
"common senM:~ and "tas te~ might suggest, what these concepts describe is 
the very movement they require from the immediate particularity of sensa
tion to the fo rmal generalityofthe social. For Msense M to become "common ,M 
its conditions must be formalized as a disposition o f the Subject in each of 
us; for "taste M to emerge as a social phenomenon, the cultivation o f the 
senses must proceed from the pleasure derived from the existen ce of the 
object that is characteristic of li teral M taste M 10 the contemplative relation to 
the object, which is the capacity of sight. Th is narrative of the organizatio n 
of the senses toward an increasing distance from the object and an increas
ing form alization of its representation is parallel for Kant to the movement 
from the merely agreeable, which is private and entirely singular, to the 
beautiful, which is to be universally communicable. In the d iscourse of aes-
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thetic cuhure, which itself emerges in the increasing abstraction of aesthet
ics itself from the science of pain and pleasure to that o f fine arl , this narra
tive organization of the senses in a c rucially develcpmental hierarchy is 
fundamental. Indeed, in the most minimal moment of perception, such a 
development is already present wi thin any judgment as the move from 
Darstellung( presentation), in which the senses are merely passi\'e recipients, 
to Vorstellung (representation), in which the object is consti tuted as a possi
ble object for the refiecti\'e or the logical judgment. A process of formal iza
tion, the initial abstraction of a form from a manifold of sensations as an 
object assimilable to o ther such objects, is inseparable from any comple ted 
act of perception. 

As Friedrich Schiller puts it with characteristic clarity, 

It is nalUre herself which raises man from reality 10 semblance, by furnishing 
him with cwo senses which lead him to knowledge of the real world though 
semblance alone. In the case of the eye and the ear, she herselfhasdri,·en im" 
ponunate matter back from the organs of sense, and the objeCt, with which in 
the case of our more animal senses we have direct conlact, is set at a diSlance 
from us. What we aCtually see with the eye is something different from the sen
sation we receive; for the mind leaps out across light 10 objects. The object of 
touch is a force 10 which we are subjected: the object of eye and ear a fonn 
that we engender. As long as man is still a sa,"age he enjoys by means of these 
tactile senses alone, and at this stage the senses of semblance are merely the 
serv.ml'l of these. Either he does not rise to the level of seeing at all , or he is 
at all evenl'l not satisfied with it. Once he does begin to enjoy through the ere, 
and seeing acquires for him a value of il'l own, he is already aesthetically free 
and the plar-dri\'e has started to dc\'clop.7 

2. As Sch iller's remarks suggest, the developmental narrative of sensual 
organization is required by the developmental history of the race of which, 
at e,,·cry stage ofthat developmem, it is the indcx. In a version o f the thesis 
that ~omogeny recapitulates phy logeny,~ the movement, as Kam puts it, 
from Mthe charm o f sense to habitual moral intcrest~ that taSte makes pos
sible (C], 225; see also 65) is at once an alTair of the individual and of the 
human ~race. H The same development that produces in each individual a 
capaci ty for subjectively u n iversal judgments of taste produces in human sa
cieties the civilized form ofthe public sphere. Kant thus describes the move
ment from a primitive imerest in the "charms of sense H to "universal 
communicability.~ 

Further, a regard to universal communicability is a thing which every one ex
peCts and fC!juires from every one else,just as ifit were pan oran original com· 
pact d ic tated br humanity itself. And thus, no doubt, at first only channs, e.g., 
colours for painting oneself (roucou among the Caribs and cinnabar among 
the Iroquois), or flowers, sea-she1Is, beautifully coloured feathers. then. in the 
course of lime. also beautiful foons (as in canoes, wearing-apparel, &c.) which 
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convey no gratification. i.e., delight of enjoymenl. become o f moment in s0.

ciety and auract a considerable imereliL E,·emually. when ci,;lization has 
reached iL~ height it makes this work of commun ication almost the main busi
ne!i.~ of refined inclination. and the entire value of sensatiollS i_~ placed in the 
degree to which they permit of universal communication. (q, 155-156) 

TIle narrative of sell sual d evelopment is thus directed toward the emer
gence of the public sphere and depends clearly o n an e\'er-increasing de
gree of formalization. On the face o f it, then , the relegation of the Iroquois 
or the ~Carib" to a correspondingly low stage of development could be taken 
as merely incidentally Mracist ~ (parenthetically, to be precise) , especially 
givcn thaI the interest in universal communicability is al ready conceh'ed as 
~an original compact dictated by humanity itself. ~ It would indeed be inci
d en tal in the case that the inte rest in immediate gratification or in univer
sal commun ication ,,'ere seen as merely among the accidental cultural 
characteristics ofthe Ame rican and the European, respectively. On the con
IraI)'. h owever, it is in a \'ery rcal sense the capacity for -universal commu
nicability~ that defines civilization, \\;th the Europcanness of that civilization 
being. strictly speaki ng. merely incid ental. 

Despite its articulation through the ascription to particular races of -es
sential ~ characteristics, racism is structured in the fi rst place by the cultural 
d Clcn ninmion of a public sphe r e a nd o f the subj e<: t fo rma tion that i$ its <:on 

d ition of existence. Though this projXlsition finds some empirical corrobo
ra tion in the constant appeal o f white racism to eth ical categories. its 
justification is to be found rather in the (albeit con tradictory) logic of racist 
thought and culture, the ruiler anal)'Si.~ of which fo llows. Suffice it to say at 
th is point that it is not the claim of an ethical disposition as a racial charac
teristic but the establishment of a peculiar and historically specific social 
form, the public sphere as de fined in aesthetic theory, as the end o f humanity 
thaI defines the logical structure o f racist discourses. For th is reason. it is pos
sible ror an interchangeably eth ical, jXllitical. and aesthetic judgment as to 
the inferiori ty of the -savage races~ to saturate post-Enlightenmen t dis
courses on r.t(:e fro m liberals such asJ ohn Stuart Mill or Matthew Arnold to 
extreme conservatives such as Arthur Gobineau. Louis Kle rnrn. Josiah Nott, 
or Charles Hunl.8The inadequacy of the native to self-government is d emon
strated by ~ his~ lack of aesthetic productions or by ~ his~ subordination to im
mediate sensual gratification : the capacity for autonomy is either as yet 
undcveloped or absent in the savage and requires to be developed or sup
plied by external force. 

Though both arguments cominue cven now to be presented , it is the de
velopmental model rather than that of irredeemable lack that tends even
tually to dominate. Sound material grounds for this gradual transition can 
he traced. As Colclte CuiJIaurnin has argued, thc d iscourse o n race (as on 
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other categories of heterogeneity) undergoes a crucial shift in the late eigh
teenth century from a system of arbitrary marks to the ascription ofnalUral 
signs. We can, as Fanon does, attribute such a shift to the necessity to legit
imate, within the context of appeals to universal humanity, the intensified 
and systematic domination of subordinated peoples: in this case, any dis
course on difference must cease to be contingent and casual and establish 
instead a regular scheme of discriminations that at once prese .... 'es and le
gitimates domination. Initially there may be no absolute correlation be
tween racist and imperialist discourses, since fear of contamination and 
environmental de rivations of racial variation can o ffer strong arguments for 
not encouraging interracial encounters or even the colonization o f alien 
dimes. Gradually, however, through the intersection of liberal human ism 
with the necessities of imperial polity, the developmental discourse on race 
comes to dominate, precisely because it allows for the assimilation ofa fra c
tion of the colonized population to the imperial culture in o rder that they 
may function as administrators and professionals.9 

We will re turn to this last point. It is importallt here, however, to nOte 
that Guillaumin 's formulation allows us to grasp how racist discourse main
tains its capacity to replicate and circulate in several spheres. For what she 
indicates, in describing the transition from alkgvrical marks, which retain 
the arbitrariness of their social constitution, to S)'mbolic "natural signs, ~ 
which represent externally the inner, organic constitution of the object, is 
the regulatory force of the narrative of representation across the social 
field . For even where a representation is at first a representation o f differ
ence, it conforms formally to the general demand for any representation to 
maintain the structure of ide ntity within which the part can stand for the 
whole. Across differences, identity is formally preserved; across cultures, hu
man nature is essentially the same and can therefore be developed along 
identicallines.1o 

As Guillaumin points out, to the "natural mark~ (color, gender, facial ap
pearance) that inscribes the dominated correspond the absence of marks 
altrib uted to the dominator. 

It inS(;ribe~ thc system of domination on the body of the indi\·idual. assign
ing to the indi\idual his/ her place as a dominated person: but it does not 
assign any place to the dominator. Mcmbership in the dominant group, 011 

the contrary, is legally marked by a convenient lack of interdiction, by unl im· 
ited possibilities. 11 

We can reformulate this as indicating that the poslllon occupied by the 
dominant individual is that of the Subject without properties. This Subject 
with ~unlimited possibilities~ is precisely the undetennined subject, 
Schiller's Person as yet abstracted from Condition , whose infinite potential 
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is a function ofa purely formal identity .... i th humanity in generaJ.12 Its uni
versality is attained by virtue of literal indifference: th is Subject becomes 
repre!>Cntative in consequence of being able to take anyone's place, of oc
cupying any place, of a pure exchangeabili ty. Universal where all others are 
particular, partial, this Subject is the perfect, disinterested judge formed fo r 
and by the public sphere. 

The Subject without p roperties is the philosophical figure for what be
comes, with increasing literalness through the nineteenth century, the global 
ubiquity o f the white European. His domination is virtually self-legitimating 
since the capacity to be everywhere present becomes a historical manifesta
tion o f the white man's gradual approximation to the universality he e\'ery
where represents. It is sti ll not uncommon to hear it remarked that the 
human race (as opposed, implicitly, to the Eskimo or Nuer, for example) is 
singular in its capacity to occupy any habitat. By the same token, in the post
colo nial era, immigr-.Hion from former colonies is a source of especial ideo
logical scandal. not \cast because it upsets the asymmerrical disrribution of 
humanity into the local (native) and the universal. What governs th is distri
bution, as, perhaps until quite recently, it governed the discipline of an
thropology, is the regulative idea o f Culture against which the multiplicity of 
local cultures is defined. Like Kant's Saussure, the anthropologist and the 
colonial admini strator occupy the place of disinterest as representatives o f 
that Culture, .... i th the critical consequence that every racial judgment is 
simultaneously an aesthetic, an e th ical, and a political one. 13 

3. To reformulate the foregoing , it is not in the first instance the antago
nistic recognition o f difference that constitutes the discourse of racism but 
the subordination of difference to the de mand for identi ty. This identity 
principle governs racism in both its exclusive and its assimilative modes, the 
fo rmer narrowing the d omain of identity, the other apparently expanding 
it but, as we shall see, only at the cost of a d issimulated but logically neces
sary exclusion . As the very expression ~assimilation " might suggest, racism 
elevates a principle of likening above that o f differentiation such that its 
rhetorical srrUClure is that of metaphorization. 

Paul Ricoeur observes that the te nsion between likeness and difference 
constitutes the metaphoric process. 

The insight imo likeness is the perception of the conflict between the previ
OIlS incompatibility and the new compatibility. "Remoteness" is preserved 
I\oithin "proximity." To see fhe lilu is to see the same in splie of, and through, 
the different. This tension between sameness and difference characterizes the 
logical structure of likeness)" 

Such a description accounts quite adequately for the pleasurable shock of 
nO\'ei metaphors. What it is unable lo do, however, is to grasp the finall y nor
mative fun ction of metapho r that makes it so central a figure both fo r an or-
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ganic poetics and for postromantic literary pedagogy. The point can be 
made most succinctly by remarking that Ricoeur's description would allow 
no distinction between metaphor and those poetic figures that a pre
romantic poetics tenns ~conceit ~ or ··wit.~ Unlike metaphor, which Etienne 
Bonno!. de Condillac more succinctly and classically describes as "thinking 
of the properties in which things agree, ~ wit and conceit derive their effects 
from the salience of difference.l~ Accordingly, both Ricoeur's definition 
and, among others, Paul de Man's e\'en more radical reading, which sees 
metaphor as rhetorically subversive of the identity principle of philosophy 
by virtue of its catachrestic foundations, require supplementation . What 
both arguments omit is the narrative subordination .... ithin metaphor ofdif
ference by identity, a narrative entirely coherent with the philosophical as 
with the literary critical tradition. Metaphor is not merely the oscillation be
tween sameness and difference but the process of subordinating difference 
to identity, and it is precisely that narrative that makes metaphor ultimately 
compatible with philosophical projects in general and with aesthetic proj
ects in particular. 

Ricoeur virtually acknowledges the narrative aspect of metaphor in an
other essay when he remarks on the conjunction in Aristotle's P(Mtics of 
metaphor and plot. Metaphor functions structurally and mimetically at a 
minimal stylistic level. as does plot at the largest organizational level. Both 
are directed toward the uncovering of concealed identities, to moments of 
anagnvrisis. l6 In the last instance, even the most jarring of metaphors, if it is 
to be accepted as tasteful , must allow the recognition of an identity that was 
already there. It is rt."'<:reativc, not transformative. The question with regard 
to metaphor becomes not what it signifies but how it signifies within the 
larger matrix o f cultural elements. What this allows us to percei\'e is the 
functio n of metaphoric processes, as minimal narratives of identity, within 
the larger plot of self-formation: both are directed toward the gradual over
coming of difference by identity. 

But, as Ricoeur'sown argumem implies, it is Ilot merely that a happy anal
ogy exists between metaphor and the plot o f self-formation. More perti
nently, metaphor operates at the most fundamental le ... els of fee ling to 
produce effects of identification or -assimilation - in the subject. 

If the process [of metaphor] can be called, as I have called it, predicative as
similation, it is true that Wl! are assimilated. that is. made similar. to what is seen 
as similar. This self-assimilation is a part of the commitment proper to the "il
locutionary~ force of the metaphor as speech act. We feelli.uwhat we see Iw. l1 

This being the case, we can locate in metaphor a minimal clement of the 
processes of cultural formation which is replicated allarger and larger le,,
els of identity and idcDlification. Culture can be understood as a learning 
to be like what we should like to like;lM that is, as assimilation . 
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Like the exp ressions ~taste~ and "common sense, ~ "assimilation ~ is a con
cept that is at once a metaphor and structured like a metaphor. BUl unlike 
taste and common sense, which embody the narrative ofa movement from 
immediate scm;alion to unh"ersaliry, thc vcry logic of assimilation betrays an 
im'erse mm'ement equally intrinsic to the process of metap horization in 
general but accentuated by its status as a material practice. The constitution 
of any metaphor involves the bringing together of twO elemen ts into iden
tity in such a manner that their differences are suppressed. Just so, the 
process of assim ilation , whether in bringing two distinct but equivalent ele
men ts into identity o r in absorbing a lower into a higher element as by 
metastasis, requires that which defines the difference between the elements 
to remain as a residue. Hence, although it is possible to conceive fo rmally 
of an equable process of assim ilatio n in which the original elemen ts are e n
tirely equivalent, the product of assimilation will always necessarily be in a 
hierarchical relation to the residual, whether th is is defined a.~, variously, the 
primitive, the local, or the merely contingent. 19 The process of iden tifica
tion, therefore, whether instanced in metaphorization, assimilation, or sub
ject formation, not only produces d ifference but simultaneously gh"es that 
d iffere nce a determinate sense that is to be resistant to sense. Differences 
that in the fi rst instance have no meaning and no law come to signify nega
tively u n der the law of identi ty lhat produ ce5 them. R'1.cial discril1l inalion5, 

accordingly. ~make sense H and achieve their self-evide nce only in relat ion to 
Ihe law of identity that governs equally assimilation and exclusion. 

A con tradictory logic th us structures equally the abstract, identical Sub
ject and the public sphere that it subtends. Since the production of d iffer
e nce as negative identity is inherent to thaI logic, the Subj ect that results 
may be conceh-ed as obsessionally anxious, since its very formatio n produces 
what might undo thaI formation . It would be proper in this, if not all , in
stances to speak of the insiste nce rather than the return of the repressed, 
since the repressed is here produced in every moment of the Subject'S for
mation . What is true ror the Subject is, on account of the logic of doubling 
analyzed above, true on Olher levels for the public sphere and for aesthetic 
culture. In the fo llowing section, the consequences of the insistence of the 
repressed will be examined in terms of the resistance it poses to the assim
ilat ive drive and developmental claims ofa unh'ersalizing cultu re. Since the 
emphasis here will be on the logic of individual self-formation, and since I 
have been stressi ng unti l now how cultural formation works rather than how 
it breaks down, it is worth making the remark that it is racism itself, as a s0-

cial phenomenon, that brings to ligh t the contradictory nature ofthe pow
erful and remarkably effective institutional logic of culture. At a later poi n t, 
we will return to th is issue through the work of two Third World writers. 

It is a frequent characu:ristic of racism that where the apparently neutral as
criptions of difference depend o n relations of contiguity and therefo re on 
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metonymic usages (e.g., skin color for race-black, yellow, while), the racist 
epithet that asserts rela tions of superiority is generally metaphoric: black 
boy, S<lvage, baboon. The metaphoric structure of the epithet here legiti
mates a violent assertion o f superiority by way of the appeal to develop
mental categories: against the achievcd idcntity of the white man, the black 
appears as being in greater proximity to childhood or animality. Yet at the 
same time, racism constantly makes appeal to the immmioC)' of its discrimi
nations, to their self.evidencc: ~You only have to look at them. ~ 

The argument of the foregoi ng section establishes, however, that the ap
peal to visual immediacy is always illUSOry. not insofar as there is no differ
ence to be seen but insofar as the sign ificant difference that is registered 
depends already on th e transfe r from metonymy to metaphor or on the ac
culturation of the subject that sees. These processes lfansform the recogni
tion of differences into a positing of lack of identity in the o bject. Indeed, 
the ~'ery emergence of the subject that sees. or, more properly, the Subject 
that judgts, is already predicated on a prior development of the senses that 
is ethically structured. 'What is secn by the racist vision is an underdt:vcloped 
human animal whose underdevelopment becomes the index of the j udging 
subject's own superior stage of development. 

The visual structure of racism can, accordingly, better be compared with 
what psychoanalysis supposes to take place in the castration com pIe" than , 
as some have argued. with the processes of felis hism.20 For wh ile fetishism 
is produced o ut of a disavuwal of anatomical difference, the fetishist refus
ing ~to take cognizance of the fact of his having perceived lhata woman d oes 
not possess a penis~ (OS, 352), the castration complex emerges in the recog
nilion of difference and its interpretation as a mutilation of idemity.21 On 
the one hand, the castration complex is the primary agency o f the forma
tion of the little boy as at once male and ethical, initiating the internaliza
tion of the father in the form of the superego. In a phrase highly significant 
for the mean ing of identity formation, Freud remarks that this process con
stitutes "the victory oflhe race over the individual ~ (ADS, 34 1). On the other 
hand. it achieves this only at the cost of producing an ineradicable anxiety 
in the subject as to the possibility of itself undergoing a mutilation that 
would undo that iden tity. In an as..ociatcd mo,·c, wOman is secn, by virtue of 

her mutilated identity, as incapable of e th ical dcvclopment: the impossibil
ity o f a castration complex prevenL~ the imernalization o f the father as 
superego and the identity formation of the woman remains incomplete 
(ADS, 342). Freud's interpretation at thisjullcture nicely recapitulates the 
little boy·s. Where the liule boy reinterprets the girl's or woman 's ~lack ofa 
penis~ at first as the sign of an underdeveloped organ and then as a m utila
lion, Freud reads the ~lack ofa pcnis~ as the grounds of an underdeveloped 
ethical sense only then to confront female sexuality as someth ing gapped 
and interrupted. 
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the cultural logic of racism ra ther than either the return or the projection 
of repressed materia1.~5 

Instances o f racism in which the visual index of difference is by any mea
sure minimal, if not absent, throw the cullUral logic of racism into relief with 
peculiar force. In such inslances of white on white racism, the phanlasmic 
projection of differences appears as a wishful resolution ofa disturbance in 
the visual field. In what has become a celebrated passage, Charles Kingsley 
wrote to his wife of the poor Irish in 1860. 

But I am haunted by the human chimpanzee$ I saw along that hundred milcs 
of homble country. I don't belicvc they are our fault. I believe there are not 
only many more of them !.han of old, but that they are happier, better, more 
comfortably fed and lodged under our rule than they e\ler were. But to see 
white chimpanzees is dreadful; if they were black, one would not feel it so 
much, but their 5kins, except where tanned by exposure, are 3$ while as OUfll. 

In such perceptions, what is dislUrbed is the law of verisimilitude that gO\-
erns the melaphorical system o f racism. For th is law, the identity between 
ape and black is self-evident, and it is scandalized by the possibility ofa con
junction between whiteness, as the outward sign of human identity, and the 
simian , which, as a metaphor, becomes a metaphor of n on iden tity in the 
\'ery struClUre of the human. The same scand al to the order of identity is reg
istered in Thomas Carlyle's phrase for the Irish, "the white negroes, ~ an im
possible, calachrestic conjunction that persists as an anomaly in English 
racist discourse: "If only they were black. "'!6 

The point here is not to underestimate the importance of external marks 
of difference to racist practices but rather to emphasize how the apparent 
visual anomaly of white o n white racism is the index ofa prior consti tution 
of the racist Subject-wilo-judges by which alone the appeal 10 visual imme
diacy or discrimination is legitimated. Whiteness is the metaphor for the 
metaphorical production or the Subject as one de\'oid of properties rather 
than the natural sign of difference to which the attributes of civilization and 
culture are in turn attached. ",There whiteness is suddenly, forcibly con
joined with the metaphors or difference, the order of development is radi
cally disrupted. And insofar, as we have seen, as the metaphoric logic of 
culturc works alw'lys through the production or a residual order or differ
e nce, what Kingsley or Carlyle discover in the rorm of an anomaly conslantly 
troubles the discursivc and institutional practices of assimilationP 

As is well known, different colonial regimes have had quite Y'.uious policies 
with regard to the assimilation or exclusion of dominated populations. It is 
often remarked, ror example. that French colonialism differs from British 
in that French policy tended to emphasize the process of acculturation 
while British policy instituted virtual apartheid, especially in its Mrican do-
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That Freud's interpretation should thus appear to recapitulate that ofthe 
liule boy whom it seeks to interpret is not surprising once we reflect thal the 
boy'sjudgmcm is in any case not as immediate as the phrase ~finl catches 
sight or implies but is predicated on a prior development of the organs and 
of the ethical sense of which the caslfation complex is only the final stage. 
In the first instance, Freud is quite dear that the castration complex de
pends on what he had long before identified as Mthe Phases of Development 
of the Sexual Organization. -12 It depends on the movement of the organ i
zation of sexual pleasure away from the Mpolymorphous perversity" of in
fancy toward the "p hall ic stage." O nce again, the narrauvc of developmen t 
moves from a moment of contiguity and substitution to one organized 
around a single term that, like a metaphor, comes to effect the distr ibution 
of p henomena into identity and difference. (For th is reason, regression to 
the point prior to the castration complex in psychosis produces the effects 
of verbal non-sense and physical disintegration .) The development of the 
organs, like that of the scnses in Schiller, is already directed toward an eth
ical end. Accordingly, in the second instance, the apparent visual immedi
acy of the little boy's judgment is in fact prepared for by an ethical formatio n 
of however rudimentary a kind. Freud's revision of his understanding of the 
process between "The Dissolution of the Oedipus Complex~ (1924) and 
~Some Psych ical Conscquen ce~ of the Anatomkal Sex DistinClion~ ( 1925) 
makes this dearer. Where in the first essay, it is the "first sight~ ofthe female 
gen itals that induces the castration complex, in the second essay, the fi rst 
sight may be attended by disavowal and ~irresolution ,~ and it is only ~later, 
when some threat of castration has obtained a hold upon him, that the ob
servation becomes important to him ~ (ADS, 336). The visual index, ill other 
words, only gains sense in relation to moral development.23 In turn, it is the 
sense given to the visual as a mark of iden tity and of difference reinterpreted 
as the mutilation of identity that structures the Subject in its very identity as 
always subject to the ineradicable threat of a difference on which it depends. 
The identity of the subject is not only structured against difference, its own 
possibility depends o n producing precisely the internal difference that 
threatens it. 

In the field of racism as of sexuality, the appeal to visual immediacy in any 
judgment of difference may be seen as a disavo\\Pd l of the contradiclOry logic 
of the subject's identity formation .24 The anxiety of the racist is that what is 
constantly represented as an immediately visible, self-evident difference is 
in fact internal to the subject. The racist shares with the obsessional neurotic 
the anxiety of being found out. But while it is doubtless the case that the psy
chic structure of racism depends. as some have argued, in large degree on 
projection . the critical point that needs to be stressed is that it is the imis
Inluofa difference internal to the constitution of identity which underlies 
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mains. Though such distinctions may be accurate with regard to the regu
lawry tendencies of each imperial state, it is nonetheless the case that any 
imperial apparatus, once the initia l period of conquest and domination by 
force is over, requires a greater or lesser n umber of native admin istralOrs 
and professionals to mediate its hegemony. Even if, as in many British 
colon ies, this caste is rela tively small n umerically, its poli tical function is cru
cial both for the colon ial administration an d for the d evelopment of na
tional resistance mo\'ements.2tI 

Many writers have noted and analytcd th e regularity with wh ich n ation
alis t movements are formed among the most assimilated eleme nts of the col
onized population.29 O ne constan t and cri tical factor in this process is the 
con fro m.Ilion .... i th racism precisely as a contrad iction in the logic of assim
ilation itself. Unlike the "subahern" population, whose oppression and re
sistance alike remain largely o u tsid e me domain of state institu tions fo r 
wh ich the subaltern has no subjective existence a t a ll, the colon ial intellec
tual con fronts racism as a limit to the line of d evelopment that cultural as
similation appears to propose to h im as Subject. Racism exposes the res idual 
clements required by the logic of assimilation in con slilUting the colo nial 
subject as a d ivided self, one part constituted by accultu ration as "modern, M 

m e o ther identified by the racist j udgment as permanently lodged in a p rim
ilive moment incapable of development. Nationalism offers to sumre th i!J 
divis ion by relocati ng the institutions of the modern state on me very ter
rain that the colonizer regards as prim itive. Il restores continuity to the in
terrupted nar rative of representation by reterritorializing it within me newly 
conceived nation. Nationalism, in other words, accepts the lJerisimilitudt of 
imperial culture while redefi ning its purview. 

Fanon 's Black Skin, White Masks is deeply informed by the experience of 
assimilation as a cultural practice wi th a dense and con tradictory h istory 
both a t th e level of colo n ial instillilions and fo r each particular subject of 
colo nialism. It is also a work deeply in fo rmed by the realization that not on ly 
is race a cultural construct but racism is the struClUre of culture . From the 
vcr;' opening pages, ranon is quite dear that the analysis ofradsm can only 
proceed in relation to the discourse on man and on "h is" d evelopment to 
which culture itself gives the structure. 

What docs a man want? 
What does the black man want? 
At the risk ofarollsing the resentment of my colored brothers. I will say that 

the black is nOl a man .. 
The black man wants to be white. The white man sla\'es to reach a human 

level. (BSWM, 100lJ) 

The identity of the black man is to be a difference always suspended in the 
developmental trajectory of a human ity figured in terms of whiteness. Only 
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in terms of this trajectory can what Fanon names in the title of one chapter 
ofthe work 'The Fact of Blackness~ be understood in the full network of the 
social relations that constitute that "fact.~ If, in the course of this chapter, 
Fanon makes clear that the appeal to "negritude ~ has, for him , no longer 
any sense, it is because the larger u-ajectory of Blo.ck Skin, White Masks shows 
in detail that the appeal to essences is of no account where racist social re
lations constitute the black in a merely negalke relation to an other defined 
as human. The enormous task that this work proposes is the transformation 
o f the non identity of the black into the means to a dismantling of the dis
course of racism on several axes: that of the formation of the indhidual sub
ject. that of the metaphoric structure of culture, and that of the social 
institutions in which the former are sedimented. 

This task involves what at the outset Fanon describes as the attempt " to 

penetrate to a level where the categories of sense and non-scnse are not yet 
invokedM (BSWM, II ). That is 10 say, it entails a decomposition of the sub
ject akin 10 what would be required to break with the effects of the "castra
tion complexM and a collapsing o f the metaphoric organization of identity 
and nonidentity that su-uctures the Subject as such. Fanon is constantly 
aware of how closely his analysis must skirt psychosis, yet it is only in the light 
of this task that we can grasp the process of transfiguration im'olved in the 
remark, late in the work, that "the Negro is compariwn M (BSWM, 211 ). This 
remark is, in the first place, an analytic description of the neurotic condi
tion o f Antillean wciety. 

We have just seen that the feeling of inferiority is an Antillean chal"acteristic 
It is not just thi5 or that Antillean who embodie~ the neurotic formation . but 
all Antilleans. Antillean society is a neurotic society. a society of "comparison. M 

(BSWM, 213 ) 

But these remarks make quite clear that "we are driven from the individ
ual back 10 the social struClUre~ (BSWM, 213). This suspension in perpetual 
compariwn of self and other is not an individual aberration but is to be seen 
as the very social condition of being black in racist culture. T h is recognition 
transforms an analytic description of a malformation of the black subject 
into a culturally c~itical concept that opens up the inherently contradictory 
metaphoric logic of ide n tity. For if the "Adlerian comparison H of the indi
vidual neurotic consists only o f two terms ~polarized by the ego" and is ex
pressed as "Ego greater than The Other," the social neurosis of "An tillean 
compariwn H is "surmounted bya third term: Its governing fiction is not per
sonal but social M (BSWM, 215). The comparison is expressed thus: 

White 

Ego different from The Other 
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The formula is of exceptional analytical force. The surmounting tenn con
sists of one, self-identical word, the metaphor of me taphorical identity: 
white. As the citation from Fanon at the beginning of this section indicates, 
the pos$ibili ty of placing "White M in this posi tion derives from positing the 
white man as standing closer to the iden tity of the human that is the telos 
of history. The white ocCUpicslhe position ofunivcrsally representative man 
within a narrative that we can desCribe as the narrative of represen tation it
self. But what its elevation produces, in relation to the Adlerian comparison , 
is a dissolution of the previous axis of superiority (Ego greater than The 
Other) into a relation of pure difference. What this implies, finally, is that 
there can be no therapeutic adjusunent of the neurotic individua~ not only 
because racist society continually reproduces the conditions o fthe neurosis 
but also because that adjustment would necessitate the impossible, a total 
crossing of the line that demarcates superior from inferior, identi ty from 
difference. 

This is, nonetheless, the demand imposed by imperial culture on its col
onized subjects and of which Blaclc Slrin, WhiteMasksis an extend cd analysis.~ 

Its larger narrativc, schcmatizcd in thc fo rmula abo\'e , is that of a proccss of 
Bildung that faltcrs in the workings of its own logic. Impe rial culturc, in 
Fanon 's case, French cultu re, holds out the promise of citizenship to all its 
subjects but at the .;ost of the abandonment of ~ Iocal c ultural originality. H 

Every: colonized people-in other words, every people in whw.e soul an infe
riority complex ha~ been created by the death and burial of iLS local cultural 
originali ty-finds itself face to face with the language of the civili~ing nation; 
that is, with the cuhure ofthe mother country. The colonized is elevated abo\'e 
hisjungle status in proportion (Q his adoption of the mother country's cultural 
standards. He becomes white r as he renounces his blackness, his jungle. 
(BSWM, 18) 

It is perhaps worth stressing again thalthe question of race and color is sec
o ndary to and produced by the question of culture and to culture seen as a 
process o f development. This developmen tal narrative absorbs the geo
graph ic narrative that is that of the move to and return from the metropo
lis, allowing the rrajectory o f displacement to be conceived as a cycle of 
comple tion, a Bildungsroman. 

By that I mean that Negroes who return to their original emironmenlS con
vey the impression that they have completed a cycle, that they have added 10 

themseh'es something that was lacking. They return literally full ofthemseh'Cs. 
(BSWM, 19n) 

But Black Skin, lVhi fl' Masks is a bildungsroman against itself and demon
strates over and again that the taki ng on of the imperial culture, whose fi rst 
embodiment is the language, ~ i s evidence of a dislocation, a separation~ 



RACE UNDER REPRESENTATION 26' 

(25) ra ther than a fulfillment. If greater mastery o f the language is the in
dex of a greate r approximation to whiteness (38), it is always precisely as ap
proximation that development takes place, p roducing in the assimilative 
process o f ~I ikening~ the one who can never be more than 'just like a while 
man," "I'homme pareil aux autres." The process o f assim ilation for the col
onized is one that discovers within the identity that is to be formed the dif
ference on which assimilation's very logic depends. T he process of likening 
produces a residue of diffe re nce that insists on the ineradicable blackness 
o f the cul tu rally racialized subject. For this reason, for the colonized , who 
had never conceived o f themselves as black while "at ho me, ~ the trajectory 
o fBildung must be inverted . 

More especially, they should become aware that the line of !lelf-eskem thaI 
they have chosen should be inverted. We ha"e !leen thaI in fat:! Ihe Antillean 
who goes to France pictures th is journey as the final stage of his personality. 
Quite li terally I can i!<Iy without any risk of error that the Antillean who goes 
to France in order to comince himself that he is white will find his real face: 
there. (BSWM. 153n) 

The end of Bildung is not identity but the d iscovery of the culturally con.sti
lulive fu nction o f racism; it reveals the insistence of a splitting ra ther than 
the fulfi llmen t ofa de\'eloped subject, Racism appears at once as the prod
UCt and the disabling limit of the cultural formatio n of that Subject which 
subtends and gives the possibility o f the ~publ ic sphere." At that limit, the 
racialized individual spli ts between what assim ilation absorbs and what it 
necessarily produces as its residue. That impossib le predicament issues per
force in madness or resistance as the subjecth'e correlative of the process by 
which the colonizer's attempt to assim ilate produces the national con
sciousness that revolts. Fanon's ~ubsequcnt writings accordingly become in· 
creasingly concerned with the necessity of violence as the only means to the 
overthrow o f imperial d omination . 

I have argued throughou t this chapter that culture itself constitutes the 
fonnal principles of racist discourse, that the indexes of difference on which 
racism relies gain their meaning from a distribution of values detennined 
by tlmt cultu re wh ich fou nds the idea of common sense and it.~ space o r ar
liculation , the pub lic sphere. This implies that there can be no simply cul
tural solution to the problem of racism and that all the measures taken by 
liberal cultural institutions in the name or assimilation are at best half mea
sures, at worst misrecognized means to the reproduction of a singular cul
tural fonn that will contin ue to produce racialized resid ues. For the demand 
for representation .... 'ithin existent institUlions will be self-defeating so lo ng 
as it is not accompanied by the d emand for the transformation of those in
stitutions. since every partial instance of representation of difference suc
cumbs to the larger narrative of represen tation that absorbs it. 
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Curren t debates on cullural educatio n have helped to highlight the piv
ot..1 role played by educational institutions in the interpellation of individ
uals as subjects for the stale. Fanon's work, in highligh ting the ( uhur-Ii and, 
more important, hege monic dimensions of racism, brings out the necessity 
to conduct the analysis of racist discourse and practices in relation to the 
/onnofthe state. The persistence of racism is then to be understood, in keep
ing with the foregoi ng arguments, as an effeci of ideological in terpellation: 
approximation to the position of the Subject. theoretically available to all 
regardless of "race or crccd,~ in fact requires the impossible negation o f 
racial or cultural differences. To Fanon's diagram we can add the formula 
of ~racc undcr rcprcsentation~: 

Rcpresentation 

Race 

Just as it is impossible for the colonizcd individual to escape the social neu
rosis of colonialism by passing over into identil)' or "white ness, ~ SO it is im
possiblc for the racializcd indhiduallO enter the domain of representation 
except as that Subjcct which negates difference. 

One consequence of this argument is that the con cept of the ~racial state ~ 
dC\'e loped by Omi and \Vinant stands in need of supplemen tation by the 
idtiJ of thc state that regulates the formation of ci tizcn-SubjeclS fit to partic
ipate in what is effectively sta te culture. Fo r thc statc is not merely a contin
gent ensemble of insti tutions b ut is ul timately determined by the d esi re to 
unify the p ublic sphere . What the Subject is to individuals, the state repre
sents for civil society. the si te of its formal identity. Obscured as the idea of 
the state general1y is by the contradictions that in practice seem to frustrate 
it. ilS unifying ends become quite apparent at moments of pressure. Such 
has been one effect of recent educational debates in the United States in 
which appeal is made explicitly to the need 10 adhere to a common , central 
cuhure a.~ a means to preserving loyalty to the state's institutions. At the 
same time, Rethnic~ <: uhures are relegated increasingly lO the re-<: realionary 
and preaesthetic domain o f private cultural consumption. If race is, as Omi 
and Winant argue, -a cmtrai axis of social relations, ~ this is because it is con
tinually, and necessarily, constructed and reproduced as the constitutive 
negation of the identity that the slate represen ts. ~ 1 No more than are class 
or gen der, race is no ontological or essen tial quality but is constructed in 
differential relation to the nonnative culture of the state . 

These remarks indicate how th e elements of that \'exed triad-race, gen
der, class---can be articulated with one another without collapsing them 
into false identity or allowing one or another to ~be subsumed under or re
duced to some broader category or conception. ":12 Indeed, the anal~'sis of 
the formation of these categories in rela tion to the Subject o f idcolq,ry ulti-
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mately rtqUires an unrelenting specificity that we have s.carcely even begun 
to produce here. Both moments are indispensable: on the one hand, the 
formal analysis of the ideological Subject, precisely because its effectiveness 
is inseparable from its very formality; on the other, material histories of the 
specifi c transformations that take place through the dialenic betwee n the 
state and what it perforce negates as a condition of its existence. This im
plies, of course, that the theoretical model of the ideological Subject to 
which I have been alluding, A1thusser 's "Ideology and Ideological State Ap
paratuses, ~ stands in need of correction insofar as it claims a transhistorical 
existence for ideology and the impossibility of standing outside it. The 
analysis of racist dis.course is instructive in this respect, precisely because one 
can show the history of its transformation in relation to specific political or 
economic demands and, more important, because many of its contradic
tions derive from the capacity for any individual to be at once inside and 
outside, subject and object of the discourse. 

The insistence of contradiction in racial formations, their inability to to
talize the domain o f the Subject, is politically as well as historically instruc
tive. It suggests at once a theore tical age nda and a p ractical purpose for that 
age nda. For if the public sphere or culture furnishes a crucial ideological, 
and racist, regulative site, its critique is guided by what Walter Benjamin des
ignated as the task of the materialist historian-"to brush history against the 
grain. ~ This entails, in Gramscian terms, the reconstruction of histories o f 
subaltern classes. oflhose social groups, that is, whose pract..ices fall outside 
the terms of official culture.~~ To do SO is. in effect, to decipher the history 
of the possible and to trace the contours of numerous alternatives to domi
nant modes of social forma tion . Wi thoul such a history, not only is the uni
versal history o f cultural development-the narrative of representation-all 
the more difficult to displace but radical politics becomes all the more con
fined to issues of civil rights, thal is, to the extension of representation and 
the implicit affirmation of assim ilatio n . 
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TWELVE 

Reading Culture: 
Anthropology and the Textualization 

ofIndia 

Nicholas B. Dirks 

"And this aLro, ~ said Marlow swEden!)', "has lw.n mu of Iht dnrll plau~ of 
tJu M rth. "-jo~h (A/nmd 

For all of anthropology's emphasis on its ord inary e ncounters, elhno
graphic presents/ presence, and fieldwork, anthropological knowledge has 
always been heavily de pendent on texts. The textual field that is the p retext 
fo r fieldwork has been erased for some obvious and Olher less obvious 
reasons, but the erasure has furt her fctishized the anthropological field in 
relation not only to an earlier disinte rest in ethnograph ic wri ting (unlil re
cently; sec Clifford 1983; Clifford and Marcus 1986; Gcertz 1988) but also 
10 a systematic inattention to ethnographic reading. The resistance of an
lh ropologisLS to footnotes is more than a stylistic conceit. for it still conceals 
a lack of serious concern for the reading behind (bdore and after) the "Tit
ing of culture. 

Recent inte rest in the writing o f culture has focused some attention on 
the way earlier anthropologiS15 have inscribed stylistic aspirations and p ro
fessional invesune n 15 in th e anthropological canon we have in herited as 
"the l i terature~ of e thnography. For the mOst part, the in\'Ocation of the new 
commiune nt to MtextualityM has been used to argue for the literal}' MreadingM 
of the great texts of anthropology, or to focus attention on the amhropolo
gist's keyboard, our ol"m writing of culture. While t.his has led to an extra
ordinarily importan t recogn ition o f the pol,'er of writing and the extent to 
which textual virtuosity conceals the specific conditions of pOSSibility of an
th ropological knowledge, much of anthropology has been plunged in pos
itivist despair. The backlash to the debate has rehearsed the tired question 
of whethe r an thropology is a science and if so (or for that matter, if not), 
whether it is alx.lUt "us" or "them," all leading to desperate deliberation 
abou t whether anthropology is any longer possible. If anthropology isjust a 
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tex!. it simply can no longer claim to be rcal, or true. And, ironically, the de
bate has worked in a peculiar way to make fieldwo rk (for all the contestants 
in the debate) a ll the more an originary moment, the origins or writing as 
the o rigins of interpretation. Arguments about textuality thus frequently 
serve to d isplace anthropological d esire into the past, before writing, before 
encounter. 

The focus on writing works to emphasize the individual in the text; 
as Clifford Geenz made clear in his analysis of anthropological wri ting. 
anthropology, n ow morc than ever, cannot concede the death of the 
author. And the critiques of the amhor in Wn"ti71g Culture (Clifford and 
Marcus 1986) resurrect the modernist moment in anthropology even 
despite the incongruous musings of Stephen Tylor's postmodern ist posi
tion. My argument in this chapter is not that culture is not constituted 
by writing, for indeed I focus on historical examples of anthropological 
writin g, o n mome n ts and processes through which culture is inscribed 
textually, but rather that we would do well to focus on the textual and con
textual field that produces culture, on the reading practices that make 
writing possible. Al though individuals do the reading, reading is self
evidently a social and historical practice and works to focus attention on 
how certai n texts are created and made available as knowledge, on the pro
duction and circulation of the assumption, data, and knowledge necessary 
fo r fi eldwork itself, on the inchoate accumulation of the preconditions for 
anthropological writing and interpretation, as well, of course, as subse
que nt reading. And th is focus on reading should rem ind us that there is 
really \'ery li ttle difference between what we call text and what we call con
text: there seems as little good reason today to think of contexts as outside 
texts as there is 10 think of texts solely within the discrete covers of 
autonomous textu al fields, 

In literary studies, the shift in emphasis from writing to read ing was pro
pelled by the move from new critic ism to hermene utics. The realization that 
each reading ofa text produced a different kind of text was the methodical 
pl'e text for Paul de Man '.'I elegiac reading of the impossibili ty o f textual fix
ity o r closure. In a canonical statement, de Man wrote, ~Prior to any gener
alization about literature, literary texts have to be read, and th e possibili ty 
of reading can never be taken for granted. It is an act of understanding that 
can ncver be observcd , nor in any way pre$Cribed or verified. A literary text 
is not a phenomenal e\"ent that can be granted any fo rm of positive exis
tence, whe ther as a fac t of nature or as an act ofttlc m ind~ ( 1983: 107) . The 
written text dissolved into the multiple readings that cri tics like de Man 
could perfo rm so powe rflllly, persuasion the proleptic product o f skilled 
textual play. And the contexts into which texts folded were fragmenLS of par
ticular kinds of readings; the more disturbing, the more powerful they 
scemed. But as J erome McGan n has obscn'cd , the textual model was in 
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many ways little changed: ~I t isa model in which there is only one agent, the 
solitary ' reader,' whose pursuit of meaning involves an activity of ceaseless 
metaphoric production ~ (1991 : 6). McGann goes on to suggest that the 
great gulf between the empiricists and the interpreters in de Man's rhetor
ical self-presentation was in fact bridged by a similar notion of reading, in 
which the text continued to be the ideal referent, ineffable yet self-enclosed 
in its intractable-whether empirical or interpretive-unknowability. 

McGann proposes a different way of thinking about texts, one that be
gins with readings that ~like the texts wbich stand before them-are mate
rially and socially structured" (8). McGann's own interest is in textual 
histories that encompass the concrete production histories, with all the en
tangled in~tutional and individual interests and moments, of texts as well 
as the historical co nditions that govern-and are gO\'erned by-the reading 
of texts. His historical method works best when trained on the specific his
tories of post-eighteenth-century Western texts, debunking our certainties 
about the stability of actual texts, the inalienability of the final intentions of 
authors, the separability of abstract texts from their multiple material con
di tions. Because he works within the heart of literary studies, on ro mantic 
and modernist poetry. those of us who read and write anthropological texts 
can o nly take general inspiration from his approach , however much we 
benefit from his inspired critique of underlying continuities in contempo
rary literary studies.! But we can certainly learn from his insistence that con
text does not exist outside of texts but rather at the core of their materiality 
and historici ty. 

Indeed, in invoking a historical method, I do not mean to suggest that 
texts can be inserted into, or simply read in terms of, historical contexts 
that themselves are any more readily "readable ~ than the texts that recelH 
critics have placed under such relentless hermeneutic suspicion . Writers as 
various as Stephen Gree nblatt (1988) and Hayden White (1973), Michel 
de Certeau (1986)' and Slavoj Zizek (l99l) have shown how he tero
logical history itself is, how the past dissolves illlo its textual mediations at 
the same time that our discourses abom the paSt secure their rhetorical 
power by reference to the unknowable. Not only does histol)" have multiple 
narratives: it is itself a function of hislol'icily, of cultu .... lIy dislinctive ways 
of marking, remembering, realizing, and retelling the R past." Anth ropo logy 
may be slow to historicize its own practice, but it has provided compel
ling e xamples of how historical knowledge is consU'Ucted through cultural 
form (see Dirks 1993). 

Ifthe historicizing move seems always to refer ul timately to the real, it is 
also the case that the real is frequen tly coded by unspoken certainties about 
the mate rial condilions thai constitute the real. But Marjorie Levinson has 
suggested that this other great peg of context, materia lilY, offers no easy.so
lutions either. Indeed, Levinson suggests that the malerial at one level is pre-
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cisely the unreadable, the referent that resists all familiar forms of access: by 
its very- nature, the ~ 'material' describes an evcnt neither reflecting nor 
yielding 10 a human intcrcst~ (1992). The material exists, therefore, less as 
a fixed ~thing~ than as a relentless challenge, a reflexively grounded call to 

critique the K[orces and relations that accomplish the ceaseless reproduc
tion of physical and social life. ~ But since the text can never be made to ac
knowledge its determinations, the critical function e ngages the materiality 
of texts .n the 1c\'e\ of the ~political unconscious, M a level invariably at odds 
with the work's own self-representation. 

Michael Taussig has recently questioned the conceit of context that 
drives much of history and anthropology. MI belieye that for a long time now 
the notion ofcontextualization has been mystified, turned into some sort of 
talisman such that by 'contexlUalizing' social relationships and history, as the 
common appeal would h ave it, Sign ificant mastery over society and history is 
guaranteed- as if o ur understandings of social relations and history, under
standings which constitu te the fabric of such context, were not themselves 
fmgile intellectual constructs posing as robust realities ob\~ous to o ur con
textualizinggaze ~ (1992: 44-45). Taussig'sdislfustof context reflects his own 
disquiet about the uses of materiali ty in social science discourses by Marxists 
and non-Marxists alike, his insistence on the Mflip-flop from spirit to thing 
a n d back ag-d.i n-th e decided undec idability that could SO dearly, SO mistily, 

be seen in Marx's statement regarding the fetish quality of commodities" 
(5) . The commodity form exceeds its materiality by concealing itself through 
the effects of desire and displacement. The boundary between text and con
text secures itsdfby the same logic ofrcification that Marx so powerfully at
tacks in his thinking about cornmodity fetishism. It is imperative to read 
contexts as texts, even as we set out to read texts in te rms of contexts. 

When the influential and much debated volume of essays WrilingCullu1l' 
was published in 1986, it focused the attention of an thropologists on the tex
tual character of their practice in ways that many found disconcerting, even 
shocking. Anthropology was portrayed neither as unproblematic science 
nor as un mcdiated experience but ra ther as the product of textual strate
giesand moments. Much useful debate .... -as stimulated by tllese essays, in ad
dition to the kind of backlash that mistook textual discussion for tile denial 
of anthropology's truth. Wherever anthropologislS have stood in the de
bate, it is fa ir to say that few of us any lo nger think of "writing up" as the kind 
of neutral, incidental activity it used to be when it was seen as the straight
forward transcription of Manalysis." Nevertheless, despite all the penetrating 
analyses of Conrad's lite rary influence on Bronislaw Malinowski, and of 
Geertz's stylistic invocation of his amhorial/amhoritative presence in h is 
classic essay on the cockfight, we have still for the most part limited our tex
tual analyses to specific texts and balanced our textual preoccupations with 
inchoate calls to recontextualize. We ha\·e also not come to terms with the 
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fac t that much of the new renexivity works to refet ishize fieldwork , to fas h
ion the ethnographic encoumer as lhe true original)' moment for anthro
polog}'s new historicism. 

In this chapter I propose that we think of context as pretext, that is 10 say, 
as both the texts that are read before and the conditions of the production, 
circulation, and consumption of these texts. I try to take texts and contexts 
as, at best, supplements to each other. those destabilizing additives that 
mark the original referent as always already inadequate. By extension , the 
same must be true for h istory, which will not be located outside of texts but 
rather in an in tertextual field, constructed out of the genealogical rela tions 
beno.'een histories of prior texts and the renexive conditions that con
struct-and are constructed by- successive readings of these texts. I try to 
show what happens to culture when we focus on reading rather than writ
ing and what happens to fieldwork when we locate il in larger historical 
fields than can be encompassed by reference to our own ethnography. 

ANTHROPOLOGY AND COLONIALISM 

All the same, I begin with a (pre) fieldwork story. Before ' went to the field, 
I had decided to do a historical anthropological study of a small South 
Indian kingdom, concentrating on the relationship between political au
thori ty and social relations at the local level. To gain some preliminal1' sense 
of the structure and meaning of caste in areas where these kingdoms had 
suntived well into the colonial period, I turned to a seven-volume work en
tided 1M Caslts and Tribe5 of Suulhtm. India, by Edgar Thurston (1907). The 
volumes were thick and authorita tive, arranged like an encyclopedia, with 
entries fo r more than three h undred caste groups listed in alphabetical or
der. The entries on each caste ranged in length from one sentence to sey
enty-five pages, and they included such salient ethnographic facts as origin 
stories, occupational profiles, descrip tions of kinship structure, marriage 
and funerary rituals, and man ner of d ress and decoration , as well as assorted 
stories, observations, and accounts about each group. The text was designed 
as an easy reference work for colonial administrators. for the police as well 
as revenue agents, district magistrates, and army recruiters. But years later 
the text still seemed useful and has provided the ethnographic baseline for 
most anthropologists who have worked in southern India. If the informa
tion was inevitably flawed by the colonial character of its compilation, it still 
provided fundamental ethnographic data and a rough sense of the hierar
chical position and geographic distribution of the core componen ts of 
South Indian society, organized appropriately by caste. 

I looked up the caste entries for those warrior castes that had spawned 
the most long-lived ch ieny families in the early modern period of South In-
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dia's past and was pleased to find extenSl\'C ethnographic detail for these 
Kallars, Maravars, and TOlliyars. I was somewhat surprised, however, to d is
cover that the vel}' castes that attained the reputation of kingship had also, 
by the latc n ineteenth century, been most consistently branded as criminal 
castes: tribes habitually gh'en over 10 f«kless lives of plunder, disorder, and 
violence. As my studies proceeded, it became clear that it was precisely the 
kingly vinucs of these castes in the eigh teenth cen tury that had been trans
formed imo the incriminating signs of imperial e thnography, the military 
prowess of royal retinues and armies now disaffiliated from the s(ructures of 
power, unemployed martial clans cast out in to the dclegitimated spaces of 
resistance and disruption under the new colonial regime. Colonial ethnog
raphy seemed suspicious; but it has o nly been years later that I have been 
able to track the whiff of suspicion through the historical genealogies of 
these colonial texts, texts that still populate the footnotes of contemporary 
ethnography, texts that are still important among the pretexts for most an
thropological practice that is conducted even today. This chapte r is about 
the implication of colonial ethnography in the crim inalizing not j ust of 
these once royal caste groups but of the study of Indian society itself. 

Zizek wri tes, ~At the beginning of the law, th ere is a certain 'outJaw," a 
certain Real of violence which coincides with the act itself o f the establish
lIlent of the reign o f law: the ultimate truth about the reign of law is that of 
an usurpation, and all classical politico-philosophical though t rests o n the 
disavowal of th is violent act offoundation~ ( 1991: 204). Zizek is examin ing 
here nOt o nly the pro blem of origins but the fac t that this search for origins 
leads to a recognition of the horror that lies JUSt below the surface of civil
ity. the realization that the law, indeed lawfulness itself, is predicated on its 
originary establishment in violence. The horror never disappears entirely; 
paraphrasing Kan t, Zizek wri tes, ~From the standpoint of Nature, 'Spiri t' 
itself is a 'crime which can never be effaced' ~ (209). As anthropologists, we 
should perhaps read culture here instead of spiri t. And when we th ink about 
the origins of anthropology in colonialism, it is not difficult to see that the 
originary/ absolute crime has fo lded into ethno logy in a way that con firms 
Zizek's suggestion about the relationsh ip between violence and the law. 
Zizek writes, "The absolute, self-relating crime is thus ' uncanny' [unhtim
lich] in the striCl Freudian sense: what is so horrifying about it is not its 
strangeness but rather its absolute proximity to the reign of law~ (204). H ere, 
too, we can recognize that we cannot efface th e original crime and still do 
anthropology; in this chapter, I seek to show the pen'ersi lY of colo nial an
thropology, but I seek also to suggest that this pcn'ersit)' is familiar. that h ow· 
e \·er much we invoke the tropes of irony or parody we can never totally 
rupture the colonial genealogy of our enterprise. Indeed, I would suggest 
that we need to hold onto the uncan ny character of the relationship, for fear 
that we migh t forge l the crime and then repeat it all over again. 
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ANTHRO POLOGY AND TH E POLI CE 

Crime and anthropology arc related in more than Zizek's me taphorical 
sense. In 1893, Frederick S. Mullaly, a senior official in the Madras police, 
was appointed the fi rst honorary superintenden t of ethnography for 
Madras Presidency. ~ Mullaly's principal qualification for the job was his 
publicatio n the year before of a book entitled NQW on Criminal Classes of 
th~ Madras Pnsitktu.y. This book, which borrowed heavily from standard 
mid-nineteenth<en tury texts on such subjects as caste in India, as also 
from various d istrict manuals that were being compiled from the 1860s on, 
was written first and fo remost for his fellow policemen. As he states in the 
preface, "These notes on the habits and customs of some of the criminal 
classes of the Madras Presidency have been collected at the suggesLion of 
Colonel Porteous, Inspector-General of Police, and pul in the present fo rm 
in the hope that they may prove of some value to Police Officers who are 
continually brought in con tact .... ith the PredalOry classes, and o f some 
slight interest to such of the public who may v.ish to know something of 
their less favoured brethren. ~ Mullaly went on to suggest his personal au
thority in terms that sound highly anthropological: wr"he facts given here 
have, fo r the most part, been verified by personal associatio n with the peo
ple themselves. ~ 

The construction of entire castes by the Bri tish in colonial India as ~c rim

inal castes" was part of a larger discourse in which caste determined the 
occupatio nal and social character of all its consti tuent members, though 
criminal castes were seen simultaneously as typical and deviant (Yang 1985). 
The colonial notion of caste was that each group had an essential quality 
tha t was expressed in its occupational p rofile , its position in the social hier
archy, and in a whole set o f moral and cultural characteristics that adhe red 
to each group qua group. The British labeled some castes as martial and re
cruited them fo r the army (under the Raj, the appellation "martial" implied 
both physical prowess and political loyalty) . Some castes were seen as specif
ically agricultural, others as merchan t, and the British government at
tempted to keep these categories fro m getting mixed up when merchan ts 
began assuming land that had been mortgaged for loans in large q uanti ties 
in tht:: n in t:: te enth centu ry. Al tho ug h the designation of p articular q ualities 
in relation to caste changed over time, o ften in response to the poli tical eval
ua Lion of such factors as loyalty, the notion that each caste had an essence 
was predicted on a belief in the changelessness of caste. The theories about 
criminal castes also partook of a set ofla te-n ine teenth<entury notions about 
the genetic and racial character of criminality, characteristics in the Indian 
case that were always seen to apply to en tire caste groups and no t, as was of
te n the case in the West, to particular ind ivid uals. 

Mullaly's book consists of a series o f chapters on different criminal 
castes, each chapter including a large range of e thnographic detail v.i th 
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special attention to the kinds of crimes the group committed. Two of the 
most conspicuous criminal castes in his book--<astes that were subse
quently included in the Criminal Tribes Act when it was extended 10 Madras 
Presidency in 191 I-were Kallan! and Maravars. The very word Ka/far has 
generally been translated as ~thief,~ and there is li ttle debate that many 
Kallars and Maravars had engaged in forms of predation (as well as of pro
(cction) that were part of a highly volatile political system in eighteenth
century southern India (see Dirks 1987) . Mullaly begins his remarks by be
ing reasonably descriptive. He writes about Maravars, thal they "furnish 
nearly the whole of the village police (kavilgars. watchmen), and are at the 
same time the principal burglars, robbers and thieves of the Tinnevelly 
District. Very often the thief and the watchman are one and the same indi
vidual. ~ About Kallars, he notes, "The word 'kallan' means thief or robber 
in many of the languages of Southern India, and is supposed to ha\'e applied 
to them as indicative of their peculiar mode of earning a livelihood-their 
violent and lawless habits. Their profession is tha t of stealing with or with
out violence as opportunities offer. ~ Agency here is completely subordi
nated to the normative principles-the traditions and customs--of Indian 
society. In the essentialist language of the colon izer, Mullaly refers to the 
~profession" of these caste groups as lawlessness. 

Mullaly, however. does not StOP with these perfunctory statements about 
the historical basis of the criminal castes. He uses ethnographic material not 
just to exemplify certain assertions but to condemn an entire caste group. 
For example, he writes as follows: 

The 5a\-.lge disposition of the Kallars appears from the following description 
of a custom which exceeds in atrocity almost every crime of violence of which 
history affords an example. The Survey Account states that-The women have 
all me ill qualities and evil dispositions of the men; in most of their actions 
they are inflexihlyvindinh'e and furious on the least injury, even on suspidon, 
which prompts the most violent revenge without any regard 10 consequences. 
A horrible custom exists among the females on the dass; when a quarrel or 
dissension arises between them, the insulted woman brings her child to the 
house of the aggressor and kills it at her door to avenge herself, although her 
vengeance is attended "'ith the most cruel barbarity. 

H e goes on to note that if the crime is shown to be true, the offendi ng hus
band must kill his child in public in return . "Such is the inhuman barbarity 
in avenging outrage which proves the innate cruelty of the people and the 
unrestrained barbarity of their manners and morals. ~ Mullaly concludes this 
gripping atrocity story by nOling casually that these customs arc unknown in 
the present day, and he does nothing to evaluate the evidence or COlllex! of 
the report. 
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The report serves iu purpose, by naturalizing the assertion that crimi
,nality and cruelty are innate to Kallars as a whole and providing irrefutable 
evidence for their inclusion in the general provisions of police surveillance 
that consigned certain subcastes to periodic long-term imprisonment (well 
before the Criminal Tribes Act was officially used ). Mullaly also includes 
within his consideration of these fWO "criminal~ castes the royal genealogies 
of the ruling families of Pudukkottai and Ramanathapuram, the first the 
only princely state in the Tamil area of Madras Presidency, the o ther the 
largest zamindari in the same area. Although it seems extraordinary lO come 
across a royal genealogy in a book on criminal castes, Mullalyadmits neither 
embarrassment nor contradiction. At best, Mullaly is trivializing the king
ship of these groups, implying that local kings in India ruled principally by 
force , though he goes further and charges that the kings themsel ... es were 
brigands and thieves who ruled by terror and extortion. Here colonial 
anthropology has displaced Indian history with a vengeance! 

The post of honorary superintendent of e thnography had been insti
tuted at the request ofH. H. Risley, who in the early 1890s was the secretary 
to the government of Bengal and the acknowledged expert in matters con
cern ing Indian ethnology. In 1890, he had addressed the government of 
Bengal advocating the extension throughout India of the ethnographic pro
ject he had begun in 8engal.~ He wrote at the time that anthropological re
search is conducted by twO methods: first, by inquiry into customs; second, 
by examination and record o f physical characteristics. His first concern in 
Madras was that the appropriate castes and tribes for this kind of study be 
selected, and thus he was pleased with Mullaly'S appoinlmenL However, 
Risley still felt that the gO\'ernment had not allocated enough importance, 
and money, for a com prehensive scheme to collect ethnographic informa
tion throughout India. In 1901 , the government of India resolved iu sup
port for a scheme to carry out an ethnographic sur".eyofIndia. At that time, 
Risley ",-as appointed director o f ethnography for India; and Edgar 
Thurston , superintendent of the Madras Museum betwee n 1885 and 1908, 
was appointed the superintendent of ethnography for Madras Presidency.~ 

The replacement of Mullaly by Thurston signified the grander scale and sci
entilk status of the ethnographic project in Madras: ethnography "'-as now 
to be a general science rather than an applied form of colonial knowledge. 

Thurston was the obvious and ideal choice for this position. By training 
a medical man, Thurston \eclUred in anatomy at the Medical College in 
Madras in addition to directing the activities of the Madras Museum. He J.>e.. 
gan his extensive Indian research with work in numismatics and geology and 
began his anthropological research in 1 894.~ His first ethnographic writings 
were on the Todas, which though superseding in ~scientific importance" the 
earlier writings of missionaries, was itself superseded by W. H. R Rivers's 
publication of The TOOas in 1901. But by that year his Methnographic 
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researchers in the South or lndia~ were already ...... 'cll known, M and Risley in 
particular was delighted with Thurston's availability because of their COIll

man enthusiasm about anthropometry as the principal means for collecting 
physical data about the castes and tribes of India. Thurston '5 obsession with 
anthropometry was so marked that before he delh'cred a lecture to the 
Royal Society of the Arts in London in 1909, Lord Ampthill introduced h im 
.... ith the following story: "A visit to the Government Museum at Madras was 
always a vcry pleasant experience, al though at first alarming. Such was the 
author's zeal fo r anthropometry, that he seized every man, woman, or child 
in order to measure them. M 

In the proposal for the ethnographic sUIVey of India, the secretary to the 
government of India wrote, ~It has often been obselvcd that anthropome.
try yields peculiarly good results in India by reason of the caste s}'stem which 
prevails among Hindus, and of the divisions, often dosely resembling castes, 
which are recognized by Muh ammadans. Marriage t.akes place only with in 
a limited circle; the disturbing element of crossing is to a great exten t ex
cluded; and the differences of physical type, which measurement is in
tended to est.ablish, are more marked and more persistent than anywhere 
else in the world. "6 Thus the go\'ernmentjustified its project-and its ch oice 
of Risley and T hurston-for a sur\'ey that was specifically directed "to col
leo: t the physio:al measuremenu of seleo:ted caste~ and (dOCK. ~ Risley's advo
cacy of anthropometry and h is theories about the relation of race and caste 
were clearly fundamental to the defi n ition of the elhnog~phic project in 
wrn-of·thc..--<:cntury colonial India. The scie ntific claim abou t caste reflects 
Risley's justification for the eth nographic survey in terms that make India 
into an imperial laboratory, for he is confident that he can actually test in 
India the various theories about race and the human species that had been 
merely proposed on speculative grounds in Europe. Atthe same time,these 
claims concealed the continuities between the assumptions that castes 
were biologically discrete and earlier statements, made, for example, in the 
context of explain ing the d ifference betwcen p h renology in Europe and in 
India, that consisten tly treated caste groups in India as equivalent to indi
viduals in Europe (Marshall 1873). 

During the 1890s, Thurston lecturcd on the methods and claimsofMprac_ 
tical anthropology" to Madras Un ivcrsity studen ts, as well as on occasio n to 
members of the Madras pol ice. In the 1899 issue of the Madras Museum Bul
letin, Thurston published the syllabus of h is course in practical anthropol
og)', in which he stated that anthropology, which he saw as a Mbran ch of 
natural h istory , ~ was broken into two main divisions. First, ethnog~phy 
deals with Mman as a social and intellectual being, his man ners and customs, 
knowledge o f arts and industries, tradition , language, religion, etc. " Second. 
anthropograhy d eals with ~man and the varieties or species of the human 
family from an animal point of view, his structure and the funl.:tions of his 
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body. ~ According LO Th ursLOn. the most important division of anthropog· 
raphy .... 'aS anthropometry, which he defined as the ~measurement and esti
mation of physical data relating LO people belonging to different races, 
castes and tribes." 

Anthropomeuy included the determination of everything from aver
age height and weight (and average weight relati\'e to stature) LO detailed 
measurements of the shape and size of the skull, the face and the nasal 
index (breadth X lOO/ height). the relation of head size to body size, 
and the relath'e sizes of different body parts. Fo r example, ThurSLOn 
measured the re\ath"e length of the upper extremities, the arm span 
and the distance between middle finger and kneecap, for English, 
Brahmans, Pariahs, Paniyans, and Negroes. As pan of h is lecture he 
compared the skeleton of a Negro with that of an orangutan, ~in which 
hands reach far below knees." He complai ned about the difficulty in 
measuring the heads o f Todas, "whose dense locks offer [an ] obstacle 
to [the] shifting of callipers in search for [the] right SpOL·' Elsewhere 
he had noted that ~the measuring appliances sometimes frighten the 
subjects, especially [the] goniometer for determining facial angle, which 
is mistaken for an instrument of torture. ~ He encouraged the offering 
of a w,o-anna piece for conciliation , ~supplemented by cheroots for men, 
cigarettes for ch ildren, and, as a last resource, alcohol. ~ He discussed 
the relative merits of gunshot or seed when measuring skull capacities. 
He also noted, displaying a rather perverse sense of humor, that ~European 
inhabitants of a hill station objected to my weighing local tribesme n in 
[the] meat scales of [thel butcher's shop.~ His best results, he thought, 
were in scientifically demonstrating that the nasal index was lowest in 
Aryans and highest in jungle tribes and that the index increased as body 
height diminished.7 

Thurston also noted the importance of anthropometry for criminal iden
tification , which had been the reason for h is lectures to the police. In the 
early 1890s. the Bertillon system of using anthropometric measurements 
had been adopted first in Bengal and then in Madras. The idea was to iden· 
tify habitual criminals who mm"cd from place to placc and sh ifted their idcn· 
tities. In India. the Benillon S)"'lCIll was applicd according 10 conventions 
set out by the colonial sociology of criminal castes. The basic operational 
principle was that ~on ly members of criminal tribes and persons convicted 
of certain definite crimes~ should be so measurcd.~ Since most crime was 
comm itted by circumscribed groups of people, amhropomcuy seemed to 
be the perfect means to apprehend the principal suspects. As E. R. Henry, 
the inspector-gcneral of police in Bengal put it, ~With anthropomeuy on a 
sound basis professional criminals of this type will cease to flourish , as un
der Lhe rules all persons not identified must be mea.~ured , and reference 
concerning them made to the Central Bureau. "\! 
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In the early years of th e 1890s, the police in bOlh Bengal and Madras 
became in creasingly confident that they were acc umulating a central file of 
measuremen ts that would help them appre hend crim inals in a systematic 
and .5Cic ntific manner. The major problem was that the measureme nt 
process turned Out to be ra ther subjective and required extensive training 
and great care. In 1893, it was announced thaI ~no officers fit for coun du
lies win be promoted until they hold certificates o f proficiency as measur
ers. ~ L O CoL C. A. Porteous, in spccwr-general of poli ce in Madras, wrote in 
1894 that he had earlier "expressed the opinion lhatlhe anthropomc£rical 
system for the identificatio n of habitual offenders was too Scientific and 100 
dependent on extreme n icety of measurement and mathematical accuracy 
to be suited for universal adoption in this cou ntry; a more practical ac
quaintance with this subject has led me to modify my views. ~11 Thus experts 
such as T hurston were called in to train police throughout the Presidency 
and to devise means \0 make the measureme n ts as standard as possible. By 
1895, police officers regularly unden,·en! courses of trdining in anthro
pometry. And br 1897, Henry could write that the experience o f the previ
ous three years had ~shown that success achieved has been progressive, and 
that the figures com pare favorably with those submitted for Provincial 
France by l\.Ions. A. Bertillon, to the Fourth In ternational Congress o fCrim
in a! A.nth ropology h d d at G e n cvll in Augu.st 1 896. ~ H e n,.y wen ] on \0 nOle 

that ~th i s outturn justifies the opinion that the anthropometric system is be
ing worked on sound lines and effecth·ely since, by means of it. fo ur OUl of 
every possible ten cases were identified. ~lt 

Nevertheless, there was residual conce rn thal measurements \'a ried not 
only from measurer to measurer but from measurement to measuremenl. 
T he instrumenlS were costly, the course of instruction was lengthy, the sta
tistics wefe hard to classify, and the measurement process itselfwas time con
sumi ng. In the last rears of the decade an thropometl)' began to yield to 
fingerprinting, which was ini tially developed in Bengal, as a means of crim
inal identification that had all the ad\'antages of anthropometry. with none 
o f its difficulties. Fingerprinting was considered error-free, cheap, quick, 
and simple, and the results were more easily classified. By 1898, Hen ry 
wrote. "It may now be claimed that the great \'a lue of finger impressions as 
a means of fixing identity has been fully establi shed.~ I ~ Fingerprinting 
quickly established itself as the un iversal system of criminal identificatio n 
(see Ginzburg 1989). In the technologies of policing, as in many ot.her ar
eas, empire sen ·ed as an important. laboratory for t.he melropo1e. 

The replacement of anthropometry by fingerprinting did not lessen 
Thurston· s commitment to the physical measuring of Indian subjeclS. Dur
ing the first decade of the twentieth century, he worked sys temat.ically on his 
e t.hnographic survey alo ng the lines set down by Risley, collecting myriad 
ethnographiC d etai ls and extensive:: archh"e::s of measurements, a1l arranged 
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according to the differem castes and tribes in the Presidency. As suggested 
throughout this chapter, Indian subjects were not only organized by bUI 
con tained in thei r castes o r tribes, which determined the cultural, eco.
no mic, social, and moral characteristics of their constituent members. In
dividuals on ly existed as empirical objects and exemplary subjeclS. The 
eth nographic suro'ey ended in Madras with the completion oCThurston 's 
seven-mlu rne work, 7M Cnsle.~ and Tribes of Sou/hem India (1907)_ Thurston 
was assisted by K.. Rangachari, a lecturer in botany at Presidency College in 
Madras,14 and together they solicited the commen ts and obscJv.l tions of fel
low officers and scholars throughout the Presidency. Natuntlly, T hurston 
also included the results of h is anthropometric research, which he said were 
Mall the result of measurements taken by myself, in order to eliminate the 
varying error result ing from the employment of a plurality of obser,'ers. H 

Within the caste entries, the material is mostly made up of quotations 
from a wide variety of sources. The citations are reponed cumu latively and 
used com paratl\'ely, but there is no critical evaluation of the sources, e\'en 
at the level of noting the particularity oC each report. Quotation marks 
are meant solely for attribution and do not in any way set anything withi n 
them off from the authorial narration, at the same time that they accumu
late an e ncyclopedia sense of authority th rough the citation of so many au
thorities. For the Kallars. as indeed for the other ~cri lTl inal castes,H we find 
citations from Mullaly's work as well as some of the same ciL'lions used by 
him. For example, Thurston reports without comment the remarks of o ne 
T . Turnbull, who in 1817 wrote that the Kallars Mstill possess one common 
character, and in general are such thieves that the name is very justly applied 
to them. ~ Turnbull goes on, "The women are inflexibly vindictive and furi
ous on the least injury, even on suspicion, which prompts them to the most 
violent revenge without any regard to consequences~ (111:54). And then the 
same stories of re\'enge told by Mullaly, the same generalized indictment of 
Kallar character, through these reporlS of the viciousness of their women 
and the remorselessness of their revenge. One citation leads to the next, the 
..... riting of Mr. Nelson , a noted jurist and onetime collector of Madura Dis
trict, promiscuously mixed in with articles from the ~Illustrated Criminal In
,·cslig-.ltion and l..;.tW Digc5t~ (111:69). Curiously, M ulla ly's disc la imc r lhat the 

most horrifying of practices had not actually been known to have taken 
place in living memory is absent here, despite the enhanced scien tific status 
of the account. The ultimate confirmation of Kallar criminality is the statis
tic that 40 percen l o fthe pcoplejailed in Madura were Kallars, though there 
is no cri tical reflection that the obvious reason behind this was the self
fulfilling character of cri minali ty, the fac t that ..... henever there was a crime 
a Kallar would be accused and arrested. Bllt again, as wilh Mullaly'S text, the 
ultimate charge was that the Kallars had traditionally been thieves: "The 
Kallans had until recently a regular system of blackmail , called kudikaval, 
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under wh ich each vi llage paid certain fees to be exempt from theft ~ (111 :64). 
In fac t, th is criminal system had been, through the eighteen th cemury, a 
fo rm of local rule articulated through the institution of protection, a local 
poli tics that had proved particularly rCSiSL1.nt to Bri tish colonization a l the 
turn of the cenmry. A precolon ial system of autho ri ty was taken to be the 
primordial sign of colon ial criminality (see Dirks 1987). 

Moreover, if one turns to the rest of T hurs(Qn 's ethnographic writing, we 
see that lhe relationsh ip of colon ial anthropology to crimi nality continues 
to be sign ifican t in other respects as well. Criminali ty under colon ial ism 
\'IaS about both classificatio n and con tro l; thus cri minal castes occasioned 
some of the first ethnological monographs, and thus anthropology collabo
rated with policing to provide a scien tific means to measure-and by mea
surement, to contain the subjectivity of-uimin als whose identities were 
o therwise n uid within caste boundaries. Science worked on society at the 
level of the body; caste was d efi ned as the genetic bound ary of the Indian 
body, wh ich was measured and explained in relation to a d isplaced Victo
rian enthusiasm for the colonized body. It is perhaps no accident that Sir 
Francis GalIOn purportedly invented regressio n analysis when surveying
fo r the greater glory of science-the naked bodies of Hottentot women in 
southern Africa. 

THE CO LONIAL BODY AS ETHNOGRAPHI C TEXT 

The colonial anthropological obsession with colonized bodies is revealed 
through Th urston's anthropometric enthusiasm ; it is also an important 
component o f h is general ethnographic writings. In 1906, Thurston pu b
lished a long ethnograph ic work wh ile he was in the mid dle of his labors 
for the eth nographic survey. This work, Ethnographic NQtes in Southern India, 
consisted of a series o f essays, some previously p ublished in th e Govern
men t Museum Bulk/in, on a variery of ethnographic subjeclS that Thurston 
tho ught held in Lrinsic interest. Perhaps also Thurston realized that these 
essays could not be readily contained by the format of the ethnographic 
sun·ey. 

The book begins with two long essays, the first on marriage customs, the 
second on death ceremonies, that look like compilations of ma terial that 
had been collected o n a caste-br-caste basis. Caste seems sligh tly less im
portan t in the th ird essay, o n Momens, evil eye. charms, an imal superstitions, 
sorcery, etc., ~ since the ethnograph ic material is presented as instances of a 
general set of beliefs and practices. Bm in the subsequent chapters, the or
ganizing principle is no longer the conventional frame of caste, and the sub
jects seem no longer to be stand ard amhropological fare. T he fo urth 
chapter is entitled ~Deformity and Mutilation, ~ the next 1'orture in Bygone 
Days,- followed by such o ther chapters as ~S lavery,~ ~Fi re~'alking,- ~Hook-
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s ..... inging, ~ ~Infanticide, ~ and ~Meriah Sacrifice. ~ If the caste-by-caste enmes 
of Thurston's ethnographic survey volumes focus on the social ( ..... hich in 
India was for the British t:aste), these essays instead focus on the body. 

These essays can be seen as the critical li nk in the genealogy bet ..... een of
ficial anthropology and the kinds of investigati\'e inquiries and reports that 
the British collected in their routine administration oflndian society. These 
chapters are in large part encyclopedic collections of official material that 
..... as generated by the colonial interest in suppressing practices such as hook
swinging, slavery, and torture. In Thllrston's inLroduction to his Castes and 
Tribes oj Southmllndia, he had written that he had followed the scheme for 
the ethnographic survey ..... hich had recommended that he Msupplelllent the 
information obtained from representative men and by their o ..... n e nquiries 
by 'researches into the considerable mass of information which lies buried 
in official reports, in the journals of learned Societies, and in various books.' 
Of this injunction full advantage has been taken, as will be evident from the 
abundant crop of references in foot-notes. ~ BUI it is in the Elhnographic Noles 
that we can see the exu-aordi na'1' exten t of the connection bet ..... een official 
colonial reports and official colonial ethnography. 

The article o n hookswinging is in fact liule more than a compilation of 
the kinds of writings on the custom that were used to ret:ommend the abo
litio n of what was seen as a barbaric ri te. The essay begins (487-50 I ) by quot
ing a govern ment report of 1854 and notes that in 1852 two men had been 
killed during the celebration of the festival in Salem District because the 
pole [rom which they were suspended had snapped. The unstated motiva
tion for this observation was that the only provision under colon ial law that 
could be used to suppress this ri le was one thilt necessitated the documen
tation of aCLUal physical harm. Thurston docs not alwa)'s moderate his lan
guage, for like earlier missiona'1' and l:olonial reports, he refers to the ritual 
as a "barbarous ceremonyM and quotes indiscriminatel), from commentators 
as various (and as contemptuous of Indian customs) as Abbe Dubois and 
Sonnerat. Aside from the general narrative st)'1e and the lack of any specific 
argument about suppression , there is little to distinguish this ethnographic 
chapter from the aCCOUnlS produced by government officials thcmseh·cs. 
\Vhat is diffe rent. of course. is that although the re is no moral or legal ar
gumen t about the suppression of hookswinging, virtually all of the material 
had in fact been generated out of this concern and was initially narrativized 
as pan o f an argument in the context of governmental debate. The absence 
of argument in Thurston 's account has the effect of representing the ac
count as scientific (as do all of Thurston 's credentials and the e nti re frame
work of the book). when it can be seen that this representation works to 
conceal the nature of the genealogical connection between the work and its 
sources. In ethnography, the once-compelling stakes of official debate secm 
to disappear altogether. 
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I am not arguing that Thur~i1on attempts to conceal his sources; he is 
far benef than many colonial authors in providing footnotes and refer
ences. Furthermore, he is in tolal agreement with Risley that one of the tasks 
orthe ethnographer is lodigcsllhc massive accumulation of mater ial in gov
ern mental repor ts and then to present it in dear and systematic form. 
Thurston was himself a government servant and saw no contradiction Ix .... 
tween science and govern ment in the task of accumulating anthropological 
kn owledge about India. The relation aCknowledge and rule is not simply a 
colo nial fael; it is a faCllhat was actively celebrated in such colon ial projects 
as the e thnographic survey. 8Ul it is easy in retrospect to lose sight o f the 
genealogies of the relations between knowledge and rule, and readers of 
Thurston's treatise on hookswinging need never know the historical context 
in which his foot notes were produced. 

Thurston's essay on torture (407-432) is similarly based almost entirely 
on the report of a commission thal was appointed by the government o f 
Madras in 185'1 to in\'estigatc various forms of LOrture employed in the 
Madras Presidency. Th urston notes th at the commission used a broad defi
nition o f LOrture, construing it as "pain by which gui lt is pun ished, o r con
fession [an d we may ad d. money} eXLOrted. W Although Th u rston is clear 
about his use of this source, he te lls us noth ing about the nature o f the com
mission's task or the h istorical pro\"enance or the many e xamples of torture . 
The inclusion of a series of graphic descriptions of torture under the gen
eral ti tle, lorture in Bygone Days" suggests that torture had been a con
stant feature of southern Indian life, and Thurston shares with the 
members ofthe com mission the beliefthatthe examples oftortnre they un
covered were traditional practices of native reven ue and police officers. As 
the comm i$.~ion ·s report slates, MKnowing. as we do. the h istorical fac t, that 
under the Governments immediately preceding our own , torture was a rec
ognized method of obtaining both revenue and confessions~ (4). The re
port also asserts that Mthere arc many circumstances in the peculiar 
condition of th is coun try which may well account for the prevalence o f evcn 
a systematic and general practice of personal violence, used for the purpose 
of extortion among the native population ," and notes the "whole of th is 
mass of testimony emanates from parties intimately acquainted with the 
coun try, ilS administration . the people and their character. It cannot bm af
ford a d eep and clear insigh t into the actual position of matters" (15). But 
the report also admits, Min point of fact our investigation starts from a re
cent definite point" (4--5). and provides no evidence other than assertion 
and assumption that torture, like caste and custom, is an essential compo
nent o fi ndian society. 

Even as I do not argue that caste o r custom are invented ex nihilo by colo
nialism, I am not suggesting here lhal torture only arrived on Indian soil 
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with the British. However, the LOrture report is silent abom the fact that the 
revenue demand in the Indian countryside escalated exponentially under 
British rule. If torture in revenue and police matters was prevalent in the 
middle of the nineteenth century, as the report convincingly argues, the 
new level of revenue demand, the suddenly dire consequences of non
compliance (loss of jobs and land) , as also the new legal contexts that gave 
new powers to policemen (sec Arnold 1986). were factors lhal were deeply 
implicated in the social fact of torture. Bmlhese were not part of the com
mission's brief and were totally factored out of the commission's explana
tions, which as we saw depended on a multitude o r expert understandings 
of the Indian "country, its administration, its people and their characte r. ~ 
And these factors were even more cri tically not included in Thurston 's 
e thnographic account, which gave even less contextual information than 
the actual report about the nature of the material it provided. 

Indian anthropology was thus born direcliyoutofthe colonial project of 
ruling India. On the basis of the writings of Mullaly and Thurston , the lat
terauthor undoubtedly the most imponant official ethnographer in Madras 
during colonial times, we can sec the key texts of early anthropology as not 
simply being produced in the context of colonial projects but as culminat
ing what had been a long series of colonial projects (and colonial texts writ
ten) 10 rule and refoml India. 

One final notc. Thurston's Ethnographic Nola atu-acted considerable at
tention , within official and scholarly circles as well as from general readers. 
C. H. Forbes, the secretary to the Madras government, noted, .. It is evident 
thaI the book, from its title and contents, is being bought up by the wurist, 
male and female ; and there is certain ly some mailer which, tho ugh quite 
unobjectionable for scientific readers, is scarcely what we should put in the 
hands of young people who read merely from curiosity or to acquire a gen
eral knowledge of out of the way tribeS . ~15 Forbes did nOl object to the book 
as a sciemillc work, but he was deeply concern ed about the ready availabil
ity of scientific detail, particularly in matters sexual. He recommended that 
a ~bowdlerized edition ... would be of value and use to the gcneral public 
and priced 10wM and that a new edition o f the completc work ''with full sci
entific det,,·!.il- be released a t a higher price. In recommending bowdleriza
tion. Forbes high lighted such expl icit ph rases as Mpendulous tcstcsM and 
"protuberant breasts, M as also man}' or the most graphic examples ofLOrture. 
Although most concerned about the sexual detail in the chapter on mar
riage, he also noted that Mthe subjects of hook-swinging, infanticide, and 
mcriah sacrifice arc remlting th ough not prurient." Thus the distillation of 
ethnogrdphy out of government reports led not only to the advance of sci
ence bm to the production of what outside of its proper domain was seen as 
pornography. There was lillie danger that either scientists or ordinary citi
zens were going to sift through the mass of material that had been accu-
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mulated during British rule. This, of course, is my point; and it is important 
to realize that Thurston 's work was generally read without any sense of the 
multiple readings I h,wc p rovided. Instead, T hurston was read in d ccon
tcxtualized reference to other eth nographic notes fo r other areas and to 
other compendia on castes and tribes, sometimes even as tr.wcl li tcrature. 
Although I ha\'c provided a set of readi ngs of genealogies to make my case, 
my argument also depends o n the facI that these genealogies were obscured 
by the vcry project of ethnographic writing engaged in by the new genera
tion of official anthropologists at the lUrn o f the (cn wry. 

For colonial ethnography, the colonized subject was first and foremost a 
body, to be known and controlled through the measurement and inter
pretation of physical subjecL~ organized in caste and gender categories. In 
all this atten tion to the body. there was little interest in the subjectivity, 
will, or agency o f colonial subjects. When colon ial officials debated the na
ture or p resence of colonized agency. the debate was focused on the denial 
or suppression of this agency, in contexts in which the colonial state sought 
to regulate or abolish such barbaric practices as sati, child marriage, and 
hookswinging. Agency was an absence, only there when it could be seen as 
precisely not there. On all other occasions, agency\\'iIS neither relevant nor 
significant, expressed as it 1I'i1S in the social body of custom and tradi tion. 
Even (:rime was performed without agency; crime WilS;' fun ction of habit, a 
social occupation, an effect of caste rather than an act of will. And with the 
prevalence of anthropometry and e th nograph ic interest in bodily practices, 
the materialityofthe text of custom, for colon ial ethnographers, was the col
onized body itself. 

ANTHROPOLOG ICAL GENEALOGIES 

Only when we begin to unravel the genealogies of colonial encyclopedias 
of ethnographic knowledge does it become fully dear how p roblematic 
is the knowledge we perforce take to the field with us. Now that colonial 
texl.5 have been put under ironic question , it is perhaps too easy to think 
that we have charted a dear postcolonial passage for an thropology, but 
colonial epistemologies fad e most slowly in the categories and frames we 
still use when we refurnish our anth ropological practice. We must remem
ber that the refurnishing has been done before; in the twemieth cen tury 
the study of caste shifted the si te of il.5 inquiry from the body to the mind 
(sec Dirks 1992). from British ilmhropometry to French and American cul
turalism.16 writing caste 011 the mind of India itself rather than on its cor
porate bodies. At the same time. the biological basis of caste, and lhe 
importance of the bodily frame for cultural hermeneutics, continues to 
dominate contemporary anthropologies of India, both academic and polit
ical. And wri ting caste on the mind rather than tht: body sti ll has the effeci 



READING CULTURE 293 

of removing social formations from h istorical processes, recssemializing 
the body politic of India through the reiteration of this key metapho r of 
social d ifference. 

By establish ing the colo nial contcxt for the production of the first official 
ethnographies ohouthern Ind ia. particularly in Thurston 's work, we are led 
back to a succession of other texts that could be produced and cited only 
because of a complex colo nial h istory in which texLS secured the status of 
con text itselr. The history of the nincteenth century in India is the h istory 
of desperate atlempLS to fix an inchoate and uncolonizable place in textual 
form: texts o f proprietary title, legal procedure, customary traditio n , ulti
mately of claims to political so\'ereigmy itselr. Ethnograph ic citation pro
d uced colonial conviction , the real ity cffect of context. It is through readi ng 
the te xLS that constitute the pretexLS of fieldwork that we learn how the con
ditions of anthropological knowledge really were constituted historically; 
our exploration of the quotid ian features of this history takes us to the heart 
of darkness, the crime at the begin ning o f anthropology, the ho rror that un
de nnines but also undergirds the heterological task of reading culture . 

NOTES 

I. This has partly to d o with the distincti\'e characte r of literary texts, despite 
the extent 10 which textual theory need not apply specifically 10 literary genres of 
writing. [ take Ed""ard Said's definition here as helpful: "that liter,nure, unlike other 
forms of writing, is essentially mimetic, e.w:ntially moral, and essentially humanistic 
(1983: 227) '-

2. G.O. 6/ 6A/ Public / 10-1-93, Tamil Nadu Archives (T NA). 
3. C.O. 86/2~1-93/Financial (TNA). 
4. G.O. 647/ 26J une 190I/Public (TNA). 
5. Madras Museum Crn/nlnial Bulktin; also see preface to Thurston (1907) . 
6. Man I (190 1). 
7. See Gould (1981) for an insightful anal)'l;is of the relalion belween statistics 

and p rej udice in this kind of research. 
8. G.O. 1838/ 9-9-93/judicial (TNA). 
9. Ibid. 

10. Ibid. 
II. G.O. 2454/ J udicial/9-lo-94 (rNA). 
12. G.O. 1472/ J udicial/9-I0-97 (TNA). 
13. G.O . I014/ J udicial/ l-7.g8 (TNA). 
14 . G.O. 792/Public/~9-{)3 (TNA). 
15. G.O. 787/ Public/ 2 November 1906 (TNA). 
16. 1 roofer here 10 the American !\Chool of ethnosociology (see Marrion 1990), 

which, as De nnis McGilvray (1982) hou pointed 0111 , mi~took medical for social 
knowledge; and 10 the work o f Louis Dumont in his important writing on caste in 
Homo H~rt:hicus ([ 1966] / 1980). 
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THIRTEEN 

Ghostlier Demarcations: 
Textual Phantasm and the Origins of 

Japanese Nativist Ethnology 

Marilyn Ivy 

Words of 1M fragrant portals. di"'l~ll(jmd 

And of tmnelues and of our origin!!, 
hi ghosllw M>IIaT(aliQl/s, kaflC" souwU. 

- W"LLA,C [ ST t VE:-<S, ~TH E IDEA or OR/)~R I S KEY w£ST" 

The most scandalous literary figure in twenlie th-cclHury Japan , Mishima 
Yukio, once wrote a short contribution for a newspaper column in which 
writers and critics commented on the prose masterpiece of their choice for 
the weekly edification of the reading public. Mishima chose a small text 
called Th e T,,~ oj77mo (Tono m o nogat.l ri ), a worK published in 1910 that 

had come to be recognized as the founding work of Japanese folk lore stud
ies as well as a literary classic.! He says this: ;' T he Tales oJTfmospeaks, coldly, 
of innumerable deaths. T aking those deaths a.~ its place o f origin , japanese 
folklore studies is a discipline in which the smell of corpses drifts. "'.! This 
essay finds its own point of origin in Mishima's lurid assertion, unravel
ing its implications in an at tempt [0 rethink the relationship of e thnogra
phy and literature within j apanese modernity. What kind o f discipline is 
fou nded on death and its after-effect, the smell of corpses. a linked image 
both horrifically con crete and ungraspable? Indeed, Mishima's trope plays 
out in its \'ery form the general contradic tion of an e thnographic impulse 
that would want to docume nt the punctual e ... ent. the unwritable (kdeath "), 
but wh ich must always displace that impulse through the vagaries of the fig
uratively written-what some would call the literary. The Tales of Trmo 
emerged in the early twentieth century both to embody and to a llegorize 
that particular cOl1tradiClion of modernity-that is, the ditTerence oclwt.'1:n 
~science" and ~literature ~-with its li te rary rewritings of oral tales of ghosts 
and gruesome goings-on in the japanese rural remote. What is a t the spe
cific o rigin of j apanese fol klore studies as a scie nce (gakumon). as a fiel d of 
scholarship, is not simply death but a text that speaks, figurally, of deaths. 
To anticipate my own end(s) here, literature and ethnography (in japan, in 
modernity) are always in a deathlr-and thus ghostlr---complicity with one 
another. E\'en when one would most like to disa\'ow that complicity (or con-
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versely, to insist on a sheer identity without distinction). the figure of the 
other returns to rei nstitute the distinction. now made unstable and tenuous. 
And this complicity is unthinkable oULSide the interlinked struggles about 
literary authoriry, speech and writing, and the status of representable ~real

ity" in twentieth-century Japan. 
The textual birth of Japanese nativist ethnology is thus a strange one: a 

birth that is deathly, an appearance that is at the same time a disappearance. 
That doubleness is the necessalj' condition of folklore studies (and that ne
cessil)' extends to a more generalized anthropology). ~In the Beginning. a 
Death~ reads a subheading in "The Beauty of the Dead: Nisard,~ Michel de 
Ccrteau's subtJe reflections on the discursh'e birth of popular culture in 
nineteenth-century France and the internal exoticism it presumes.' For. as 
he shows, the disappearance of the object-whether newly imagined as the 
folk. the community. authentic voice, or tradition itself-is necessary for 
its ghostly reappearance in an authoritati\'ely rendered text. The object 
does not exist oULSide iLS own disappearance. If iLS com ing-lo-be is never sim
ply punctual, a sheer cvent, neither is iLS death. There is always a temporal 
structu re of deferral, of loss and recovery, across which the fantasy of folk
lore, of ethnography, stretch es; thus, the spectral status of the ethnographic 
object. It is only in the difference between those moments that the o bject of 
the fan tasy can be said to exist. Susan Stewart has spoken of those gen res 
that fantastically detemporalize the difference betwcen 1055 and recovery 
as "distressed." 

Thus distressed forms show us the gap between pa~t and present as a structure 
of desire, a structure in which authOrity seeks legitimation by recontextuali7.
ing its object and Ihereby n:conto:xtualizing iL<;elf. If distressed [omls invoh"e " 
negation of the contingencies of their immediate hislOry. they also involve an 
invention of a version of the past that could only arise from such contingen
cies. We see this structure of desire as the struclUre of nostalgia-that is, the 
desire fordesire in which objects are themean.~of gener.uion and not the ends .• 

The generalization of tJJa t structure is, of course, inseparable from the 
claims of modernity it.~If. Why Mishi ma, some six months before his own 
death , would choose to write "bout The 'T(l/esojTono is not insignificant. For 
the scandal of Mishima lies not so much in his writing, howC\-'cr much h is 
imerlinking of eros and ultra-nationalism shocks bourgeois sensibilities. ~ 
The public scandal resides rather in his own spectacular death in Novem
ber 1970, in which Mishima-atthe head of his own litlle army-briefly took 
over the Self-Defense Forces H eadquarters in Tokyo and ritually disem
boweled himself in front of a crowd of specta tors. What Mishima opposed 
with his desperate, d angerously fascis t, finally suicidal attempt to recover the 
spiritual core of Japanese culture (exemplified by the fallen symbol o f the 
J apanese emperor) was modernity it.sclf. In short, his was an attempt to re-
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gain the lost object of modernity at the post-'60s moment when there was 
no question thallhe Japanese economic miracle, the post .... ·:u civil society, 
and things American wefe here (there) to stay. It seems, then, retrospec
tively filling that Mishima would have been altractcd to The Tales of Tima. 
For that text also demarcated a certain crisis of Japanese modernity in the 
early twentieth cemury. 

In 1910, the Tales 'date of publica lion, Japan had existed as a nation-state 
only some forty years. To grasp the implic31ionsorthal statement is to imag
ine the severity of the epistemological break that occurred with the Meiji 
Resto ration of 1868 and the ending of the Tokugawa baku/u's 250-year rule 
and its e laborate system or ~feuda l ~ governance.s During lhallime (and dur
ingJapan's long history before the Tokugawa period) there had developed 
enormously complex worlds of philosophy, acsthctics, and socialiry-worlds 
largely independent of concurren t developmcnts in the West. Japan had 
many of the idcal-typical marks of the European early modern, including a 
wealthy merchant class, a professional literati (and a vast publishing indus
try), and hugely populated citics (including thc largcst city in the world in 
the eightcenth century-Edo, the cit)' now known as Tokyo) . Yet its "forced 
opening~ (as it is often called) by the United States in 1854 operated as per
haps the primary cffici.em cause in the d ecline of the Tokugawa order and 
the predpilate s.;ramble fo r modern nationhood and il~ accouterments. 

In the interest.~ of Ma!C power and development, not o nly the technologies 
and institmions of Western capitalism but hundreds of years' worth of aes
thelic theories, literary forms, and modes of representation were imported 
within an extraordinarily compressed span of lime: not only railroads but 
Descartes; not only finance capital but Renaissance perspective; not only 
Prussian-style militarism but also Ibsen and the form of the no\'el. Within 
the unequal relationship of power between Japan and the Western nations 
transpired countlcss moments of intrusion and rcsistance, sedunion and 
assimilation, bm whatJapan 's postrcstoration meant in thc largest sense was 
the construction of a modern nation-state at the same time that e ntire 
worlds ofrepresentatioll and thought were grafted onto existing indigenous 
ones, activating what onc Japanese critic has called a vcritable "overturning 
of thc semiotic constcllation" of pre-Mciji Japan. 7 

7M Tares of Hmo was written at a time when the specificities o f local be
liefs and practiccs had long been threatened by the comprehensive, central 
state ideology of "civilization and enlightenment" ( lrnn~ kaika) ; this ide
ology was backed by fiercely ambitious policies and programs for inculcat
ing modern habits and ideas imo thc populacc. The widcsprcad 
importation of Western knowlcdge into Japan during the Me iji period led 
to a questioni ng and reassessment of nativc forms. Thc goal of parity with 
the Wcst led to thc single-minded incorporalion of Western structures and 
institutions and a bureaucratization of power based on norms of objective 
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rationality; the formation of national compulsory education ilnd conscrip
tion incorporated the newly emergent Meiji ~c i tizen ~ (kokumin) into ever
widening circles of standardized participation and cooptation in 
establishing the body politic (Jrokulai; literally, the "national body~) .8 The 
building of railroads and nationwide communication and transportation fa
cilities, ban king and finance. foreign trade-the in frastructure of the mod
em state-advanced al a stun ning pace, safely enclosed within civ1lization 
and its associated en ligh tenment. 

Modernizing rhetoric and policies wcrc not uniformly receh'ed, however, 
and new kinds of political associations and groups arose in response to the 
state's claims at determining legitimate interests. The state became increas
ingly aware of the destabilizing social fo rces that modernization could u n
leash and came to temper its calls for advancement with appeals to time
honored "tradition ." In a nation composed primarily of peasants (80percen l 
at the start o f the Meiji period),9 yet with capital and political power con
centrated in the cities, an increasingly valorized -tradition ~ (den to) signified 
rural "custom . ~ 

It is important to recall that there was a trajectory to this process of ex
tolling ~tradition. ~ The two decades immediately following the ResLOration 
of 1868 produced a domi nant rhetoric more explicitly modernizing and ren
ovation istin tone than traditionalisL In keeping with the reformist mood and 
with the attempts to civilize and enlighten the masses in Western ways, nu
merous "custom reform associations," for example, arose. In this phase, a 
concern with custom served essen tially ilS the preconditio n for locating re
gressive aspects in need of reform and modernization. Yet as Ihe more prag
matic and decisive nation-building years progressed and the welter of 
con tending and contentious groups advanced their own particular interests, 
the government began to revalorize rural customs as a means of stabilizing 
the nation. A preoccupation with custom developed as the pretext for de
fi ni tively locating the tradi tional. Al tho ugh works describing peasant beliefs 
and the customs of remote regions can be found in -nativist scholarsh ip~ 

( kokugaku) of the To kugawa period (1603-1868), the earliest modern at
tempts LO record folkloric data were the Ministry of Justice's sun'eys of cus
to mary P" ccedCl11S in 1877 and 1880 (m ill}i kanre1 mis/IIi). compi led prior 
to the first auempts to formulate a civil code. These bureaucratic, legalistic 
codifications of custom as the basis of law were not far removed from the 
in terest in custom emerging in the private sp here. In 1884, the Eth nological 
Society (jinruigakugakkm) was formed with ten members; in 1886, itchanged 
its name to the Tokro Ethno logical Society and began publish ing reports on 
manners and mores (fiaoJm). Reports of 1888, for example, de tail regional 
variations in New Year' s activities. The popular magazine Ficwku gallo, 
published from 1889 to 19 16, satisfied a larger public interes t for de
scriptions and depictions of annual even ts and popular practices. The Tokyo 
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Ethnological Society continued publishing reporLS, examining such topics 
as Ktaboo words" (imi koloOO) , Mfive_man groups~ (gonin guml) as a basic unit 
o f social organization. and Okinawan beliefs. to 

Written at a moment (1909-1910) whe n it had become inescapably dear 
that the apparatuses of Western industrial capitalism meant nOl only civi
lization and enlightenment but the effacing of much of an olde r Japanese 
world, the Ta ks thematized this effacement in its descriptions of an obscure 
region of northeastern Japan , the region of TOllO. Presented as an un
mediated lTanSCriplion of oral tales and lore told to its "author" (the falber
to-be of the nascent discipline of folklore studies, Yanagi ta Kunia) by a local 
storyteller, the Talnenscripted the uncanny remainder of capitalist moder
nity, that which could not be contained within the nationalist, rationalist dis
course of the maturing state system o f the Meiji period. The Tales of Timoalso 
took its place as a text signifying the rediscovery of the rural countryside; in 
time, it would come to be one of the most famous of these late Meiji texts. 
The content of the tales--or, rather, the sequence of information that the 
storyteller Sasaki Kizen gave to Yanagita-speaks of the same degradation 
and poverty that infused the ascendant form ofthe Meiji ~naturalist~ (shiun
shugilekl) ~novel~ (shOsttsu). Murder, incest, grotesque births, and famine 
are presented as commonplaces in the tales. This revelation of rural misery 
.. -as in itself later seen all exposing an immense, h idden underside of Meiji 
J apan, o ne completely at odds with the official discourse of civilization and 
e nlightenmen t. Yet not only murders and incest occurred but ghosts, moun
tain apparitions, deities, and monsters inhabited the world surrounding 
TOno. Sasaki's stories revealed a universe of fear, of splits in appearance, of 
the irrational and fantastic. It was this aspect of the Tales that indicated the 
frighteni ng seductions of an older world that had seemingly escaped the in
trusions of the central state. T he surviving numinous became the roman tic 
object of those caugh t up in the disenchantment of the world. 

So far we have a story not entirely u nfamiliar. Anxieties about cultural 
lransmission , valo rizations of the unwritten, discoveries o f the marginal. 
and textual constructions of the "folk~ are the replicable constituents of 
modern cultural nationalisms throughout the world. I! Japan strikes us, how
ever, with the lateness o f its condensed absorption within the global prob
lematic of national modernity and by the extremity of its differences from 
the Euro-American context--differences that were obsessively remarked 
within the wri tings of J apanese nativist ethnology. For not o nly was the dis
cipline concerned with preserving the traces ofa folki c world representing 
the unwritten essence of eth nicJapaneseness. That world also indicated the 
non-West that could never be subsumed under the dominant signs ofWest
ern modernity.12 

That difference and the fear ofilS subsumption was imagined, above all 
else. as a difference in language. With new forms ofliterary representatio n 
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(primarily, realism and naturalism) and techniq ues of d escription came a 
particular anxiety about language and its powers. It is not as if objectifying, 
rationalist. even positivist, fo rms of discourse were unknown to pre-MeUi 
Japan. The intricacies of neo-Confucian, Buddh ist, and nativist philosophy 
incorporated many o f the problcmatics of representation that Western 
philosophies took to be uniquely their own. But these discourses had not 
been systematized into the particular, and the particularly powerful. en
semble of practices, technologies, apparatuses. and institutions that consti
tuted Western science. Both for state politics and fo r literature, the linkage 
of writing, speech , and external ~reality ~ e merged as one of the core issues 
of the MeUi period, constituting what can be truly called a crisis in repre
sentation . O ne d imensio n of this crisis appeared as a series of de bates about 
the difference between speech and writing, truth and fictio n , li terature and 
its other in early twenlieth<enlury Japan . The Tala of Timo enacted these 
differences within a hybrid text that would come to be read as a mysterious 
suturing of the fissures between forms of represen tation. 

Meiji J apan 's strong milieu o f statt:-sponsored reform and standardiza
tion extended directly into the realm o f language. Intense debates on the 
formation of a stand ard national language (kokugo) accompanied debates 
o n the formation of the national POlilY. For the Japanese ofpre-MeUiJ apan 
spanned an awesome range of writlen styles-man y of them q ui te distant 
from the world of e\"eryday speech, with their plethora of purely literary 
verb endings, formal conventions, Sinified compounds, and difficult Chi
nese characters. A hierarchy of delicate gradations separates different 
forms of literary J apanese: kanbun, written en tirely in Chinese characters 
but read in J apanese word ord er; sbrObun, the so-called e pistolary style, with 
its mixed use of Chinese characters and the Japanese syllabary ( kana); 
wamm, a revival of classical Japanese style that used the syllabary as much as 
possible; and wakankolikiibuli, primarily kanbun with an admixture of classi
cal wabun style. I.' What we might think of as the ideographic principle in 
J apanese writing determined that people speaking vastly diffe rent dialects 
could still read the same texts, because the Chinese characters used to \\Tite 
Japanese were graphic signs relatively independent of voicing: to those who 
..... ere suffidelllly li terate their meaning was graphically apparent to the eye 
without the mediation of the voice.l4 Th is principle lent itself to the ten
dency to create written worlds sharply distinct from everyday enunciations, 
particularly apparent in the kanbun style written enti rely in Chinese. Al
though cermin fo rms of popular fiction and sen nons and tracts transcribed 
for the common listener faithfully reproduced colloquial dialogue, much 
li terary wri ting distanced irsetffrom the direct reproduction ofspcech . One 
o f the primary tasks of the new state was to codify and align the wri tten lan
guage mo re closely with the contours of the colloq uial, an endeavor the 
Meiji ideologies grasped as essential for creating a unified nat ional polity. 
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In this the phonetic scripts ofthe West sen'cd as models of efficiency, ease, 
and transparency. 

But what was to serve as the standard colloquial language that the written 
language was to rcnc(: t without mediation? Hundreds of dialects extended 
IhroughoUi the country: spoken Japanese was fragmented, various, and 
bore the marks of locale. This diversity had 10 be contained, to be molded 
into a singular nalional language. In language as in everything else, the 
power of the center determined the resuh: the dominant dialect ofEdo (the 
pre-Meiji name for Tokyo) gradually became the standard spoken language 
inJapan. 

The state sought to regularize the language (one minister of education, 
Mori Arinori, even suggested replacing J apanese with English!) by estab
lish ing a standard spokcn Japancse and by making wriucnJapanese closer 
to this standardized colloquial Japanesc. Meiji writers and intellectuals, 
newly fasc inated with European fiction. poetry, and thought, wcrc also ab
sorbed by this problematic. Their object was not the creation of standard 
speech and colloquial writing as powcrful instrumcnts for the formation 
of a unified polity, howcver; they instead were concerned wi th the repre
sentation of reality in fictio n , At the heart of these debates was the ques
tion of literatu re and \'erisimi litude: How does one represent ~reali ty " in 
prose fiction ? 

These debates were encapsulated by the p hrase grnbunilchi, ~lhe unifica
tion of spoken and writtcn languages,"l~ The considerable difference be
tween the spoken and written languages was thc starting point for modem 
Japanese ficlionY' Although Tokugawa period writers had often repro
duced dialogue in faithful fashion. they still couched the narrati\'e portions 
in a fo rmal. written style, This split between dialogue and narrativc was o ne 
of the first areas of debate among them young Meiji writers influenced by 
Western prose fiction, Many of them sought to increase verisimilitude in fic
tion by reproducing dialogue more faithfully and by rctain ing thc vcrnacu
lar in thc narrative portions as ""ell. By reproducing e\'el1'day speech 
accur.ncly in literature, it was argued, greater rcalism could be attaincd in 
thc novel. Thus, many of these writers became associated with what is now 
called Japanese namralism (sh iunshugJ) in their efforts to transcribe reality 
directly through a technique they termed shasri, o r ~sketching. " a sketching 
from life. This visual metaphor sharply describes the attempt at an almost 
photographic rcproduction of external reality, including speech itself, 
within prose narratl\'es. 

The debates over genbunitchi started in the later I 880s and continued 
throughout the f>.-leij i period. Yanagita Kunio. then a young bUI'caucr.tt in 
the Ministl1' of Agriculture and Commerce and a productive poet as well 
(and founder of the Ibsen Society of Japan ), took an active part in these de-
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bates and was a friend of many of the luminaries ofMeiji lilCrary society: Ku
nikida Doppo, Shimazaki Toson, Tayama Katai , Izumi Ky6ka. Coming from 
a line of Shimo priests, Yanagi ta was invo lved with state agricultural policy, 
traveling to villages and talking to fa rmers about rural uplift. His rural back
ground and his continuing concern with nonurbanJapan meshed with his 
literary p reoccupations through a set of circumstances that brought the 
problematic of oral narrativcs to his attention. 

In an essay published in 1907, " 'Sketching Technique' and the Essay~ 
(Shasei to ronbun), three rears before the publication o f The Taks oj TUn o, 
Yanagita came OUl in support o fa colloquiallilcrary styleY The essay is an 
examination of the premises of shaseibun, the ~direct descriptio n" technique 
advocated by Masaoka Shiki. Yanagita states that previously he thought that 
literature was somelh ing constrllcted with difficult characters and crafted 
sentences; it was not something that \\FdS natural o r casily achieved. But since 
the ad\'cnt of the tech nique of d irect description, literature is conceivable 
as something that "anyone can wri te ," since it is written "just as one has seen 
and heard, wi thout any artifice." 

"Direct description" destroys the notion that literature, as a means to ex
press thought, cannot attain its object unless it is difficult. To wri te essays, 
to wri te literature, merely cultivate your own sensibility, and write what rou 
see, hear, think, and feel j uSt as it is, Yanagita admonishes his readers. In this 
admonition, we hear clear echoes of his famOliS prefatory remarks to The 
TaksojTimo, whcre he would avcr that he wrote down the tales "as they were 
related to me without adding a \\'ord or phrase. ~IA Yanagita continues in his 
essay on ~sketching technique~: 

Heretofore, if an eS&1.Y [rrm!"",] were not wrillen in literal,), style [bungmm1. 

it did not seem like a rcal essay. and it was said that its power was diminished. 
But that i~ a narrow.-iew caught up in convention. It is natural to as.~ume that 
since writing is a method for expressing thought. the style ofthat writing should 
be as close as po.'lSible to thought .... Both ~pecch and writing [gmgu to bl/n

sh01 exist as means for cxprcSliing one's thoughts. but at pr6e7lt writing iJ nlJill.l 

dlJ~ 10 Ihooght IUlfN'uh is. If specch is able to express eight thoughts out often, 
writing i.~ only able to express six .... Just because col1oquial style (gm. 
b.",ilrhilm1 i~ o:1o .... r.o ~pccch !.h"n Htcr.t'1' language i., I t hink il i. ahl" to e x

press thought more intimately than literat')' language.'Y 

In this essay we find a theory of language couched primarily in terms of 
expressing "thoughlS~ (shisii) . Thoughtsare placed on the same plane as ex
te rnals, as realities to be ~expresscd ~via language; embodied speech, placed 
in intimatc proximity to thinking, naturally takes its place as the more de
sirdble mode of expression. A wriling lhat mimetically traces the con tours 
of speech will thus accede as closely as possible to the transparent reflection 
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of the object-whether conceptual, visual. or aural. An d the writi ng that 
makc.~ the closest approach to speech is the genbunitchi srylc.20 

Yet something happened to Yanagita's theories of literature and repre
sentation between 1907 and 1909, a period in whkh he was beginn ing to 
thin k morc deeply about what he called the "invisible world .... 11 This shift 
marked a series ofrclurns to the formal and figura l powers ofa wriling that 
no longer pretends to transcribe speech in all its transparency, a speech he 
now d i\'csted of its unique capacity to act as the most imimate metaphor of 
inner thought. While it is not clear what precisely prompted Yanagita's 
move to what has o ften been described as an ~anlinaturalist~ stance, his es
says from this period suggests that a growing familia rity with Japanese natu
ralist writings and h is own attempts to write in genbunitchi style convinced 
him of its impoverishmen t, as his 1909 essay, "The Distance between Speech 
and Wriling- (Genbun no kyori), reveals.22 In th is essay. Yanagita makes a 
full-blown attempt to discredit the techniques of direct description; he now 
argues instead for the unabashed rhetoricity of texts. For Yanagita, this 
rhetoricity consists in 1101 giving all the facts, which paradoxically gives the 
work more verisimilitude, more of an appearance of truth. He upholds a form 
of withholding. a reticence wi thin a rhetorical cronomy that-rather than 
attempting an impossible transcription---conveys the ~rear all the more 
sharply lI" 'ough il.S constructe d .. b!Senccs. Instead of reco"ding th e brUle 

fact it.~lf, the work of literature should ~sound as ifit were factual~ (jijilsu 
rashiku kikccu) .13 

YanagiL.l seeks 10 impress. to COI1\'CY feeli ngs. and to move the reader, 
who has now emerged as the object of literary writing. He insists on the 
paradoxical revenal of literary e[fects when wri ters attempt to imitate life 
too di rectly: the more onc tries to imitate speech and thus ~reality,~ the 
mo,'c "un natural~ the result. Yet Yanagita goes even further. Completely dis
missing the claims o f genbunitchi, he states that on the contrary, the spo
ken language should instead draw closer to the written . Instead of believing 
in a world of oral d iscourse that writing reflects by drawing doser to speech, 
Yanagita rcvcrscs the terms by ad\'ocating an improvement, through educa
tion, of spoken J apanese- an improvement that would then bring spoken 
discourse doser 10 bungotai, or "literary style. "2i Li terature could only take 
its place as truly literary by keeping its distance from the chaos of Uapanese) 
speech as well as from the pre te nsions of a p hotographic/ phonographic re
produClion of the world (he even $peaks of Japan esc naturalist writers as bad 
amateur photographers). The anticipation and containment of many of the 
concerns of grammatology---of the philosophical prerogatives of speech 
and its relationship to truth, of the problem of wri ting as a $ubsidiary form 
of representation-are in striking evidence here. with an eventual reversal 
(the preem inence of writing O\'er speech) that seems 10 double but of 
course historically differs (in its discursive effects and location) from 
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Jacques Derrida's deconstructions proper. Nowhere d oes Yanagita question 
the "distance" between speech and writing thai Dcrrida would put into un
decidability. That Yanagita as the future founder of folk lore studies would 
advocate not only a distancing from the (oral) object of nostalgia but a dis
ciplinal)' tam ing of vocal forms o n the model of orderly wri ling reiterates 
the split in representation that the Tales would come to embody.t5 

Near the e nd o fll is 1909 essay on the distance between speech and writ
ing, Yanagita states, "I would like to try and write some sort of strong, solid 
book using literary style. "2ti That book would no t be a fi ctional work but Tiu 
TaILs ofTimo, the one and only work ofYanagita's that is considered a mas
terpiece of prose li terature, yet a work that Yanagita insistcd was based on 
"present-day facts. "27 The book-the substitute for the novel he never 
wrote-would become, in time, the undisputed origin of the discipline of 
nativist e thnology, the science oftheJapanese cultural unwritte n.2lI 

It was during this precise time, starting in November 1908, that Yanagita 
began to liste n to the stories of Sasaki Kizen in Tokyo. From his notebooks 
from November 4 comes the following statement: ~Sasaki is a person from 
Tono in Iwate prefecture, and the mountain villages of that region arc very 
interesting. I shall construct TUllO mOl/ogatari by writing down the stories o f 
those villages just as they are.~ The e ntry fo r November 5 declares, MI shall 
write Timo monogalan· .... ./9 The vel)' title of the collection-the rubric that 
would unify the real diversity of Sasaki 's rumors, stories, and recollections 
under the name of "narrath'e" (monogatan) -had been fixed. The wriling of 
the tales was notjusl a chance encounter with a rural storyteller (who was 
in fact a universi ry student and an aspiring writer) and an equally casual and 
unmediated transcription of the facts, although Yanagita's ~Preface" to the 
Taks and o ther writings create that sense. II was instead a coherent and de
liberate project that went through a whole series of mediations. 

It is entirely dear lhat there is a theoretic trajectory that cuhninates in the 
writing of the text of the tales, and the question is, why? Why does TM Talis 
of Too o provide Ihe theoretic space that Yanagita needed al that time? We 
know that he was deeply in terested in what he called the ~concealed " 

world-a world of ancestors, of the monstrous, of the unseen, of d eath. The 
concealed world indicates a discursi ,'c space articulated in peasan( practice 

and by Tokugawa nativist thinkers; by the late Meiji peliod, it doubly 
pointed to the marginalized ob\'erse of Meiji civilization and enlighten
me nt: the rural , the unwritten , the vanishing.·'10 But was it sheerly Yanagita's 
interest in the concealed world-and his political concern to recover it
that attracted him to these tales that speak so obsessively o f ghosts, deaths, 
and disappearances? That attraction would not account for the centrality of 
thfit stories in all their particulari ty. Nor would it fu lly account for their p0-

sition as the book that crystallized Yanagita's thoughts on representation 
and literature. I would argue that part o fYanagita's interest lay in that which 
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resists representation, that which is left out of any attempt a t naturalized di
reel description. Thinking about that which <.-vadcs representation-voices, 
dialects, margins, ghosts, deaths, monsters-was a way of th inking about lit
erary writing: that writing which (for Yanagita) says morc when it says less 
and thus writes what cannOt be said. 

Vet the Taus is nOtjusl a collection ofMfictiona l ~ narrath-cs. Yanagita takes 
great pains to distinguish his texl from Tokugawa period wghost stories~ 
(kaidan) or collections of medieval "tale litcrature H (selsuwa bu'lgaku). The 
difference? These tales are "present-day facts. "'! Yanagita purports to be di
rectly rransmitting tales he has heard from the voice of another, who in 
many cases is describing his own experience or those of someone he knows 
or someone he has heard o f. The Preface tells the tale, usurping as prefaces 
o ften do, the authority of the narrative remainder. Indeed, when contem
porary critics cite the Tala as o ne of the masterpieces of modern J apanese 
li terature, they usually linger on the Preface as the most exquisite sample of 
prose in the e ntire text: the parasitic preface now sign ificantly replaces the 
texlUal body. So in that peerless preface, Yanagita claims, ~I ha\'e recorded 
the stories as they were related to me without adding a word or phrase. "l~ 

He also claims, "Ky6seki [Sasaki Kizen J is not a good stol)·teller." and "I have 
been writing the stories down as they were told to me during his many 
C\'ening visits since February 1909.-$' We know that Sasaki knew hundreds 
of tale.'l-that by many measures he was, indeed, a "good storytcller"-and 
that he had been visiting Yanagita at least since November 1908 (not Feb
ruary 1909). We know as well that during the initial hearing of the tales, 
Mizuno YOshu (thev.Titerwho had fi rst introduced Sasaki to Yanagita) acted 
as the hidden interlocutor; he was present on all the occasions when Sasaki 
told Yanagita his tales. Mizuno took notes of the stories, which have pro
vided a basis for the comparison ofYanagita'sversions. But more important, 
Mizuno had already published varianlS of the same tales that Yanagita then 
later recorded in Tano manogatari. As Iwamoto Yosh iteru has d iscovered, 
Mizuno p ublished various ghost stories based on these notes before Tano 
monogatari was published. At least eleven are identical with those found in 
TanQ monogalari.~ 

Japanese scholars have meticulously examined the various manuscripts 
of the text, and we thus know that Yanagita altered the tales enormously, 
rewriting and reworking them with great care.!15 The crucial line, "I ha\'e 
recorded the stories as they were related to me without adding a word or 
phrase," in Ro nald Mo~'s translation , is more complex in the originalJap
anese, implying, ~I have written them down as I have Itlt [ka'yilaru mama] 
without ntgkcling [kagtll saul one word o r phrase .~ With the addition of 
~feeling" to the naturalist sensual relay of hearing and seeing-an addition 
that appeared in Yanagita 's 1907 essay on direct description and writing
the aUlhor enables h imself to assert an unmediated transmission from voice 
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to writing in a preface that strangely annOllnces the contradictions (if not 
untruths) of the conditions of its production.j7 

In the guise of transparently recording someone else's tales, Yanagita 
maintained the ruse of direct transcription and description, while his prose 
an nounces its disL~nce from all worldly referents (exemplified by the mice 
itself). At the same time, the terseness and brevity of his literary writing mim
ics the simpl icity of naulrdlistic writing; h e writes as if he has abandoned all 
figuration . Yanagita had to repress a writing thai was too close to voice in or
d er to constitute the unwrilten as the proper object of what would become 
nath'e ethnology. Yet he dissimulated that repression by the appearance of 
a direct transcription, a dissimulation that allowed Yanagita to establish him
self as the doubled amanuensis and amhor of the tales. 

Yanagita is enabled in this doubled ruse by an expanded notion of the 
-fact~ (jiji/su, also translated as ~truth ~ or -reality-), which by the 1909 essay 
had come to include an inner domain, a domain that in its complexity 
evokes an epistemological space akin to Freud's -psychical reali ty,- whereby 
Freud renounced his in sistence on the e mpirically real o rigins of (primal) 
fa n tasy in favor of the reality effects of fantasy. The empirical origin of fan
tasy was itself found to be ungraspable, sedimented within a structure of 
me mory and retroactive desire not unlike the framework of nostalgia 
erected by distressed genres. It is not so much that the fact does nOt exist, 
nor is it the fact that on ly fantasy does. Rather, the two exist in an aporetic 
relationship to one another, ensuring that only across their difference can 
narratives of desire and loss find their wa}'.~ 

What , then, constitutes these narratives of d esire and loss? The book 
(published at Yanagita's own expense with only 350 copies) is a com
pendium of different sorts of narrative. Numbered and sequenced in 
Yanagita's text without comment or commentary, a description of the ge
ography of Tono lies next to a recounting of To no's feudal past as a castle 
town, which is juxtaposed to a local legend about the origins of a bird's 
name, which comes before a recounting of a local ax murder, which pre
cedes th e report of a ghost sighting in the mountain, and so on. There arc 
no titles to the tales, on ly n umbers in a serialization that indicates the pos
sibility of in finite extt:nsion without resolution. "" At the begin ning of the 
text, however, is a table of -themes- (daimvku) that classify the tales: mon
keys, bears, mountain gods, household gods, goddesses, apparitions, the 
destination of the dead, river sprites, folktales.----some forty categories con
structed along proto-alllhropologicallines. Not, then, a collection of fairy 
tales like the Grimms' (although Yanagita is often compared to the 
Grimms), the tales rarely accede to the kind of narrath'e development and 
closure or moral finality of fairy tales. They instead strike the reader with 
their e pisodic, fragmented, even flauened qualitics------qualities that Mishima 
spoke of as an unexpected ghastliness (Jusoku nQ kikil, like when someone 
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starts LO talk and then suddenly stops speaking.".f(l What is that unforeseen 
ghastliness of which Mishima spoke? 

33. Should you go and spend a night in the mountains of Shiromi, you would 
see that late at night it becomes somewhat light. People who have gone to 
gather mushrooms in the autumn and stay overnight in the mountains have 
seen this str,mge phenomenon. The crash of a big tTCC falling or lhe voice of 
someone singing (an somNjme~ be heard in the valley. 

34. Along [he mountainous area ofShiromi there is a spot called Hanare-mori 
Jdetachcd woods]. One small area (ailed the "ch6ja's grounds· has no one li\~ 
ing there. There is a mall who sometimes goes there to make charcoal. One 
night someone raised the straw mal that hung O\"er the entr.i.nce to his hut and 
pct:pcd in. [t .... "as a woman with long trailing hair. In this area it is nOt unU.'lual 
to ht:ar Iht: .scrt:ams of womt:n late at night. 

35. Mr. Sasakj·s grandfather's younger brotht:rwent \0 the Shiromi mountains 
to gather mushrooms and spent lhe night there. He saw a woman run across in 
frOIl! of a large wooded art:a on tht: other sidt: of the \~d.[[e}' . It seemed as though 
she wt:rt: racing through the air. He ht:ard her call out 'just .... "ait~ two times.·1 

In lhis sequence o f three ~tales~ we can begin to grasp Mishima's ~un
foreseen ghastlincss.~ Mishima, in the sa.me paragraph, had spoke n of the 
preponderance of ··half-finished" (shirikire IQ1Ibo) ~fragmentary episodt:s" in 
the Taks, that with their Hlack of completion H (kanketsu shi71aiiU) can ne,'cr 
give the reader a "satisfactory explanation'· (manwkuna setsumn), He links, 
then, the Munforeseen ghastliness~ of the text with its fragmenta tion, its es
sential incompleteness, its insufficiency. (And is it a men: coincidence that 
a homonym of this fusoku- ~unexpectedH or "unforeseen "-translates as "in
sufficiency"?) Mishima puts the tales and abrupt ghastliness ("like when 
someone starts to talk and then suddently stops speaking") in the register of 
what we could call "uncanny lack. M And with that register. we can also sense 
the dimensions of the tales that articulate them within a certain psychical 
economy of the modern, elaborated most clearly by Freud and then Lacan. 
Freud·s classic conception of the uncan ny refers most broadly to that class of 
objects or experiences-initially very familiar-that return out of time and 
place to trouble the stable boundaries between subject and object, inter ior 
and exterior: ghosts, automata, doubles. an imated objects, and the fantastic 
of all species can fall into th is class of the uncanny. In Lacanian terms, the 
anxiety of the uncanny occurs when the pan of oneself tllat was repressed in 
order for one to be constituted as a subject (what Lacan calls petit objrt a, one's 
··sclf-bcingHbcfore the necessalrsplit introduced by the mi rror stage) returns 
in the guise ofa double (probably the most powerful instance of this return), 
a ghost, or an untoward repetition, To constitute oneself<lS a subject (who 
can distinguish itself from an object) requires an in itial lack; the very possi
bility of recognizing myself in a mirror. for example, implies that I ha\'c al
ready lost some essential, un mediated self-being. Many theorists of the 
uncanny or the fantastic (like Tz,'etan Todorov) would argue that the un-
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canny lies in some uncertainty abom what is real or imaginary. self or other: 
it is an anxiety caused by an insufficiency (afknowledge. of certainty), nOI so 
different from the eve1l'day anxie ty that stems from the constitutive lack of 
the subjecL But Lacan and others argue differently. The uncanny effect does 
not arise from a simple lack of knowledge, for example; it instead erupts from 
an exus50f ..... hat ..... as supposed to be ke pt hidden and repressed (what Lacan 
..... ould call the "real"). That is, there is an "insuffi ciency of lack" and thus an 
excess of the ~real" in his formulation: the repressed part of being that allows 
subjects to consti tute themselves ("lack ~) has somehow reappeared in alien
ated fonn. Lack is thus no longer lacking. and it is the horror of being con
fronted with this excessive and terrible certainty (a certainty based on lack) 
that accounts fo r the an xiety of the uncanny . ~~ 

Altho ugh this story of the formation of the uncanny may seem to unh'er
salize, Freud was writing aoout a specific historical moment, although he did 
not explicitly thematize it. That is. the Freudian uncan ny (exemplified by h is 
analysis of Hoffman's tales. fo r exam ple) emerges at a distinct momen t: that 
o f modernity and industrial capitalism.4' It is, of course, not coi ncid ental that 
Freud .... '35 theorizing the unconscious and the notion of the uncanny at the 
same time that Yanagita was refl ecting on the invisible ..... orld, the question of 
the real and its relation to language, and the specificity of the J apanese un
canny. It marks a period when the uncanny becomes unplaceable. free-float
ing, part of a new, larger national-cuhural imaginary. And the modern 
uncanny also arises as the double of the modern subject: the transcendental 
subject as the very subject of the natural sciences (and by extension , literary 
naturalism) that Yanagita wanted ooth to retain and reject. 

T he ghostly and grisly nature of many of these tales has ledJapanese com
mentators (and there have been a great number of them) to nOte how lim
ited the inroads of "civilization and enlightenment" had been in the 
J apanese outback. T here is no doubt that Yanagita wanted to use these tales 
as evidence of a whole stratum of belief that persisted despi te the increas
ing sway o f the modem rational and that this persistence had a connection 
.... ith what was end uringly Japanese. Yanagita and others later insisted that 
these stories poimed to a world "before history," to an essen tial, timeless 

J apan rcsis ting the in cursions of ''''cstern modern i l)' . ~· But Yanagitil equally 
considered the sto ries "present-day facts~ (genzai flQjijitsu). and it is the si
multaneous insistence on timeless ahistority and factual Contemporaneity 
that indicates precisely a structure of deferral and desire--of nostalgia
that shapes The TaILs o/TUnQ. The spectral status of an object lhat is both fac
tually presen t and yet absent, that is dead but lives, describes, in a doubled 
fashion. the tales o f The Tales Q/TUn~tales that themsel\'es speak. through 
the deferred .... Titing of the memories o f a storyteller, of things spectral. 
T hese present-day facts indicated not $0 much a resistance to the moder n 
but rather the product of J apanese modernity, i t~ uncanny counterpart. Of 
the I lg episodes recorded by Yanagita, 85 of them took place in the carly 
Meiji period or happened to people who were still <l li\'c. 4o, Fully 70 percent 
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arc Meij i occurrences. Far from sheerly indicating a timeless Japan some
how preserved inL,cl within lhe space of modernity, the tales became, 
through Yanagita 's wri ting, moderni ty's uncanny other. 

What Mishima finds most strikingly in sufficient, Ilhin k, is Yanagita 's lan
guage. Noth ing is finished , nothing is completed. These narratives arc al
most antinarrativcs: they arc like stacks of lumber, Mishima says, one 
episode next to another, lacking the unifying gesture of the author as the 
authoritative subject who is supposed to know and complete the circuit of 
knowing for the reader. The necessary in formation that would supplement 
the lack is never given; instead, there is speech that is silenced, stories in 
abeyance, leading only to the next one. As such , then, there is absolutely no 
logic of sllspense in TJu Tales QjTfJ1lo. It is no t as if the reader waits to fi nd 
out the resolution to a narrative conundrum but rather waits to see if the 
terrible certainty of these ~facts~ could possibly be all there is."" 

Yel what the privation ofYanagita's writing tried to com-ey are facts that 
exceed the expected. The darkness of night is mysteriously illuminated; 
ocreams occur where there should be none; \\'omen unexpectedly appear, 
all framed within a restricted rhe torical economy. The lack of explanation 
and o f narrative suspensc and resolution-written as if facLS could speak for 
lhemselvcs--is located at a far remm'e from the often excessive, fantastic na
ture of the events narrativizcd_ What is len Oll~ (an d here one is certainly re
minded of Yanagita 's 1909 essay in which h e insists that literary effects are 
increased by R not telling al l ~) cvokes what goes beyond represcnGllion. It is 
that di~unction alongside the events retold that is ghastly: there is no at
tempt 10 reinscribe the original lack that institutes the clear division be
twee n the real and the fantastic in the first place. IfYanagita had sustained 
the authorial role he displayed in his Preface, commenting on his collec
tion, he would have placed it back into a normalized economy where lack 
plays its pan, where the fantastic properly exists but can be accounted for. 
That normalization lI'ould in fact describe the future traj ectory of J apanese 
nath'e ethnology. where its discursive construction as a bona fide discipline 
and the stabilization of its object as the "everyday folk ~ (jo1/lin) coincided 
with a diminution of its concern with the uncannyY 

Perhaps the most famous tale of the collection is number 22, one that 
Yanagita himself compared to Maeterlinck's "The l ntruder~ . 

22. When the grea~ grandmother of Mr. Sasaki died of old age the relatives as
se mbled to put her into her coffin .... T he daughtt:r of the dead woman. who 
.... "3S insane and had been CUI off from Ihe family. was also in the group. Since 
il was the cuslOm of the area to consider it taboo to kt the fire die out during 
the period of mourning, the gr.tndmother and the mother s.a~ up alone on 
both sides of the large hearth. The mother put the charcoal baske~ beside her 
and from time 10 time added charcoal 10 the fire. Suddenly, hearing the sound 
offool'lteps in the di redion of the back door, she looked up and saw it wa, the 
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old woman who h<ld died. She Tt:<:ognized how the bottom of the old ... ·oman's 
kimono, which dragged because ~he bent down a lot, was pulled up a.~ usual 
into a triangle and sewed in front. Othcr th ings were also the same, and she 
t. ... 'en recognized the striped kimono cloth . .lust as she cried ~Oh!" Ihe o ld 
woman passed by the hearth where Ihe two v,omen sal and bru.\hed the cbar
coal balikel ... i lh the bottom of her kimono. The round basket wobbled as it 
weill round and round. The mothcr, who was a strong-nerved person. turned 
and "'"atched where she went.Jusl as the old woman d re ... ' close \0 the parlor 
where the rclalh·es were asleep, the shrill \uice of the mad woman screamed 
oul, "Here comes grannyl" T he othefll were awakened by the voice <lnd it is 
said they were all shocked."\Ij 

Mishima was a great admirer of this talc, panicularlyof the moment when 
the old woman brushes the charcoal basket and sends it spinning: "Whe n 
the scuttle spins, all efforts to sustain reali ty [ gt"lIji/SuJ arc over."o49 The char
coal basket becomes, in that punclUal instance, the point of division be
tweell the revealed world and the concealed, a wobbly mediator between life 
and d eath. But rather than sheerly marking their division , that detail allows 
the troubling of the separation, for what is truly uncanny is not the trans
gression of a difference that then remains unproblenmtically in place afler 
the occurrence but the calling into question of the difference itself. Yanagita 
writes ofthe shock of the uncanny in a language thaI, in its restraint and nar
rative paucity, implies that there is no shock. That d ifference is once again 
left undecidable within the narrative economy o f the tales. 

The restrained wri ting by which YanagiL1. conveys the ghastliness of To no 
always mai ntains a disunce from its source: the local storyteller and his 
voice, Sasaki spoke in dialect (Yanagiu eyen SL"ltcd in an inten~ew thaI he 
could not undcrstand him at first ), and it is not surprising that all the non
standard inflections o f To no havc becn erased in the text. But Yanagita dis
tanced himselffrom the transcription of even Tokyo-based e\'el}·day specch 
in his ules. Only in Illomentsofdirectquotation (like ~H ere comes granny!~ 

[Obiisan ga ki taf] ill tale number 22) do spokcn voices intrude. Throughout, 
Yanagita's elegant, terse, ~old"fashioned~ lite rary constructions displace 
themselves from originary \·o ices, voices that remai n suspended through a 
writing that asserts yet obscures its own rhetoricity. 

The origins behind the tales almost always rest in Lhe perceptual experi
ence of one o f To no's inhabitants; chains of hearsay culminatc in narrative 
disclosures that, located wi thin Sasaki 's memory and h is sto ries, speak thc 
truth of To no. Tale number 22 ends by deferring the source ofautllOrity by 
saying "it is said," as do so many of the episodes. Yet the shifting of the os
tensible narrator of the episodes continually leaves the authorial position in 
questio n . For example, tale number 87 begins wit h the first person . 

87. I have rorgoltelllhe peNOn 's name. but he was the master ora wealthy fam
ily in the to\\11 or TOllo. He "'"as seriously ill and on the brink o f death, when 
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one day he sudden ly \ls1 led his family temple. The priest entertained him 
courteously and selVcd lea. They chatted abom things and then the priest. 
~mewhal suspicious when the man Wall about to lea"'e , sent his ~'oullgc r di5-
dple to fol1o ... ' him. The man went out the gale and headed ill the direction 
of horne. Then he went around a comer in the town and diS<lppeared. There 
WCTC also other people who met him on that stree t and he gree ted everyone 
as politely as cvcr. 

He died that night and, of course, was in no condition to be going out at 
that time. Later a l the temple, the priest checked the spot where the lea cup 
was, to see If the tea had been drunk o r nol. He found that the tea had all been 
poured into the crack between the straw mats.~ 

\\,ho has forgotten the name? If it is Yanagita, why has he inserted that 
question (particularly since Yanagita t:ont:ealed the actual names of people 
that Sasaki told h im, in good anthropological fashion )?~ t We assume that it 
is Sasaki and that Yanagita has chosen to position his informant as the 
speaker/ narrator. In this tale of a ghoSily double who classically prefigures 
h is own death , Sasaki stands in for the authorial voice of the folklorist. In
deed, the life of Sasaki and his failed allempts to become the double of the 
famed folklorist Yanagita became the elements of J apanese intellectual 
tragedy . S~ In talc number 22, however, Yanagita is the speake r, as he opens 
by saying, ~\¥hcn the great grd.lldmothcr of Mr. Sasaki died . ... ~ 

By sh ifting th e narrator's position, by relaying the events wi th in chains o f 
deferred experience and flattening differences between speakers, Yanagita 
obscures the source of ethnographic am hority, as it bet:omes repeatedly dis
p laced through hearsay.·~~ Yet the fact that most of the tales can be traced to 
an experiencing subject--one who often has experienced something unto
ward--gives Yanagita's tales the aura of uncanny certainlY. T he displace
ment of narrators and the obvious (yet not too obvious) crafting of the tales 
mark them as ~ I ileral)'~; the nami ng and placing of origins and the insis
tence on tracing bat:k through remembered voices to im probable events 
claimed to be true mark the text as (proto-)~ethnographic ." 

Yet that d iffe rence-to the extent that Yanagita was clearly aware of it
was allowed to remain in haunting undecidability. \\'hat is strange, then , is 
the way different o rders of reali ty are jUXL"lposed and allowed to oct:upy the 
same textual and epistemological space; no hierarchy is imposed on these 
orders, no final demart:ating of the faclUal from the fictional , the real from 
the fa n tastic. The fac t that an experience is said to have occurred and the 
implausibility of the experience itself are p laced on the same plane, en
fo lded with in a larger (implicit) notion o f ps}'chicaJ reality. 

The Tala ofTiiM is thus a peculiar hybrid , and it t:onformed to no law of 
genre in 1910. Although only 350 copies were printed, Yanagita's connec
tions with the J apanese li terary world ensured that promi nent Me~i aUlhors 
read and reviewed it. \\'hen it was first published, many readers did nOt 
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know what to make of it: it seemed to fit most comfortably within the varied 
collections of ~strange tales." Its status as literature (bungaku) was not quite 
assured, and there was little or no conception of its status as a work of ~folk
lore~ at all.f>4 

The novelist Tayama Katai, who is often credited with introducing the 
word naturalism into Japanese, stated, 

Whik Kunia maintains thai I. a nalur.tlist writer, cannot understand his 
feelings and am nOi really qualified to evaluate his work, I find lhe work in
fused with an extr.lvagance ofafTected rusticity. I remain unmoved. His use of 
on-site obserY.ltion to create the background in an essay is signifi cant. The 
work's impressionistic and artistic qualities, howl'Ver, deri\"<:: more from the 
rreaunent of the data than the actual content.!>; 

Another famo us author and friend, Shimazaki Toson (also an exponent 
of naturalism) wrote in an essay 011 Tima m()1lQgatari, 

That work ['rOno lIIonogatanl consists in its entirety of a collection of leg
ends [dnrutsu] from a remote region. As the author ~tates in his preface, after 
having heard these stories and seen their place of origin, he felt compelled 10 

convey them 10 others, so f;u.cinating were the realities contained therein. The 
concise and ho nest style of the stories--as well as the critical preface and the
matic arrangement of the tales-immediately attracted me. The copy that 
Yanagita presented to me is here before me now, and I ha\"ejust finished read
ing it .... After reading these kinds of story, 1 feel that I hal'e come to know 
something, howe ... er faintly, about the wonder [kyol1 and terror [kyo/til found 
within the midst of rur.tl life [ruraru raifu]. These storie~ of mountain gods. 
goddesses, and strange men and women who live in the mountains-as well 
as stories of mysterious ret actual occurrences. like the tale that reminded 
Yanagita of Maeterlinck 's '"The Intruder--have made me feel this way. 

Even though this work was written OUi of a scholarly interest in e thnic de
velopment [mi l1.wJru hattatsu], 1 still felt as if I could hear something like the 
distant, distanl voices of the fields in this work .... I would like to know more 
about the place where these stories were born and passed down. The reason I 
\\'ould like to know more is due, I think, to the fa ct that the author of TiYllO 
tnOrnJglltari, more than beingjust a collector of 51r.tnge tales or a scholar of eth
nic p syc:hology. is a traveler ";th acute po""e,,, of perception. A. far a. I know. 
there are few tr.ll·elers like Yanagita, and there are even fewer tr.l\·elers \'o;th 
Yanagita 's powers of obse""lItion.~ 

Shimazaki's critique astutely points out the ~ethnic~ dimension of 
Yanagita's tales, yet in 1910, there was no clear perception of fo lklore stud
ies as a pursuit. Instead, Methnology" was in its early stages of rormation, pre
ceded by the founding of ethnological societies and journals. Shimazaki 
may have been one or the few critics to point out this dimension o f Timo 
mmlOgatan', a dimension to which Yanagita himself does not dearly allude. 
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The first person to recognize lhe value of The Tales of tmw as folklQre, nO( 
li te rature, was in faCl a Chinese author and st;holar of Japanese literature, 
Chou Tso-jcn (Shilsakujin, in J apanese) J>7 In 1933. twenty-three years after 
Yanagita had published the tales, Chou Tso-jen disco\'cred the text and 
praised its peerless value fo r fo lklore smdies.!>I! 

The preceding len years had wimessed the formation of nativist eth nol
ogy as a discipline. In 1925, Yanagita founded the journal Minwku, which 
marked the beginning of all anthropological studies in Japan , according to 
the eminem eth nologist Aruga Kizaemon ,59 NO( unti l the 1930s, however, 
d id nativist ethnology attain widespread credibili ty. The Tales o/Timoanly be· 
came a recogn ized classic on its republication in an expanded edition in 
1935. Not coincidentally, 1935 marked in many ways the apogee of nativist 
ethnology as a discipline. It was the year ofYanagita's kanreki (sixlieth birth
day celebration. always a landmark event in Japanese society); the year the 
journal M inlran d£1Hho (Oral Tradition) was formed; and the year nativist 
ethnology as a d iscipline was finally established on a national scalef') 

It is significant that the ]'epublication of the Ta le!; coincided with the mo
ment of nativist ethnology's disciplinary consolidation, the momen! of high 
fascism and militarism in the Japanese empire. II is possible to see the e n
li re trajectory of nativist ethnology with its emphasis o n the unwritten , the 
marginal. and the impoverished as a species of resistance to el ite, dOell

menta.,', modernist scholarship as such , providing an alternative to state
sponsored mainstream scholarship. Yet to the extent that it became 
disciplinarily constituted as the study of what was uniquely .Japanese, that 
which was outside the corruptions of Western modernity, Yanagita and his 
folklore studies ( there \~as no doubt it was his discipline) contributed to the 
chauvin ism and cultural nationalism ofthe wartime period.61 

It was with the expanded republication of the text in 1935 that The Talf~ 
of 1'000 emerged as the found ing text of native ethnology. It finally achiel'ed 
the complex acclaim that did not--could not-greet it o n its initial publi
cation . Only the deferral of O'o'en ty-five years and the constructio n of a dis
cipline allowed the retroactive recognition of the strange birth that the text 
com memorated. As Yanagita h imself remarked in his comments to the sec
ond edition, 

In fact, when Trow mDlwgatml first came out, thc public still had no knowl
edge ofthes<: matters, and it appears they judged the attimde of a ~ce ruin per
son" who was attempting 10 prob1ematize them as that of a d ilettante or 
curiosity seeker, But tada)', urnes have completely changed. These kinds of ex
perience have now been repeated any number uftime~. and they have come 
to be recognized as the important o bjcct of onc field of scholarly cndeanlf.61 

The Tak5 of Timo must be grasped as two publications across wh ich the 
~birth" of nativist ethnology look placc. The import of the first evcn t-the 
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appearance o f the Tales--could not be known except as it occurred again 
with in a structure o f repetition . O nly th rough repetition could th e text 
e merge as o riginaf}'. The second edition contai ned a supplement to the 
first, a new collection of tales assembled with the help of Sasaki Kizen. These 
tales were primarily bona fide ~ folktales~ and were now .... Titte n in colloquial 
style. It is telling that o ne of the most in n uen tial com men tators o n the 'fain 
after ilS celebrated second binh complained about the supplement, stating, 
"'The tales of the newly cxpanded second pan are ..... ri tten in colloquial lan
guage, but fo r me, the nostalgic navor of the o riginal edition 's tales. left as 
they are in straigh uorward li terary style, is stronger."'6.~ 

Nostalgia can on ly e merge across a temporal lag, and the nostalgic fla
vor o f a text is more potent the fa rther it is fro m the ostensible source and 
goal of nostalgic desire. The Talts and its readings not only encode that de
sire for a regressing world o f orality (that in any case is more pleasurably 
kno ..... n through ilS deadly enxtcxtualizatio n) but expose the nostalgia o f a 
discipline fo r ilS own origin. an origin that remains dislocated from it
self. To the extent that the Taks remains the obsessively re-marked Mmemo
rial marker of the bi rth of J apanese fo lklore studies- (Nih(m minwkugaku 
nQ hassM no killmlQ), it becomes p recisely that: a mnnorial marker, a mon u
ment to an absence, to a loss that must be perpetually recovered th rough 
a discipline that ensures the d i~ppearance of ilS origins as it produces 
them. 

To return o nce more to Mishima, he reads the text as mysterious {fil$hig
ina), not on ly because o f the deaths it .... Tites but because it is Mdata as it is, 
bu t a t the same time it is li terature-and that's ..... hat 's myste rious about this 
work. "G4 The tales speak of ghastly matters that can never properly become 
the obj eclS o f a d iscipl ine as such, because they can not be situated in an o b
jective relation to positive knowledge.6!> Yet because literature inter-:enes as 
the sign o f that d iscu rsi,'e space where anything is possible, those deaths
already uncan n ily situated with in the narratives-both thematize and ex
em plify an impossib le knowledge, a knowledge enabled by the uncan ny 
suspension ofl iterature and science: nativist e th nology ilSt':lf.66 

Years late r. Yanagita himself spoke or these matters. 

Hrni Imini How did }'Oil come to write Tiino monogulari~ 
Yanllgilll: That was th rough Miwno Y&hii, ,,-ho died n:cend)'. He wa~ a 

strange kind of J>Ot:I. who had an interest in the village li fe of old. When we 
were lalking about ... o ur native p laces , the name of his friend Sasaki 
Kilen callie lip. Sasaki was, in fac t. a naive, good person. He was stubbom 
about som.;: things. H.;: was a person who would oppose what we said- ifwe 
thought someth ing " "as not so. he would belie'·e it ..... as. and would get an
gry. It's probably corru/ IO sa)· Ihal TOno monogatari ;.1 "1TU!Slly a littrary~. 

Hrni: But. ,/,0,10 /tUmogulari h as been vcr)' innuemial. ham·1 il. 
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Ymwgila: That's true. TM sproat fro/U Te of/hal worll;" lhallhers almxu~l)' no ClI~ 
Umpt a/ iTllerfi"ling or commenting upon i15 ronlmls. This seems to have ap
pealed 10 European scholars. In England there was talk at one time of 
having it translated imo English. 

Hari: That lack of interpretation was probably something that was different 
from the scholarly attitudes that had existed until then. 

Yanagila: fthinlt thai slan ce {Ialero irr 1M writi7lg a/Tono monogatariJ was 1M 
5QIIU! a.i 1M stance ollM natural sciDlus or biological scimcts.67 

Yanagita first offers the opinion that the text is mostly a Mlilerary work, ~ yet 
immediatelyafteno."ard he maintains that there was no "interpretation Mwhat_ 
soever in the text; last, that its stance was ~lhe same as the stance of the nat
ural sciences. ft One wonders at the serenity of his assertions, a serenity tbat 
has not been shared by a generation of Japanese critics struck by what they 
see as a foundin g contradiction in Yanagita's discipline. Yet withoUl engag
ing the apparitions of the The Tales ofT671o itself, no criticism can confront 
the constitutive yet uncanny commingling of literature and science in that 
discipline. Nativist ethnology, institutionally born out of the haunted unde
cidability of literature and science, is devoted to preserving the distinctive
ness of the enduring Japanese cusLOmary, of cultural transmission itself. Yet 
the elaborate monstrosity of its textual origin-a monstrosity that really con
sists of nothing more than the impossibility of finally demarcating literaLUre 
from science, the figural from the literal, the fantastic from the factual-re
turns to trouble the present. As a .... Titing perpetually betwun literature and 
science, nativist ethnology must repeat the uncanny gestures of its o rigin, 
insisting on a transmission without remainder from a beginning that can 
only ever be-finally-memorialized. 

NOTES 

I. "Folklore studies~ is the conventional translation for minzoirugaJIU. I !.ometimes 
translate Ihis leon as "nali\'i,'1 elhnology" (a tromslalion that H. D. Harootunian has 
used) because of its links with nativist scholarship (lwlwgaJIU) ofthc Tokugawa period 
(1603-1868) and its claims as a discipline o f indigenous japanese knowledge and 
practices. The connections of the discipline of folklore studies with the discipl ine of 
anthropology in j apan are m ultiple, nOl the least of which is the homophoniC con
gruencc of the two leons; minwlwga!1U is also a standard tcrm for "anthropology. ~ It 
differs from the "minzokugaku" of folklore studies, howC'\'e r, in its graphic constitu
tion (although both !.eons share the same Chinese character for "min: the charac
ters used for "zoku" in each word are different). I shall use ooth ~folklore studies· and 
(Japanese) "nali\isl ethnology" 10 mmslate "minzokugaku" in this e.'lSay. 

2. Mishima Yukio, ~TOnQ mQ1lQglllllri,~ in Yallagilll Kunio Itmll)'u, cd. Kamishima 
Jira (Tok)'o: Chikuma ShobO. 1973); 198. First published in the Yomiuri shillmlll,june 
12, 1970. 
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3. Michel de Ceneau in collabordtion with Dominique Julia and Jacques Revel, 
"The Ikauty of the Dead: Nisard,~ in H'lnuiogits ( Minneapoli~: The University of 
Minnesota Press, 1986): 11 9. 

4. Susan St~ ... n, "Notes on Distressed Genres," in Stewart, CrimnofWriting: J>rob. 
/.twu in 1M Omlainment of~tation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991): 74. 

5. Masao Miyoshi has writlen of the J apaneM: rejection of Mishima 's literature, 
declaring, "Much of Mishima Yukio's dazzling perfonnance n ow looks merely nam
boyant, or even kitschy, The list of his works is long, but the list of thoM: that might 
as well remain unread is nearl~ as long." Mishima's shon review of TM TaILs of To no 

remains a piece that bears reading. See Masao Miyoshi, O./JCmtt:r. Pawer and CIIIIII.Tt 
!Utations klW«nJapa1t and Ih, UnitM Stales (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1991) : 149. 

6. The Mdji Restordtion aimed to "n:store- the emperor to his rightful place of 
authority after centuries of merely titular kingship under lhe military government 
of Japan, which held de facto po,,'er. For an analysis of the Meiji Restoration as the 
complex culmination of intellectual debates about aUlhorit~ and representation, M:e 
H. D. Harootunian, Toward Reslrna/iOlt: Th, Grow/h of Political Corl.lli01IS/1t$S in 1'011.11.' 
gawaJapan (Berkeley; Los Angeles. and London: University of California Press, 1970). 

7. The concept is Kanllani Kojin's, de\'dopcd in his NihOlt hindui InmgaJlu no 
higm (Tokyo: Kodansha, 1980). Karatani' s book is an examination of the formation 
of modem Japanese literature, in which h<: emphasizes the discursive production of 
the category and institution of "literature" (tmngahu) itself in the Meij i period. As 
Brett de Bary argues in an unpublished introduction 10 her tmnslation of Karatani' s 
first chapter, "The Disc(wery of Landscape- (Fukei no hakk<:n ), - Karatani propo.o;es 
that the fundamental rupture between Edo and Me\ji tit<:r.Hure is to be located, 
not in the discoveI)' of a pr<:viously non-cxistent 'interiori ty' or individual self, but 
rather in the changed conception of writing implicit in the institutionalization of the 
gmtmnilchi system. For Karatani, the written \;'ord shifts from its Status as rhetorical 
instrument and assumes new sign ificance in the Meiji period as a tool for 'reflect· 
ing' reality." Karatani 's book has been translated into English as OriginJ of Modem 

Jupan~ LilQatu l1', translation edited by Breit de Bary (Durham and London : Duke 
University Press, 1993). 

8. For a sharp analysis of the process of rationalization at the state It;'.·e], M:e 
Bernard Silberman, "The Bun:aucrdtic State in J apan: The Problem of Authority 
and Legitimacy." in Conflict i .. !lJotkm Jupa"ese Hislary: 171, Negkcmi Traditio", ed. Tet
suo Naji ta andJ. Vic tor Koschmann (Princeton: Princeton University Pre •• , 19R2) : 
226--257. 

9. Mikiso Hane, PW$ll>ll$, lUbt-ls, and OutcrulS: 171, U"dm;iikoj ModemJapan (New 
York: Pantheon, 1982): 11. 

10. I have taken the above from a chronology of JapaneM: folklore studies pre
pared by the National Museum of Japanese History and Folklore. Fukuda Ajio, 
"Nihon min:wku kenkyushi nenpyo. " KoII. rlrilsu fWlishi Minwhll. Hahutml$uhan 
H6holl.t, 2 (March 1983): 41-81. 

11. See Katherine Trumpener 's masterful work. "Th<: Voice of the Pa.~t: Anxieties 
ofCu[tural Transmission in Post-Enlightenment Europe" (Ph.D. dissertation. Stan
ford University, \990). 
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12. The search to find a domain of pure ethnicJapanesencss merged with the 
nationalist project, culminating in the concerted effort to ·overcome the modern " 
(ki"dai lIocluikoku) in the 1940s. 

13. Sec Nanette Twine. "The Genbunilchi Movement: A Study of the Develop
mCI11 of the Modem Colloquial Style in Japan " (Ph.D. dissertation, University of 
Qut:ensland, 197:1): 4-'13. 

14. Of course, Chinese chanlClcn;--COntrMy to what Dcrrida and others I\;I\"C 

proposed as a potentially nonlogoet:ntric alternative [0 phonetic writing-do con
tain phonetic components that allow the reader 10 sound the chanlcler in many (if 
nOI all) instances. BUi the point still remains that ideogT<lphs allow the reader to read 
l'.ithOlll voiCing 10 a higher degn:c than phonetic writing would nonnally allow. 

15. See Twine. 'Ihe Genbuni tchi Mo\"emenl.~ Gt:nbu"ilc/.i was also the phrase 
for tllo: slate's move lU hring liler.U"yJapanesc into Iho: realm of the spoken. 

16. 1-.lasao Miyoshi , A uomplir,.$ of~·lefl(t; The lII{)(k"'J('IKm~se NIJvt/ (Berkdey, Los 
Angeles, and London: Uni\"ersily ofCalifornia Pres.s. 1974): 3-37. 

17. "Shasci 10 ronbun," BUIJsM ,10 yjmi 2, no. 3 (Febm:lJ")' 1907). utensil'e pas
sage.~ from this eS!lay arc analf/.cd in Iwamoto Y~hiu:ru, M O: hiWlru 110 '1'0110 mOtlo
gala"; (Tokyo: TOsui shobO, 1983): 105-106. h"'"<Imoto's title Ir3nsl:ues a.~ Ont III"" 

"Tam of Tijno, ~ as he examines the contradictions surrounding the writing of TIlt 
Tala of To no. All mm slations are mine unless olhel",,·ise noted. 

18. This is Ronald Morse·s translation of the famoll' pa ...... ge. Kunio Yanagita, 
Tht lLgt1Jd.i ofTO:llo. U",\tlS. Ronald Murse (Tokyo: Japan Foundation , 1975): 5. 

19. Yanagita, "Shasei to ronbun ": 31-32; emphasis added. 
20. Speech here occupies (at least) 1\\·0 positions. One is externalized speech

speech-irHhe-world. speech as natural object. People talk. one hears their ,·uices, 
and thus the imperative for writers to record their speech as perfectly a.~ possible in 
the objective mode of tlle nalUr.ll.scientisl. But speech occupies a second position, 
one determined by what is 1101 s,'lid . That i." speech is the sign of "thought ~; it is a ve
hicle for "expres.sing" thoughts that are silenL Speech indicates something other 
than itself, something more original)' that it carries fO"'"<Ird. A rclay is instituted. 
o riginating in thought , moving to speech, th en to wri tten col1oquial s tyle, lhen to 
literary SlyleS, with their ascending degrees of tlistance from speech. Because writing 
1.\ \ 'iewed here a.~ lhe graphic analogue of speech, the dilemmas of direct deSCrip
tion are more fraught when speech is the object. as opposed to the ,1511al. That is. 
it is assumed that textually describing a scene in nature "ill of neeeS-iity be farther 
remo\"ed fr0111 that .scene-moving across the mode of the ,isual to that of lan
guage-than a faithful phonographic textual recording o f a dialoguc, for exam
ple (which moves only across forms of language, from the spoken to the written). 
But as the tenn Jhrun (direct description) indicates ""1th its provenance in an the
ory. similar debates took place aooUll'isual representation, where the continuum of 
arguments moved from the statuS of phutogrdphy to Western-style realism (dfened 
by live "direct description") to the rediscovery of Japanese-style "impressionism." 

21 . Ger.tJd FigaJ has discussed Ihis problem of the invisible world. the fantastic, 
and questions of representation in his "Yanagita Kunio Writing-in-Wonderland: The 
Limits of Representation and the Rep resentation of Limits" (M.A. thesis. University 
of Chicago, 1987). 
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22. "Gcnbun no k}'ori ,~ 8unshO.w Kifai 14, no. 4 (October 19(9), 167-172. 
23. Ibid., 169. 
24. In this same es. .... y, \'anagita aSIICfU lhat spoken japane$C, unlike "We.tem lan

guages," v.ith their clearly delineated progression of clauses and connecting articles, 
is full of pauses, elisions, and repetitions. If one tries to write this confusion down, 
he states, the result is nothing bUI an incoherence that can hardly ascend to the ~lit
er.lry." Therefore, it is nOI possible 10 have a -Ime- (shill) genbunitchi at the pre
sem, he ners. To have a true colloquial written iangl.lage, s~japanese must mo\'e 
closer to the wnUen (li temry) language wi th its regularity and refinement. Educa· 
tion, starting with primary school, i5 the means to attain this remolding of spoken 
Japanese into a simulacrum of the properly written. What th is passage also discloses 
is an example of the ine xhaustible binarism situating the ~japanese" language a~ op
posed to "\\'estern" ones, japan V!I. the West. [t is implied that in the West, because 
the spoken language is rational and coherem. truly objective, scientific, "naturalist" 
colloquial writing (and li tera ture) is a possibil ity. This is an impossibili l)' in j apan 
.... -ith the ilTIltionali ties of its spoken disco urse. and thus liter-uure. abo\'e all. should 
nOI aspire to reproduce the spoken as is. We can see the implications for a theory of 
japanese cultural essentialism emerging from these reflections on speech and wri t
ing.lbid., 170-172. 

25. Seejacques Derrida's OfGrammalrXog:,' (Baltimore:John Hopkins University 
Pres.~, 1974). This prob[ematic-the relationship between speech, writing, and na
tive japaneseness--also reitCr.ltes many of the abiding concerns of Tokugawa na· 
tivist scholarship (kokugaku), as analyzed, for example, in the English.language 
works of H. D. Harootunian and the recent work of Naoki Sakai. Voim of 1M Palt: 
The StatUl of Langua~ in t.lght«mth·CmturyJapan~~ DilWUTl#: (Ithaca: Comell Uni· 
\'e l'sity Press, 1992). 

26. Yanagita, ~Gcnbun no k)'orl ," 169. 
27. Tono morlOKalari, 57. 
28. Yanagita had already started his proto-ethnographic project d uring the 

period bet.,. .. et:n 1907 and 1909. culmina ting in his self.published Nochi na harilcoloba 
110 hi, a collection of hunters' terminology from the mountains of the southern 
island of Kyushu and his DialoguB of 1M Slo1l~ Gods (Ishigami mondo) published 
in 1909. 

29. Entries from Yanagita'S diaries cited by Kamata Hisako, "Tono monogalari no 
shilazome," /wau lIipfxJ, 24 February 1975. 

30. See H. D. Harootunian's work on Ihe discursive construction ofthe im-isib[e 
and visible wor1d~ in Tokugawa nativist thought. Thin/(J 5tf:n and U1U«1I: DilCOlITl#:a1ld 
1~/ogy in Tokugnwa Nativism (Chicago: Unh'ersity o f Chicago PreMo 1988). 

31. 'I'M 14Jf:'Uds o/Tiino, 8. Note thai Ronald Morse translaled monoga/ari as ~Ieg. 
ends, ~ a translation that far exceeds the mandate implied by the japanese term. 
which simply indicates a tale, story, or nalTIllive. UnleM otherwise noted, I ha\'e re.
lied on Morse's mlllsiation of 10no mOllogulari. 

:'12. Ibid. 5. The original japanese reads, "mata ichiji ikku 0 mo kagensezu kanj i. 
taru mama 0 kakitari . ~ Yanagita Kunio. 70no 1fUmogalari (Tokyo: Yamata Shooo, 
1972) : 55. 

33. Ibid .. 5. 
34. Iwamoto, Miihilo/5u 110 T6no monogalari. 39. 
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35. See Oda Tomihime, "Shokohon '/"ono monngillari no mondai,~ Kokubu1lgaku 
27 (january 1982): 72-78. Oda's article is a painstaking analysis of Ihe \-arious mao
uSCripLS, dr-Ifts. and proofs of the first edi tion of Tlu Tale; of Timo, an analysis that 
demonstrates how ornately crafted the finished text actually was. We also know that 
a number of the narratives induded in the Tales had been p reviously published in 
different versions by Mizun o YOShli. 

36. hV"dllJOto Yoshiteru inlc,rprers kagen lnlllhis way. a lthough literally the phrase 
does mean "without adding or subtracting." If the nuance of "neglecting" is ac
cepted. it points e\'en more clearly to Yanagi ta's crnfting of the text. Emphasis mine. 

37. The preface constitutes the real "ethnograph ic" moment of the text, indud
ing in it Yanagita's deSCription of his travels 10 TOno (undertaken aft" he had heard 
the stories from Sasaki in Tokyo) . A classic arrival scene is interspersed with a com
pelling deM:ription ofa festival on the hi llside, seen fro m a distance. The imponance 
of distance- which is also central 10 Yanagita '5 theories of liter.!.\ure--emerges 10 
prese".e the aura ofthe object in a \>'ay not totally alien from Walter Jknjamin 's writ
ings on aunt and the effects of distance. 

38. Jean Lapianche and J ean-Bertrand Pootalis, "Fantasy and the Origins of Sell.
uality," in Forma/ions ojFan/My, ed. Victor Burgin, J ames Donald, and Cord Kaplan 
(London: Methuen, 1986): 5-.'H. Note their diM:lIMion of "psychical reality" in La
planche and Pontalis, The i.a1lguagrojPsycno--A,j{Jfysi.s, tnlns. Donald Nicholson-Smith 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1973): 363. See also Gerald Figal's discussion ofYanagita's 
analogue of ""psychical reality" in his Ph,D. disse rta tion, -rhe Folk and the Fantastic 
inJapane!le Modern ity: Dialogue~ on Reawn and Imagination in Late Nineteen th 
and Early Twentieth-Century Japan" (University of Chicago, 1992). 

39. [t is clear that Yanagita \>~..ts deep ly invested in the p rocess of collection it.self, 
indicated by his later mobilization ofscore~ of d isciples 10 g-dther data for h is science. 
This investment is a lso clear from the relat ionsh ip of rivalry that later d e\'elopcd with 
Sasaki Kizen o\'er the publishing of future folktales. 

40. Mi~hima, 1'("1(} »wTloga/ari, 198. Fu.wku na lIiki might be liter.lIly tr.mslated as 
"unforeseen ghastliness." What I think is implied here, however. is the ghastliness of 
a certain insufficiency, "like when someone starts to talk and then suddenly stops 
speaking, ~ and thus I also find lhe p hrase "ghasdy insufficiency" suggesth·e. 

41. TMVgt>uuajTrino, 31-32. 
42. [am indebted to Mladen Dolar's explication of the modem uncanny (and 

the distinction between Todorov's and Lacan 's reading~ ) in hi~ " '1 Shall Be ",; th You 
on Your Wedding-Night': Lacan and the Uncanny: October 58 (Fall 1991 ): 5-23. 

43. See the dassic discussion of the uncanny in Sigmund Freud, "The ' Uncanny' ~ 
(1919), in "J"M S/a7ldun/ tAi/ian aj /M Compkk Psychological Worl:s, ed. James Strddley, 
Vol. XVIII (London: Hog-drlh Press . 1955), 

44. Kuwabara Takeo. " T (; ,!O manoga/ari b ra: in Yanagila Kunia 1I.enllyii, 128. Es
say originally published ill 1937. T he original phrase is ~rd:.ish i izen no sekai." 

45. Qda, "Shokohon TfjTla manoga/ari no mondai," 75. 
46. Questioners at the conference "[maginingJ apan: Narrdtives of Nationhood" 

at Stanford Un iversity in May 1993 reminded me that much of Japan's "tale litera
ture" also has this fragment.ed. episodiC quality, The Nihanr~lIi '''"<is mentioned as 
an example. My poill1 is nOt to deny that Yanagita might ha\'e been rel);ng on, 
alluding to. or citing earlier fo n ns of J apanese literature. Eve n his usc of m01loga/ari 



FOURTEEN 

The Construction of America: 
The Anthropologist as Columbus 

Michael Ta ussig 

Oua Ih~ long h(wl. III said, his/Uly is !illbfrCII!d /0 1M conflict of wriling. 1 
-TIt OMAS ZAPATA 

It will ~ a secrrl language and haw behind rlOCUmetlU 'lOt of tdiftcation bllt 
a/paradox. 

-H U GO IIALL 

In response to the quincentenary or the European invasion of America, the 
Colombian Anthropology Association has invited us [0 Bogota today to dis
cuss ~the construction of America . ~ TIlis is a good choice of topic. il seems 
to me, because it grasps the opportuni ty of the q uincentennial ritual to 
stand aside fro m our usual practice and reneet o n what we arc doing and 
why we do it, 10 what degree and in \"hat manner of ways we are construct
ing America, and 10 what degree America constructs us--our identities, in 
all the ir mul tifacctedncss, as much as our ways of perceiving and interpret
ing thc wortd and producing knowledge. Hcrein, of course, lies a funda
mental quandary: how do we make sense ohhe construction that conslrUCts 
us? In particular, bearing in mind the stuff of which the quinccmen nial 
even t is made, what is the role in such construction of memory and of r itu
als of memorization? 

As we see it, there are two great narrative forces in the construction of 
America, forces that ha,'e preoccupied us in our examination of the an
thropology of t h e sou thwes t o f Colombia, from the Pacific coast o\'er the 
cordilleras of the Andes to the eastern foothi lls of the Amazon basin. T hese 
are the narrational configurations centered on the Indian, on the one hand, 
and the Negro, o n the other, con fi guratio ns that owe much, of course, to 

the need s and fantasies of the European imagination as tr.lOsplanted in 
America. 

There are many threads to follow and sort out here, but there is one that 
is strikingly dominant. For while the Indian has been recrui ted to the task 
of carrying the originary America and thus the seed of the great American 
story and its authenticating seal (perhaps no time more than now, when 

J2J 
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63. K.uwahara, ~Tono mQ.wgalarikara,~ 124. 
64. Mishima, "Tthw morlOga/an ," 198. 
65. Mishima, in working through the implications of Tono mqnogatan's d oubled 

slams. said as much: "to the eXlem that something is faclual l{uaku/o] it's the object 
of scholarsh ip· (Iuakmo de aru k.agiti de wa, gakumon no taish6 de aru), 198. Of 
course. pari of Mishima's point is that the strangeness of the lalc5--their very im
pJausibi1ity-allains the Status of "fact" in Yanagita '5 rendering: the sheer factuality 
of language, if nothing else ( It<m<m no gr.mairyo wa, k hinum ham mirtba, lIo/Dba igai no 
nanim<l'lO dmw .wi: "these data, from one perspective, afC nothing at all other than 
language"), 

66. "What is heralded and refused under the name of liter.llUre cannot be iden
tified with any OIher d iscourse. It will never be scientifi c, philosophical, conversa
tional. BUI if it d id not open onto all these discourses, it would not be li terature 
either. There is no literature withoUi a suspended relation to meaning and reference . 
... In its mspended condilion literature can only exceed itse lf.~ J acques Derrida, 
~ 'This Str.mge ill5titUlion Called Literature': An Inte l""\'iew with Jacques Derrida,' in 
Derrida, Acts ofLiumllHY', cd. Derek Attridge (New York: Ro utledge, 1992): 47-48. 

67. Hon Ichiro and Yanagita Kunio. "Wauuhi no ayunde kita michl,· in Denki i , 
no. 5-6. Cited by Iwamoto, ,\10 nilo/Su 110 TOllo ,nollogt,tari, 103-104; empha.~is added . 
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(tale) points to an entire dass ofliter.uure onen dassi fi ed by that tenn. The spedfi c 
difference arises, ho ..... e\'e r, "'ith Yanagita 's doubled insistence on factuality and 
fantasy within the debates about representation and modernity thaI arose in the 
Meiji period. 

47. Many commentators have noted how Yanagita shifted from his earlier con
cerns wi th yal1Ulbilo (mountain men), ..... anderers, and the fantastic of various fonns 
to a central concern "ith the Me-,'eryday folk" and what was common to all japanese, 
particularly japanese peasants. Figal has discussed this shift across a number of lev
els in his MFrom tntgu to semo: The Hidden World in the Writing ofYanagita Kunio." 
Paper wriuen for the 39th Annual Meeting of the Midwestern Conference on Asian 
Studies, Bloomington, November 1990. 

48. TM l.egends of Tono, 25-26. 
49. Mishima Yukio, ShOsdJU 10 wa mmika (Tokyo: Shinch6sha. 1972): 133. 
SO. TM Legends of To no, 60. 
51 . Oda, "Shok5hon T6no monogulari n o mondai. " 76. 
52. The tragedy of their relationship is analyzed in Iwamoto's book and also in a 

roundtable discussion among Nakazawa Sh in 'ichi , Kosaka Shuhei, and Kasai Kiyoshi 
e ntitled "Ima 'Nihon ' to wa," in N)" u Japanoroji, ed. Kosaka Kiyoshi (Tokyo: Satsuk
isha, 1984): 18-76. 

53. See james Clifford's essay "On Ethnographic Authority," in his TM fudica
mffll ofCIIIIIIU: Twenlitlh-Cmlliry Elhnography, Lital/luu, and Art (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1988): 21-54. 

54. Oto Tokihiko claims Ihal most peop le just thought it was an unusual book 
with strange stories in it and "'ere primarily attracted to it because of the beautiful 
writing. 0:0 Tokihiko in his "Kaisetsu· (Commentary) to 70'10 monogatari, by 
Yanagita Kunio (Tokyo: Kadokawa Bunko, 1982) : 206. 

55. Translated by Ronald Morse and cited in Morse, i'anagita Kunio and the 
Modernjapanese Consciousness: in Intn7wliOllUl Perspt(/i~ on Yanagila Kunio and 
Japan~ FolJr.~ Sludit5, ed. j. Victor Koschmann et al. (Ithaca: Cornell Unh'ersity 
China-japan Program, 1985): 23-24. 

56. From Shimazaki TOwn. gNochi no Sh inkatamachi yon: ill 70s0n Zlmshl1, 
vol. 6 (Tokyo: Chikuma ShobO, 1967): 200-201. Transla tion mine . 
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there are burgeoning Indian movements and worldwide concern for the 
rain forest), the Negro has been recruited as the carrier of disturbance 
and fragmentation in that great American story, even threatening it with 
destruction. 

One has only to look at anthropology itself, the basic professional in
strumcnt for the fctishization of the Indian . With its aura of scientific ex
pertise combined with the romance of fieldwork. amh ropology has seized 
on the Indian to create a vision of society no less than of history as coherent 
intelligible structures----structures of S<Kalled mythology, structures of so
called kinship. structures of ecology, structures of annihi lation and nostal
gia. a \'critable structure of structure itsclf, the New World order and a 
master narrative if e\'er there was one. 

Sy contrast, anthropology's imerest in the Negro in the New World has 
been quite dimin uti\'e. and what anthropology there is has certain ly pro
vided discomfort for the claims of structure and structure's claims for the 
project of making sense of the world. Take the e ndless anth ropological at
tempts aljuggling an endless parade of statistics on household ~structure~ 
in thc Caribbean, for instance, as an ever-intensifying obsession because o f 
the lack of recognizable, o rdered ~kinship~ and, in mOst places, the absence 
of a mythic or religious "order. ~ We recall a French sLUdem of Claude LCvi
Strauss who had previously wo,.)<cd in West Africa set Ling out in 1970 or 1971 
for the Pacific coast of Colombia return ing to Bogolii complaining, '"Those 
blacks have no myths! ~ So she returned to the coast not to study blacks but 
to sLUdy Indians. This story has the added virtue o f reminding us of those 
studies and contemporary social movements devoted to the attempt to lo
cate African vestiges and links with Negro communities in the New World 
because in that way the threat of d islocation, fragmentation. and ultimate 
senselessness can be mollified, if not thwarted, by the flow of narrativity. 

For whatever complicated historical reasons, and by whatever compli
cated and always already stupen dously politically saturated logics of repre· 
sentation. the fact is that the Negro in the New World acquired both the 
burden and the ad vantage of the power 1O persistently disturb the patterns 
of contrast to which wh ite and Indian had been harnessed, to harass them, 
to overturn them, \0 make fun of them, whatever, but to never IN those con
trasts rest in peace. This we might call, then, the deconstruction of Amer
ica, and it is surely no less American for so being. 

THE PRACUE A RCHIVE 

In light of these remarks, and bearing in mind our being located in a schol
arly ritual of memorialization by virtue of this q uincelllennializing projeCl, 
I would like to draw your atlclllion to the theory and practice of historiog-
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raphy of a vel)' old, very black, blind man, Tomas Zapata, who appears in 
the diaries, papers, photographs, and tape recordings discovered in the be
longings of an unidentified white man traveling from England and Australia 
whose name in the recordings appears simply as Miguel and who, so it 
appears, weill to live in the small town of Puerto Tejada, Cauca, in the south
west of Colombia in late 1969, two years before Tomas Zapata died. From 
these papers it seems that although his initial impulse was to write a histol)' 
of the Vioimcia, the reason this tra\'e!er stayed almost two years (and appar
ently visited frequently thereafter) .... 'as because he got interested in the 
local history of the abolition of slavery and its aftermath. 

Although there are many unansv.'ered questions about these papers, the 
bulk of which are typed with ellusi\'e energy and many typographical errors, 
they are of obvious anthropological interest and, in the right hands, the 
tape recordings would seem especially valuable, stretching back, as they do, 
some twenty-I:wo years with the original voices of the town's inhabitants. 
They were d iscovered four years ago in an obscure archive of Latin Ameri
can Studies in Prague and have been kindly made available by the director 
of the archive, despite fina ncial and administrative d ifficulties hardly worth 
going into here. 

T H E TOWN 

From governmen t censuses and the lra\'e!er's records, it appears that in 
1970 Puerto Tejada was a town largely of poor wage laborers working in 
the fields of the nearby sugar p lantations that had taken o\'er most of the 
peasant farm s. A generation or so before , however, it is said to have been 
the center of a thriving economy of smallholders cul tivating cacao, collee, 
and p lantains. As many asone-third ofthe peasant households were headed 
by women , who were no less capable of running the far ms than men , 
and the farms were analogues of the rain fo rest with large red·f1owering 
cach imbo trees shading the cacao trees, wh ich , together with the broad
leafed plantains, in turn shaded the coffee, which came later, in the early 
twe n tieth <:cntury. These ~roreS I-r;l.rmS~ were <:reated in the mid·nineteenth 

century when the forme r slaves look up independent farming in the numle 
oscuro, the dark forest, as it was called, along the Palo and Pai la rivers run
ning through the former slave estates. This rain forest type of agriculture 
was a kindly one, inhibiting weed growth, hence labor, and flauening o ut 
the cycles of heat and rain. The arboreal net dimin ished the harsh sun , 
wh ile at the same time it conserved throughout the summers the water from 
the rainy season downpours. The plantains, which are self-reproducing, 
bore fruit every rear after first planting, and the cash crops were har-'ested 
every (wo weeks throughout the year; whe n the coffee was abundant, the 
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cacao was minimal, and vice versa, over a six-month cycle. Because there 
was always a liule to gather and because the trees were in place. the farmers 
could avoid large labor. capital, or energy inputs, hank loans, or long wait
ing periods. 

But with the arrival of what has come to be called "agribusiness," first with 
the sugarcane plantations in the 19505 and then with the state-sponsored 
U.S.-inspired Rgrecn revolution " of chem icals and machines in the late 
1960s, the opposite occurred. In the Recorder's notcs we see thatlhe little 
red and white checkered logo of Ralston-Purina (St. Louis, Missouri), flag
ship oro.S. corporate farming, sprouted on mud walls of stores in the hum
blest vi llages. "They're going to get hens to lay square eggs,~ the paisa 
said after he and his portly brother won a free trip to the company's head
quarters in SI. Louis, having sold more fertilizer, hormones, and herbi
cides to peasant farmers than any other agent in the area that year. A few 
months later he was shot dead in his store in a dispute O\"er a debt. ~It could 
have happen ed to anyone, H noted the Recorder, ~but it seems somehow 
prophetic o f a new type of viole nce, that of chemicals and an imported 
technologydeveJoped fo r rich farmers in a totally differe nt climate and eco
logical selting.~ Meanwhile, a whole cuhure of agriculture was being d e
molished. Those peasant lands that did no t fa ll into the hands of the sugar 
estates were den uded and exposed to sun and floods as the peasant men 
themselves felled the cacao and coffee trees on their own small fanns. 
Weeds shot up within weeks o f clearing, and expensive and d angerous pes
ticid es and herbicides were used , con taminating water su pplies and altering 
the insect and plant disease balance. Long pe riods o f waiting and depen
d ence on .... "age labor and banks took the place of harvesting the coffee, 
cacao, plantain , fruit trees, and leaves every two weeks throughout the year. 
In general, wome n peasan ts resisted the change, refusing to gran t the ir sons 
permission to fell the trees. ~It gives me li ttle, but it gives,H they would say 
about their fa rms. As the peasant fanns were destroyed by plagues and 
inability to manage the new technoeconomy, so they were assumed by the 
sugar plan tations. A new world came into being. A fa miliar story, perhaps 
more stark than usual, and just beginning whe n the Recorder first set foot 
in the town. 

In 1970, Puerto Tejada had a population of a round 11 ,000, and from the 
Prague archh·e it seems that most of the inhabitant.s-mayhe 95 percent
were descendants of African slaves, manyofwhom, from the eighteenth cen
tury until the abolition of slavery in 1851 , had worked in the alluvial gold 
mines and on the hacicndas,Japio, La Bolsa, and Quintero, of tile Arboleda 
fam ily in that stunn ingly beallliful region of plains and woods bound ed east 
and west by the ranges of the Andes, twenty live miles apart, rising dark blue 
to disappear in mysteriOUS cloud s. By 1970, many other people of African 
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descent had recently migrated to the lOwn from the far-off and isolated Pa
cific coast to find work in the cane fields or as servants in the city nearby. 

THE RECORDER AND THE MADNESS OF HISTORY 

We gather that the person who assiduously tape-recorded and noted things 
down, whom we have referred to as the Recorder, had been only two months 
in Latin America when he began his interviews wi th Tomas Zapata, that his 
ability to converse in Spanish was rudimen tary, and that his knowledge of 
local life and histol}' was negligible. His internewing was impatient. Instead 
of letting his subjectll speak at will, when they appeared to be meandering, 
he would interrupt and choke off what to us, many years later, sometimes 
seem like aston ishing lines of thought. He seemed inclined to cancel out the 
woolly associations, stutterings of thought, and illogically o rgan ized remi
niscences. Now while people, especially old people, do talk in meandering 
ways, we cannot but wonder how mher recorders obtain texts concise and 
harmonious, and, beyond that. we fee l impelled to ask what it implies fo r 
representation in general, and the writing of history in particular, if the texts 
oflivcd speech ofrcminiscence are strewn with leaps and swerves, let alone 
with the debris of false starts and detours? 

We also want to ask if the Recorder was trying lO have his cake and eat it 
too-have the spontaneity of conversation and the rolling weight of the hu
man voice echoing the past. making it really real as salvaged material, while 
at the same time have the carefully wrought o rde rli ness of a prepared text. 
As we shall see, this takes us to the heart of the problem of history- dean
ing OUt the opaque density and min utiae of the past so as lO get to its secret? 
its meaning? iLS power to unseat bad history? the lineamen LS of the we ll-told 
tale? Now look who's meandering! Perhaps the problem here lies in as-
sum ing that one can be sufficiently oULSide of history so as lO ask the sorts 
of questions implied by these dubious answers, while a more accurate re
sponse would be to gh'e histol}' and not the recorder primacy of place, to 
see the historian as constructed by histol}'. and to see ourselves no less than 
the professional hiSlOrian as embodimenLS e nslaved by past obsessions to 
which we usually succumb, other times struggle with, and from which, by 
and large, we rarely escape. The reason fordoing history, then , would be be
cause one can do naught else but try to breathe in this turmoil and, if pos
sible, escape from it. Simply put, as we are drh'en to it, fo r the person is 
hislOry and histol}' is, if a nything, an inces~nt demand, hauling in the past 
wi th the demands for expression, demands stretched into life's despair, 
life's promise. 

What is today understood by History is the attempt to dignify this obses
sive madness with fine-sound ing goals such as the search for ~meani ng~ or 
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design, goals whose primary function is to ensure the empowering illusion 
of standing freely above History, now the object of study. To tbe contrary, 
the end point of the madness that is history would be that the patient is able 
to get off the psychoanalyst's couch for the final lime because the transfer
ence with the pre5em had achieved a functioning praxis. 

Of course, we know how easy it is to be critical of the Recorder after the 
cvcnt. Indeed the director of the Prague archive has urged us to exercise re
straint lest we merely repeat the Recorder's anxious impatience and lose 
sight of tile history of the erasure of history. 

THE PHILOSOPHER 

Early on th e Recorder found his way to the poorest section of that poor town 
where an elderly cigar maker, Eusebio Cambindo, introduced him to his 
neighbor, don Tomas Zapata, who, from the notes typed up that night, is 
said to have been a massh'e and gentle blind man of eighty years of age 
seated in !he sun in the corner of a tiny patio. his trembling hands resling 
on a walking stick. He spoke in a high-pitched. quavcring, singsong voicc as 
his daughter and some great-grandchi ldren cleared a space fo r their un
usual guest. 

~H c's a philosoph er .~ Eusebio Cambindo is recorded as 5."lying with ad
miration , although later there was exasperation, too--like when the 
Recorder was asking don Tonuis about the legendary bandit, Cenecio Mina, 
who had been, he said, a colonel in the War of O ne Thousand Days and ac
tive in this area in the early twentieth century when the large landowners, 
rich, white men and women from Bogota and Boyaca. re turned after the 
Conservative party victory so as to force the black "squatters" off what the 
large landowners considered to be their land or else make them pay rent. 
These landown ers belonged to the Conservative parly and came from the 
famili es thai had owned many slaves in these pans. 8Ul the blacks had long 
been supporlers of the Liberal parly. It was the Liberal pari}' that had freed 
the slaves in 1851 and the blacks had at times shed blood for it, there being 
apprehension among them throughout the second half of the nineteenth 
century that the landowners intended to restore slavery. And if the blacks 
were worried, we should not forget that during much of the second haif of 
the ninetee nth century, tra\'e!ers recorded that whites feared that, as in 
Haiti. the black horde would sweep out of the dark woods to engulf the 
towns and haciendas of the Cauca valley. 

"'This was in one sense a super-man. in one sense, and in another sense 
was ... a reproduClor because he had the capacity 10 make his writing, to 
send his wri tings all o\'er, and being a super-man he was thus able to outwit 
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the law, he j uggled the law, and this man had everything, had everyth ing, 
because amongst the people of our time and further back, all have con
tained people of different measure and capacities, as you can see in the work 
of. ... {and he paused a whilcJ, Pythagoras.-

~Good! But, pardon, pardon me a small in tervention,- broke in Eusebio. 
~Let'5 not put in Plato or Pythagoras or other great sages that history tells us 
about. . .. Let's work with nothing marc than the facts involving Ihis man , 
what sort of a person he was, his intelligence, his cunn ing, ... and his p0-

litical deliberations that you knew. -

SwmJe and Flf1W 
But at least on that day don Tomas's mind was elsewhere as he pondered 
the differences between common men, supermen, and God. He would 
swerve between sources such as Pythagoras plucked from the heart of the 
Western canon, on the one hand, and complicated accounLS oflocal history. 
on the other. That is how the Recorder saw this, as an unpredictable back
and-forth between these poles of cultu ral reckoning. Yet in the process 
those poles dissoh'ed. Mix and motion became stronger than boundary, In 
his notes the Recorder seems 10 ha\'e been confused at this process ofwhal 
he called -flow and mix, - -flow and swerve. - The Director, known for his 
heavy-handed humor, pointed OUI that when you look at the Recorder's 
0.,,0'11 writing, however, it is also prone to this process of flow and mix, swen'e 
and flow. At this point I,'e, too, became somewhat confused. 

As the discussion lingered for a moment on the bandit 's magical capac
ity to transform himself, don Tomis went on , -An example ... to study the 
word of God o ne has to go back, to the beginning ... and Greek apology 
tells us that gallan t Zeus, in love with Leda, being on the other side of the 
lake, converted himself into a swan .... Zeus is the sun, Lcda, the earth, 
space is ... how can 1 explain this? Eventually in this sacred euphoria he lay 
with Leda and from this came many gods.~ His voice trailed off. -For in
stance,- he went on, - I was having a con\'ersation ' .... ith a man who just 
wouldn't believe anyth ing. Nothing! Sometimes he'd understand but other 
times he'djusl dose up saying there was only one heaven. And I told him 
Nol J u~ t one heaven! No! ~ 

"Pardon , don Tomas, are you speaking of Greek mylhology?~ asked Eu
sebio Cambi ndo. 

-5i, senor, 5i, se ii.o r,~ replied Tomas. 
"Wel11 h 's dear that Greek. mythology can never be anything but myth, 

and that myth is n oth ing bUI farce,- said Eusebio, and he went on to rebuke 
Tomas for his failure to talk of what he had been personally acquainted with. 
Just try to remember, - he urged, 'just try a little. Migue1ito [the Recorder 1 
wants to know what SOrt of person Mina was; more o r less smart, astute, 
cruel. magnanimous. \fhat did he have inside? Did he fight honestly on the 
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bau1cficld or was he a man who changed his pany, being somewhat dis
honest? This is what Miguelito wants you to analyze. because being o lder 
than me, you lived closer to those e\'ents. ~ 

In this way the discussion turned to how the bandit played one political 
party ofT against the other to his personal benefit and how he was able to 
transform himself into animals and plan ts LO ,woid his encmie:r-all com
municated in a malter-of-fact, unromantic way. so unlike the attempts be
gun by intellectuals and students in the 1980s to apotheosize Mina as a 
(mcta)symbol of resistance, and always with this swerve and flow process in
termingling what Euesbio Carnbindo, to his despair, saw as farce with fact, 
mylilOlogy with reportage. 

Old Age and Iht Ancients 
It carlyon occurred 10 us listening to the tapes thaI this process of swerve 
and flow was largely on account of don Tomas Zapata's \'enerable age and 
the tricks aging plays with memory. He himself""ould stop and say with some 
remorse that his memory was poor. BUl then , as we shall see later, his mem
ory for rilUalized speech. for his poetry, was well nigh perfect. What is more, 
we had to consider whether these very ~trjcks~ that age plays with memory 
might not be as re\'elatory as the absence ortricks. Doing tricks could bejust 
wh;l.I the obsessions or the past n eed so as to gCl thc old Aujh"bu"ggoing. 

It also occurred to us thai in ~accessing" the elite Western tradition, 
the old man was trying to impress the Recorder, the educated foreigne r, the 
il1glis--the English man-as he came to be known . By peppering his reo 
marks with ancien( Greek philosophers, for instance, was not the old peas
ant merely showing off and hence betraying philosophy .... i th sycophancy? 
Was he not merely aping the intelligentsia of the cities, the upper classes, 
and old Europe? 

To be sure, this suspicion was tempered when we realized the great and 
genuine respect in which don Tomas held the ancients, together with a mea
sure offond fami liarity. But as we thought aboUlthe implications of the ap
illg argument, we realized that, first , there is a sense in which all thought is 
deri\'ative, and second, that it was not all that uncommon at that time in 
Puerto Tejada-according to the Recorder's notes--to every now and again 
come across in the lale afternoons, lounging on street corners, middle-aged 
or elderly men (who surely had spent \'ery few years in school) arguing 
about Socrates or Plato, as if they lived just around the corner. Then again 
the authority of the ancients can be used in wildly different ways. To invoke 
the ancienL~ is nOt necess.,rily 10 invoke conformity with the present setup. 
The great re\'olutionary theorist, Karl Marx, for instance, owed some of his 
key economic distinctions, such as the distinction between use value and ex
change value, to Aristotle and peppered his Capitalwith quotations from the 
ancients, while Benoit Brecht based his fundamental distinct ion between 
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epic and dramatic theater on Aris totle's Portics. And these were modern Eu
ropean thl'orists with an eye not on the past but on the future. 

We also had to consider that the aping argument really does not tell o ne 
all that much because neither the intell igentsia nor the upper classes are 
that uDifonn and therefore do not prO\' idejust one model or one canon to 
ape but several, often antagonistic, ones. And then what is one to make of 
the sui kingly different style of thought exhi bited by Eusebio Cam bindo as 
compared with Tomas Zapata? Here was a man perhaps also trying to im
press the inglis, yct far from adulating the ancients as he was impatient with 
don Tomas for failing to keep to the straight and narrow of what he COIl

cch'cd of as the historical record. So how do we explain two \'ery different 
styles of thought a~ the one reaction to the Recorder's presence? But, then, 
what was that presence? 

STORYTELLER, HISTORI AN, COLUMBUS 

In a well-known essay Walter Benjam in says the storyteller can be seen as lo
cated at the junction where the tra\'c1cr returns to those who ne\'er Icft,2 
This puts emphasis on situation as much as storyteller, the story emerging 
from a meeting of persons on different trajecto ries, bringing the faraway 10 
the here and now. We assume that the Recorder's presence was bound to 
and defined by this nexus, complicated by the fac t that this must have been , 
to some extent, also an encounter with History in the figure of the old, blind 
man, icon ic of the wisdom stored in the opacity of the past's past.ness. In lis
ten ing to the tapes and studying the notes, we remembered the Director's 
puu.:lement as to how the old man might have felt at being in this position. 
(Was t.his because we were putting the Director in a simi lar situation?) 

Th is was mad e \i"id at one point carlyon in the tapes where Tomas said 
to the Recorder and Eusebio Cambindo. MGood! Before anything else I want 
to clear up for you the history of Columbus. I could see that you didn ' t un
derstand me, and this is what I wanted to tell you; this existed, hut in private. 
Wh en Columbus came it then passed into history. No longer did it remain 
in priv-.atc, Now it had passed into history. This is what Miguel [the Recorder] 
is coming to do too; getting hold of th ings that were in private, so as to take 
them into history. That's what I wan ted to tell you about Columbus."5 

"There's so many things forgoltcl1,~ commented Eusebio. "That's why 
one goes to an old person who can gi\'e a summary of more or less how 
things were,~ 

~Si. senor. Becausc before things were written down in books like the Sa
cred Scripture, it came by tradition, what they called the u'adition of the an
cienL~, with one old person telling another ... and it's this tradition which 
Miguel is acquiring for history,M 
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Eusebio said it would be too tiring to get through everything in one day 
and that he and the Recorder would return later. "Let me make it clear, ~ he 
said, "that there 's no danger whatsoever, no social danger at all." 

"No! I understand what sort of person he is." 
"These arc affairs that. Clearly. Miguel is making a compulation of the 

ameriorl ife of the country, maximally afthe Negroes, ... what sort of treat
ment they received from their masters in the epoch of slavery. if your father 
or grandparents werc slaves . .... 

"Exactly," affinned Tomas. "Hc's an investigator. Precisely. For insrance, 
you can ' t lie to an investigator. You have to say the truth." 

I N ACCORD WITH WHAT IS WR ITTEN 

According to the fieldno tes supplied by the Director, the Recorder returned 
thereafler on his own many times and tape-recorded his conversations with 
don Tomas, questioning him about slavery and aboli tion. The Recorder 
seems to have assumed a chain of oral tradition to which the old man was 
privy. The re<:ording would thus be a continuation, a plumbline of magnetic 
tape hurled into the abyss of history, then hauled in, wet with the sticky 
weight of d ripping speech. H ad not don Tomas himself said that what the 
Recorder was doing was recovering Rthe tradition of the am; ients, M jun like 
in the times before books like the sacred Scripture came into being? 

But don Tomas would ah .. :ays confound this expectation by stating he was 
working from the book. 11 was the ultimate double bind; the authority of the 
oral tradi tion privileging the authority of the text. In the beginning was the 
word, maybe. But here it was e ndo rsing sacred script(ure) . 

"I' ll tell you according to what's wriuen , ~ he would say. "I'm going to tell 
you what I understand in accord with what's wriuen. After the war of Inde
pendence they got together and made themselves owners of the land, but 
during the war they had to light and they fought united, the three parties 
fought united-COnselV3.tive, Liberal, and the priests-against the Spanish . 
But once they'd achieved victory they left the poor in the cold, and the land 
was partitioned amongst the heavyweights, the rich. They partitioned it 
amongst the rich ConselV3.tives, the rich Liberals, and the rich priests. And 
th e poor? The poor they abandoned! Nothing! Thus the poor began to 
rebel and join with someone called J ose Hilario Lopez and when the rich 
got wind of the fact that the poor were after land, then they imposed 
politics-La polilico-so there would be no unity beno.'een the poor. Thus 
came politics and thus came hatred of the one against the other so that 
nobody ever got any land!~ 

"After Independ ence there arose a man called, whom I have studied. Are 
you listening?" 

'"Yes. " 
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"To support Jose Hilario Lopez and the rights of the poor. H 
"Without land?M 

JJJ 

"Si, senor. T here arose Napoleon Bonaparte. This man fo ught the 
good fighL M 

~Here in Colomb ia?M asked the Recorder. 
"Yes. He fought good. H 
~Here?M 

"Yes, M 

"Or in Europe?H 
"Here in Colombia. At that time there existed the Concord at. The Con

cordat consists in that the priest has the same power as the mayor, and thus 
the law of the church had more power than civil law and had many people 
placed in the Inquisi tions. And Napoleon Bonaparte succeeded-this was 
in Spain-succeeded [in] destroying one of these prison houses. In these 
houses they had a Virgin together with the judges. They would take eYery
thing a person owned and the person would wither away because these pris
o ns were underground. They would order you to kiss the Virgin and as you 
stepped out toward s her along a pavement so she moved and opened her 
eyes, and when you went to kiss he r she opened her arms and you were cut 
to pieces that fell to the ground because they were knives, So when 
Napoleon triumphed he made those judges go and kiss the Vi rgin . T hey 
screamed they couldn't go, but he forced them, and then he placed a stick 
o f dynamite and blew up that house of Inquisition because Napoleon was 
fighting to destroy the Concordat. Concordat comes from concordance, 
two different people agreeing on a single thing. But he was not able, al
though he diminished it greatly. You can' t destroy it because it's so well put 
together, . 

We chuckled o\'er this astute but geographically disorie nting h istory of 
Napoleon as we sat in the mauled ligh t drifting through the unwashed win
dows ofthe Prague arch ive, But we felt a little uncomfortable, wondering if 
maybe the laugh was no t on us, that we who were sitting in judgment were, 
in that laughter, having our own bases of jud gment judged. 

Don Tomas's was a life-world in which the art of storytelling was vel)'" 
much alive. while at the s."1me t ime t h e w ri ll.en text was accord ... -d great pres
tige, Could it be that his ability to evoke the past, condensing it into brilliant 
and eccentric image fragments ofcommental]'and counsel, was predicated 
on just this overlap of sto rytellers and books? 

POET OR HISTORIA N? 

The strangest thing of all was the old man's d isposition to answer questions 
about the past by reciting verse. So natural was th is, so in keeping with lhe 
old man 's fornla l mode of address, that the Recorder at fi rst failed to real-
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izc that he was being answered in verse. The tape on which we first picked 
this up began typically enough with the Recorder's persistent questions 
about land tenure and marriage after the abolition of sla\·cry. RFree unions 
were morc (:omm on than marriage," don To mas 1<.'aS saying. ~But then came 
the war. ~ 

~\Vha l warr 
'The War of Olle Thousand Days [1899-190 11 . After the war was over it 

was said that men ,,'ere scarce and that therefo re anybody living in a free 
union had [by orders o f President RcycsJ IO gct married. 

Estan los cnamorados mlly cnojados ( on Reyes 
que con sus rigidas teyes 
los o blig-.t a ser casados 
5i no arreglan su coodcllcia de aqui a fins de mayo, 
sean liber,,]cs 0 godos los manda pal Putumayo. 

Lovers all o\'er are mad at Reyes 
who, with his Draconian measures 
forces them into marriage 
If their conscience is not in order by the cnd of May. Oh! 
\Vhcther Liberals o r Golhs, they'll be shipped ofT to the Putumayo. 

MSi. senor. Th e PutulllOlyO was ajungle. It wa S serio u s. Anyon e who re
sisted marriage got sen t 10 the Plituma}'o.~ 

It was snowing in Prague. The archive was miserably cold. We tried to 
imagine don Tomas and the Recorder sitting there in the heat of that dusty 
plantation town wi th its open sewers. the old man tremulous, the R«ord er 
anxiously awaiting the response to his next question. 

·'Tomas. do you remember well what happened the ninth of April r 
It must ha\'e been don Tomas's talking about the War o f One Thousand 

Days that made the Recorder ask th is, because t.he ninth of April (1948) is 
code for the nOlo rious Violenaa thai began at noon o f that me morable day 
with the assassination of the populist. Liberal p.m y leader. Jorge Eliecer 
Gaitaill. T o speak of La Viokwia in middle- and upper-class Colombia 
or Latill America is somewhat like raising the specter of Auschwitz or 
Hiroshima in the sense that for a brief moment someone draws the curtain 
o n something unspeakably violent and evil. the n draws the curtain dosed 
again , not knowing what to say. Peasan ts from the two political parties, more 
like religious War machines, the Liberal party and the Consctv.lth'e party, 
were pitted again st each other for over a decade (the time span varies, and 
one could say the Vioie11cia neve r stopped) in acts of grotesque violence 
high lighting the mutilated body and resulting in some 200,000 deaths over 
an eight-rear period (i n a total national population of around n ine million ). 
The Cometv.ltive party held con trol of the state, the army, and the police. 

Don T o mas cunly answered. ~S i. se ii.or!~ 
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Mean >·ou tell me about i t?~ 

MSI, senor.~ And once again the response was \·erse.4 

Blessed God, what is to be done about Zambrano's government 
We are already like two beasts. brother killing brother 
Since Zambrano came, the town began to shiver and to shake 
They sHipped us ripe for the plucking, not even a needle remained 
DefenseleSli, because on the ninth of April, the knives had marched off 

behind the gun 
Oh My! What a problematic time for the black folk! 
With a gun at the door; "Hands up you fuckers! 
Cowards. Your courage flees. you don·t dare to fight 
Screw the damn blacks. and the Liberal part}· toO 
Long li\'e Doctor Laureano GOmez 
Elec ted president of Colombia 
We are going to "ipe you out; even your shadow." 
Strutting in tranquility. the chu./aL'ilai> took ol'er with the Military Police 
Breaking doors and signs, whooping their battle cries 
When t.hey bumped into people on the streel 
With the flat of the machete they tenderized them,just short of killing, 
To don Anselmo Cetro, it happened; at fin: in the morning on his way to 

work they got him good 
To Dionisio Mercado-to disann him of his machete. 

they shot and left him; mouth shut tight, body fried 
To don Manuel Pizarro it happened that the MPs took his 400 pesos 
When the man saw himself lost he went directly to the town mayor 

[Zambrano], and the mayor said to him: 
"Get out of here yQU bum before [ have you shot!" 
When the man understood he'd lost his entire economy. 
Al l he could do w-as repeat MGod Bless the Virgin Mary." 
To Felix Malia Acuna, the MPs paid a \isit 
And the money in his trunk disappeared in an instant 
One night they SC t off so joyous in their lorry, 
But it got stuck al the comer and so they went to worry 
The daughters of Evaristo Ospina. But since at first this didn't work out 
They rolled down the ditch to relax at jos.efa's, that bitchy bitch 
Raving like m;tdmcn 

They got those daughters, filling their mouths with shit 
Saying to each other, MOh! We'll be bringing back the dough!M 
But it didn·t work out that wa)·, cos· on seeing the soldiers in droves 
Them CUle linle blacks slipped wrai thlike into their cocoa gro,·es, 

wandering, massing, wandering 
Until they gOt to the road 
Where the jeep, ·cos of a ditch , disgorged it, pa.'\SCngen 
MAnd now those bla(ks are nring on me like rm a wOllnded bear 
Run ! Run ! Compaiierosl This black fella· s gonna kill me 
Leap. F1)ing into the jeep. Oh ! The pain! 
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Already I'n: been shot. Look here at the wound! 
If we don 'I gCI OUia here real quick. the game is up. " 
So the pale heroes come back to Puerto Tejada 
At the hands of the sweet black folk, how many came wounded! 
I've got to tell )'OU Zambrano, 01' buddy o ' mine 
Never, ne\'CT, can I go offwi lh you again 
Because brought from afar, life's just too fine. 
"You come right along, bUl not "'ith any ambassadors 
If you try to be br.l.\'c, we'll kick you along." 
And offhe went propelled by the flat of the machete 
To be dumped with rifle bUIl$ inside the jail. 
"You"'c gOi to pay twO thousand pesos to get yourself free 
And if you don ' t, you' ll go to eternity!" 
And so, 10 free him of his doleful song 
From this poor citizen too, they got their due 
And, speaking I'oilh valor, Zambrano came up with an idea. 
"I' m going to Villa Rica with a ll my means of State.~ 

So Spoiu the Means of State 

If you go to Villa Rica then we ' ll come, Sire, 
And if th <He black.. try anything, we' ll fi nish them with fire 
Into their jeep they clambercd and off to Villa Rica 
To Manuel Bedo)'a·5 the), camc by 5aying. 
~A thief got in here and we're afte r him.· 
On hearing these words, Bedoya replied , 
~Nobody has come . I'm the only one who dwells within . ~ 
· Oon·t deny that a gangster's inside 
If you don·t le i us in, then we'U spray you by God! ~ 
~ I won ' t o pen my door 'cos this store 's mine 
Whosoever touches my door rll gut with lead. ~ 
After many shots. well. they gO! what they v.~dnted 
Cos' Bedoya was all alone and they numbered fony 
They sulxlued him, made him prisoner, and took him to Zambrano. 
"You ha\·e to pay me two thousand 
And if not. then right here we·n kill )'ou. ~ So 10 sel himself free 
He PUt his hand to his pocket, "Here! Take it, and don't make such a fuss. ~ 
Then they were on their ",oay to Jesus G iraldo·s 
"Wc·w come for two fri ends, on account of don Zambrano." 
"Why are )"Ou taking me aWdy if I 've got no debts? 
I ' m here in m y agency awaiting my people. " 
Now mrely they will kill me 'cos [ always tell th e truth 
8e<:aU5C my pen keeps writing C\·en when I Stop to think of proof 
And if. through m y "'Tiling, enemies come aswanning 
I feel fortified; and not only o n account of this W"drning 
By the way, I must infonn you , [ never had a teacher 
Yel just as lhe tiger is known because of ib stripes. 
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So you get 10 know a person by the shapes their .... Titing takes, 
Here Stop the verses wriuen by Illy hand [mlllwj 
TIlU5 came and went the government of Man:o 1'010 Zamb'.Ino 

337 

He stopped here . Only later. after hearing differem tapes, did we realize 
that this poem goes on and on. There is a cycle o f verse for each of the mil
itary mayors imposed o n the town at that time. The poem could e nd with 
anyone of them. The poem is endless. The poem is e pic. This happened, 
then that happened, and it could have happened differently. 

But it is very much a lyric poem, too, not in the sense of the e mboldened 
~ I n passionately enthused with revelation of selfness but in the sense o f mu
sic in the verbal line. And we are crestfallen at the size and shape of our fai l
ure, atour inabili ty to render either the rhyme or the rhythm in the English 
language. The pain of the fai lure goes further than this inability to translate 
the music per se, because it is the conjunction of the music with the verbal 
sense, the combinatory effect of the world o f music with the world of the im
age (as The Birth of Tragedy would have it), that isjeopardized-and not just 
the music alone. The intelligence and skill of the poet cannot survive o ur 
translation, and this sober reckoning surely makes us pay keener attention 
to the task of the anthropologist in the figure of the Recorder. Poor soul, 
doomed to failure in a practice gi\'en over to the contrast of difference, des
perate for a language of mediation. 

As the weeks went by, the old man increasingly responded in verse to the 
Recorder's questio ns about the past. From questions about the ptUl to sptalt.. 
ing of the past to sptaking the paJ/ is but a series of fine lines, yet how diffe rent 
the end point is compared with the beginn ing. While questions aboul the 
paJ/ smacks of interrogation, of the past as much as of an informant, and 
rather magically assumes the necessity no less than the capacity for distanc
ing the subject from the object of inq uiry, hence the existence of an objec
tified knowing, jptalt.ing the PaJt detours amiably around these wishful 
assumptions. It was poetry, for some reason, that provi~edjust this episte
mological ease, and once loosed, it nooded. There were so many poems! Po
ems for Mother, for the wife who had just died, poems about land disputes 
in the 1930s. 

Tengan presente senores 10 que les ,"oy a tontar. 
Los enemigos de los pobres no le ~ deben ot\idar. 
El alIunto es balltante grave que Illucho 10 adminu-an 
Los amigos de don Lis.andro. Ie Ie digo tonsejero 
Ene tierra la COffipm Manuel Maria Carbonero 
Deseaba don Lisandro de este tierra posesion 
Vie dijo aljuez Emesto Pino, apenitas media action. 

Usten hard my friends, 10 what rm about 10 recite. 
The enemies of the poor. you must never pili out of sight. 
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The case is a serious one of interest to many people, 
Not le<u( the friends of don Lisandro, who will later sa)'S iI's feeble. 

And SO it continues with precise accounting of boundary lines, names of 
judges, defendants, plaintiffs, witnesses, each speaking in his own voice. The 
poet sets scenes, to such an extent that the poem appears like a dramatic 
script moving from the courts to the land to prison, encompassing the COf

ruption of the state-legal apparatus. 
"Seeing as you've brought the tape recorder," said don Tomis, ~I'd like 

to recite a history, a Farewell by Doctor Laureano GOmez [Conservative 
party president of Colombia, expelled to Spain because of the nature of his 
involvement in La Violencial, I'm going to recite this composition so that 
we might understand that not everything written is certain. In slUdying uni· 
versal history 1 came across a guy saying that this o r that part had been cor· 
reeted, ... that he had to correct this and that because it was badly put. He 
said that over the long haul history is subject to the connict or writing." He 
paused. ~1 never knew Doctor Laureano G6me~ personally, H he continued. 
"I knew him from his piclUre. H 

He then recited his Farewell, Adios Colombia, TI/£ Btnighted, which 
recorded the history ofthe expulsion of the deposed leader, the rise or Os-. 
pina Perez, lhe coup led by General Rojas Pin ilia, and the implications of 
this coup for restrengthening the Liberal party. Each famous personage 
would speak in his own voice. The ending was ominous, Laureano GOmez 
declaiming, ~Well, now 1 leave Colombia, but I have to come back, I'll rc..'
turn as president so as to occupy power forever. H But this poem was immc-
diately followed by "The Death of the Conservative Party," which works 
around the image of the burial of a corpse, the corpse of the part}', offici· 
aled by mocked figures of leading party politicians carrying out the ir ritual 
duties. "Yes it's dead, the Conservative party, and now its being buried / And 
those who read thcse \'crses must nC\"cr, never, forget I ... H is how this 
poem begins and ends with the announcement of the birth, from death, of 
a baby-the newly invigorated Liberal party. 

EI nino esci muy henn05O. se parece una maravilla 
EI Liberalismo nado en manos de Rojas Pinilla 
EslOS versos asi escrilOs son de un humilde poeta EI niiio del Liberalismo 

estuvo mamando reta. 

There was a lot of laughte r when he thus finished, the Liberal poet 
poking fun at Liberalismo and at himself, too, resurrecting new life from 
the death of the enemy, yet amiding histrionics. 

Asked by the Recorder the meaning of P.M. in this poem, don Tomas 
replied, "'The Police, the military police, H and without pause continued with 
anothcr of his verses, not about thc police but, in mock serious terms, bib-
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lical and colloquial, on the wrongness of steal ing, the exposure of the poor 
to theft, the necessity for the poor of all races to unite, and the power for 
justice that he, don Tomas Zapata. a black man, packs with his poetic pen. 

Scliores hay que respetar 10 ajeno, y mirarlo con prudencia 
POTque ~i la autoridad se dOl cuenta. quedaTcmos en vcrgucnza 
5i pensamos no robar, es un noble pensamienlO 
pues, robando se que branta eI septimo mandamiento. 
5i piensas que esto es mentira y e n 10 que te digo mienlO, 
Andate diTectamente al Antigua Testamento. 

and.lQil~, lillIhfend 

Muchos se disting\len porqUt: mi pluma aqui se asomc 
Yquicren saber mi nombre, $Oy Thomas Zapata GOmez. 
E1 que se encuentre capaz q ue Contrdrrestar IIlI pluma 
1.0 que entiendo no es postizo. esto 10 heredo de cuna. 
No conozeo ni una escueia, talllpoc:O Unl\'crsidad 
Yel que a dudar 10 tmiere mi pluma conteslara. 
Que unos nacemos donados del cuarto don que cs de ciencia 
Que a donde h ay entendimiento de mucho vale nobleza, 
iScitores! No estallloS e n los tie mpos barbaros en que la ignumncia se cruce 
Estamos eo el siglo "einte que es c1 siglo de las luces 
La "erdad yo sc la digo a(m cuando seas mas bonito 
Apenas quedar.m diciendo ve que diablo estc negrito 
PUI.>S 5i hubieramos sabido que esc dcmonio escribia 
No hubier.lmos cometido semejantcs picard ias. 
Siempre \'cmos en Colombia hanos hombres sin conciencia, 
Que roban a donde pneden, digo eslO con expcriencia. 
Unamon05 pnes 105 pobres sin distingos de colores, 
A vel' si asi nos libralllos hoy de tant05 salteadores. 
1.05 salteadoTes d e hoy d ia por IOdas partes sc cruzan 
Buscando el lado al pobre porque a este sicmpre Ie hurtan. 

Tomas Zapata Gomez. 

The Director, an admirer of Bertolt Brecht, liked this verse. He pulled 
out a copy or Jo hn \Vi11e u 's Bruhl in (..tml,.xf and began to read rrom an es
say sho",;ng the influence Kipling had had on Brecht. Both poets were 
steeped in the language of the Bible and the hymn book, notes Willett, by 
Horace and other Latin poets. Both "were basically unliterary~ in a way that 
other ~sociali sl" poets such as Aragon, Beche r, and Neruda werc not, with a 
respect, writes Willett, for the dil'ection of a person's actions rather than the 
quality o f his or her feelings, Intended for act ion , the work of both poets is 
marked by its Mpopular forms, dear language, rough rhythms, and 'gestic' 
or syncopated linebreaks."6 

The Director continued reading where Willett quotes Kipling. 
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But it .... ·ill take a more mighty intellect to write the Songs of the People. Some 
day a man will risc up from Ikrmondse~'or Rowand he will be coarse but dcar
sighted. hard bUI infinitely and tenderly humorous, speaking the people ' s 
lOngue, steeped in their lives and telling them in swinging, urging. clinging 
verse what it is that their inarticulate lips would express. He will make them 
songs, Such songs! And all the liule poets who pretend to sing to the people 
will scuttle av.'aY like rabbitS. ' 

And Willett sees th is as a prescription close to Brecht's later aims. 
But as the Director pointed Out, in h is spoilsport way, don Tomas would 

ncvcr compose a poem like Kipling's "When 'Omer smote his bloomin lyre~ 

because that would be disrespectful of Homer and the ancien ts. It would 
lake a poet from the educated classes to put that into the mouth of the un
educated Poet of the People. What Brecht and Kipling found in ~ordinary 
speech~ was a language they in part invented, a vigorous Creole language 
mediating class mi)(tl\re that could be turned against the quite different pre
tensions of li terary languages. 

THE VOICE OF THE PEO PLE 

Coming from an as yet unexamined intellectual and poetic location o n the 
poverty-s tricke n margins or burge oning agribusiness, these verses invite us 

to do more than identify them as the soul of the people or the true voice of 
America. Indeed, the constant process of what the Recorder called ~now 

and mix. flow and swer.·e , H juxtaposing the often labyrinthine complexities 
of local history with authon canonical to the Western tradition, such as 
Plato and Pythagoras. and mythological figures, such as Leda and Zeus, 
should be sufficient to check such knee-jerk responses like nostalgia and au
thenticity projected onto "the Latin American peasant,H ~the descendants 
of the African sla\'es, ~ and so forth. Far from reflecting a continuous tradi
tion or even creating one, mix and swerve suggests an art of interruptions, 
of culwral and temporal montage. 

\\'e would like to somehow get around lhe seductive power of nostalgia 
and authenticity. not by de nying their power or ruling them out by fiat 
but by speculating on our need for them and why they should be so inti
mately part of our being in the world. We would like to point out thai th is 
voice of don Tomas Zapata is a very powerful contribution to the construc
tion of America precisely because, being of~the people,H it is also a rework
ing of the Western canon that it holds in great esteem and 011 which it is so 
dependent-in its own way, Not least noteworthy in this reworking is a 
su'ess, at once dignified and ironic , heartfelt yct mischievous, on the need 
ofthe pool'to o rganize agaillst the classes that are supposed to identify most 
closely with that \'cry canon and be its living embodiment into the fmure , 
(Not fo r nothing was Bogotii called "the Athells of Amcrica,~) 
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Yet at the same time there are significant parallels, perhaps complicities, 
between this economically poor Colombian peasant, descendant of slaves 
from Mrica, and the Western canon. Apart from his obvious respect for 
the ancient philosophers and Greek mythology, and so forth , and the en
joyment his understanding of them affords him, there is the fact that his 
personal style-his dignity and measured tone, his confidence and direct
ness--has an aristocratic, nonauthoritarian, resonance, the sort of charac
(erwe might mean when we talk of nobility of character, humble yet assurcd, 
down to earth and direct yet more concerned with ends than with utility
what Georges Bataille philosophizes as ~sovereignty~ as opposed to mastery.M 
Perhaps, then, this can be usefully rephrased: the old man uses an aristo
cratic style associated with the learned elite o f yesteryear, so as to critique 
the elite and the system of laws and property on which it rests. 

When we see the nature of the impact that commercialized mass culture 
now exerts in Latin America, no less than in the so-called developed world, 
to the exten t that extraordinarily violent and sexist Hollywood film is rou
tinely shown to captive yet generally eager audiences via \~deo monitors in 
interurban buses, and to the extent that the heavy metal music subculture 
defines the ideals of young men in the drug-saturated and homicidal bar
rios of Medellin, (somewhat misnamed) the cocaine capital of the world
then we can gauge the degree to which dOll Tomas's way of thinking, style 
of being, c\Olhing, fonns of address, bearing and body movement, has not 
only been left long behind but to what degree it might seem to share far 
more with the culture of the elite ofyesteT)'ear than with the poor, both rural 
and urban, of today. 

But there is more to it than this, for what the old man speaks from is not 
so much an elite culture that he imitates but a peasant culture of great for
mality and measured, rhythmical speech in which persons are acute ly sen
sitive to inequality of moral standing and to slights of ho nor. The moral 
world in don Tomas Zapata's verses is this world of great formality and sen
sitivity with respect to the person. It is an ideal that lived in speech, espe
cially the speech of address of the person, which is what the poet strives for 
as the implicit power carrying the line. It is no less aristocralic than it is sta
tist, no less aristocratic than it is popular. And in some ways its time is now 
gone, even though the memory may be st.rong as carried in the form. 

THE VOICE OF THE PAST 

We were struck by the old man's abili ty to remember his verses that could 
go on for maybe twenty minutes at a time. Because the Recorder's notes in
dicate that what we might call collectivc memory in this town was of a \'ery 
short span indeed, we wondered, and we found the Director of the Prague 
archh'e to be wondering also, whether in fac t history would be kept alive 
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without these epics-assuming that the poet had some SOrt of real audience. 
Olhenvisc people seemed to live immersed in the present. a fact lh;u never 
ccased w surprise the Recorder who had n;livdy assumed, fi rst of all, that 
histol)' was a ne(es~ry and positive vaiue, and second, that a ~peasan t vil
lage Min L'ltin America-shades of one hundred rears of solitude-being ~of 
the past" would hence have a high degree of consciousness of the past. We 
could sen.~ the shock in his later notes when we came across the huge scrawl 
in his notes covering an entire page-from Ni/ruche, "llfe in any trul SnlSi is im
/XJssible without forgetfuhuss. "9 

We wondered jfthe old man frequently recited his poems or whether he 
was isolated and lost until fate brought him and the Recorder together? We 
began to suspect that were it not for the Recorder coming to town, the poet 
could well have ]'emained silellt ill his last year orlife, politely ignored by his 
neighbors as an eccentric talent to be taken for granted. What a sight that 
must have been, the two lonely h istorians face to face in the sun.orenched, 
ceme nt<oyered patio with o ld burlap bags and the excreta of chickens, 
the old black blind man, a year before h is death, and the young white 
KEnglishman~ with h is tape recorder. Was the old man, then, living in some 
son oftime v'arp, alone with his ,'erscs rattling inside his head? 

In this vein we also wondered, after consultation with the Director, 
whether the Recorder and the poetjoimly created a sort of~p layground~

Kbetween illness and real l ife,~ as Freud referred to the transference sce
nario in his 1914 paper, ~Remembering, Repeating and WorkingThrough,~ 
a playground in I\'hich repetition is allowed to expand in almost complete 
freedom such that remem bering can eventually take the place of repeating. 

What we were rather taken aback by was the thought that the poet and 
the Recorder had jQilltfy created somethi ng special, an intercultural trans
ference space made out of poetry as a p layground of memory and language, 
bound to the repetition of formal rhyme and meter. It was o ur hunch thal 
ill its very repetition and character as rimal, the poetry provided a type of 
repetition that, instead of blocking, facilitated a type of remem brance. 

Far from being a neurotic repetition due to resistances that (:ould he ex
posed through the tran sference space, and far from being the practi(:e of an 
analyst listening to a madman, this ~playground~ was a two-way street with 
two analysts or two madmen, simultaneously existent or switching ofT, 
whichever way you care to take it, c reating a transference space not so much 
of two individuals as of world histories brought into a serendipitous overlap 
for a certain, small period of time. Surfacing in this intercultural space pro
vided by the acciden l of the Recorder's arrival, it was the \'ery repetition of 
the poetry, its aesthetk of repeti tion, that provided the constant that is one 
way of trying to live with, if not temporarily outwit, the ller.ousncss of the 
cultured being that is the neryous s~'Stem of violence, upheaval, and phan
tasmagoria oftwenticth-century Colombian rural existence. 
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BLINDNESS AND WRITING 

We could not stop thinking of the poet 's blindness, apparently caused by 
cataraclS late in life. Perversely romantic as it may seem, we wondered 
whether bli ndness in some way magnified either his powers of memory or 
his need to remember, plunging h im into an interior world of the past, re
membrance becom ing a son of hypertrophied sensory or emotional tool 
compensating for the atrophy of sight. We started to realize, however, that 
instead of emphasizing the vision turned inward , the more important issue 
was the need and the means for expression of that thwarted vision-hence 
the poems, the objects of and for recollection. 

What concerned the Recorder in this regard, if we arc interpreting his 
notes correctly, was the confusion set up in h is own mind by the poet's con
tinual emphasis on writing and reading. Here he was, a virtual epitome of 
the "oral tradition, ~ reciting poem after poem, yet it was writing-his own 
writing-and books-history books and the Bible-that he underlined as 
the source of inspiration and legitimation. "Segtin las wlras ... ~ (According 
to the printed word ... ) is how he would begin. not to mention frequent 
references to the weight of h is pen and how he had no option bUlto keep 
on writing, and so forth. 

It is surprising that the Recorder never .5Cems to have recorded whether 
the old man did indeed write down his verses. But we do know that the old 
man had learned to read, although he never spen t a day in schoo l. We won
dered if he had ever come across those amazing newspapers that the 
Recorder had found in the National Library of Colombia, in Bogota. Dated 
19 16 (when Tomas Zapata was 26 rears old ), both newspapers claim to be 
of Puerto Tejada. There was the Cinla Blallea (White Ribbon), -fortnightly 
organ o f general interest, ~ and what looks like it..~ opposition, £1 Latigo (The 
V.'h ip), "epidemic publication, not familiarized with the e ndemic of the na
tion, arriving when you spy it. ~ Th is in 1916, when the population of the 
town could hardly ha\'e been more than 2,000 adullS, with difficult com
municatio n to the city of Cali, no roadway, most goods moved by bamboo 
rafts, and a large degrcc o f illitcracy.1Q \\'hat is even more astonishing than 
the fact that twO newspapers could be published in the town al that time
making us revise all our preconceptions o f the development of print and 
culture in the Lati n American countryside-are the covers of El Uiligo, stark 
woodcuts diplaying virulently anticlerical and politically radical cartoons, 
underlain by rhyming \'erse! 

As a child, don Tomas had badly wanted to read. He told the Recorder 
how one day he had asked his stepfather for three rtals to buy a book. but 
his stepfather whipped him instead, saying reading was for girls. He then se
cretly saved the money and went to the weekly market in Santander and 
fou nd a man selling books. 
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M ' Have you got the book Mantillo, Number One?' I asked ,H 
~Yes," 

~How much?H 
"Three reals, H 
~Sell me o nc and teach mc thc firstlcsson.~ 

. ' 

. ,,-.... .. '. 

~ I gave him the three reals and he gave me the book and he taught me 
the ABC fo r the first time in my life, then a second lime, the n a third time, 
then a fourth time, and then he left me there and wandered away selling his 
stuff. So I struggled and when I forgot a letter I would go back to the mar" 
ketplace and he would teach me that letter. H 

We could not but be reminded of this feat when we came across the o ld 
man's poem that we fo und toward the end o fa tape marked january 1970." 
It is what he called ~A composition I made fo r a young girl going for the first 
time to school"; 
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Adios querid .. niiia , Ie alejas de em: hogar 
~laiiana (uando panas, no vayas a lIor.tr 
Te t!spera un llCU\'O ambiente, la pucna del saber 
Que d e-vcra tu alma a un mas alto ni\'e1 
Y ttl he nllanita Adela se queda sin consue1o 
Que por Ii pide bendicioncs al Santo Dios del CicIo 
Manana (uando \'UChrdS a cstc querido hog-dT 
Traycndo la semilla que )"d de bes sembrar 
Put:s tu hennanit;\ Adela te ha dt: acomp,lnar 
Por llanos Y lllontanas que han de trabajar 

Jesucrislo fue maestro en lali lribus dcJudi! 
Yel qut: tenga vocacion, eslO debt: sembrdr. 

Farewell dear child. 1ea\1ng home 
Tomorrow when ),ou go, don ' t cry 
For there's a new world awaiting through the gates of knowledge 
And while )"our soul will be uplifted 
Your little sister Adela remains without comfort 
Asking benediction for you from the Lord above 
Tomorrow when rou return to this dear home 
Bringing with you the seed rou need to sow 
Your siste r. Adela. will be there to help rou 
Through the valleys and mountains that have to be worked 
J cm s ChriS! w-.... teacher among the tribes o f J udah 
Whoeyer has the ,·ocation. this is what has to be sown . 

More than a gift, such a rhetorical gem stands ritually like a talisman . sig
naling and offe ring warranty of safety thro ugh a ri te of passage. With its 
promise of education, the school elevates the soul . Such a generous view of 
the ideal of formal ed ucation is only likely to come, we are tempted to say, 
from a person who had n ever been to school, and surely il is a view deep ly 
shared by Colombia·s peasant farmers whose respect for the local school is 
bou ndless. More than that, we wonde red if the poet·s at titude toward the 
world o f letters and poetic forms was the result of j ust this misn:cogn itio n , 
just this generosity and idealism. 

PEASANT FARM I N G AND EP IC POETRY 

Indeed , might not his position as a reader who never went to school, a peas
ant farme r with on e foot in the market economy and the other fOOl in sub
sistence, migh t not this marginality vis-a.-vis formal institutions of state, 
econ omy, and culture be the ~struclural condition ~ of his mix and swepo'e, 
now and mix, of high culture and popular culture? Might not this margin
ali ty with respect to the state and the market. this marginality trembling with 
con tradiction and ambivalence, wi th its own mix of pain and desire, blind-



CONSTRUCTION m' AMER ICA 

ness and insight, be precisely the spiritual source of the epic, a poetic form 
bearing witness to the lived effects of formalization-of the rationalization 
of the mind, of the body, of social and economic life? Perforce the poetry 
that fills this conflictual locus will also bear the brand of law, the state's 
mighty instrument o f formalization, as we see dearly in Tomas Zapata's out
put with its endless civil suits o\'er jurisdiction of land, police who take the 
law imo their own hands, town marors who reson to violence, and presi
dents who make laws to force marriage instead of free unions, Certainly we 
can read the Od)'ssey, as Robert Fitzgerald so pithily describes it, as "about a 
man who cared for his wife and wanted LO rejoin her. ~l1 But we can read it 
in a more historically pungem way embedded in philosophical problems of 
representation and the mythological basis of modern reason. We can see it 
as the pre-Socratic ur-tale of mimetic forms of knowing succumbing to the 
impersonality of capital and the modern state, the epic rendition of how 
yielding to the particulate sensuousness of worldly detail through imita
tion is turned against itself in the vast story of worldly progress known as the 
domination of nature (and no doubt this vast story is still Fitzgerald's story 
of a man who cared for his .... ife and wants to rejoin her), This is how 
Horkheimer and Adorno read Homer in their DiakClic of Enlighlnlme71t, a 
book of special interest for peasant poetry if we care to define the poetic as 
that art of mimetic signification that delights in taking relations of sound 
and sense, nature and culture, to the ir outermost limits where signs hover 
in the fragility and power of artifice exposed. And if poetry is that signirying 
practice that thus exposes or has the potemialto expose signifying practice, 
is it not a form of sympathetic magic, too, of like affecting like, of contagion 
along the sympathetic chain where ideas become forceful presence using 
correspondences to outwit and even dominate reality? Frazer of 7~ Goltkn 
Bough sees magic in this way, and Benjamin scrutin izes Baude laire's poetry 
with this very much in mind, tOO, concluding that the correspondences are 
scored in that poet's work as an attempt to preserve experience in a crisis
proof form, bUlthat nevertheless the poetry is formed by a ready acceptance 
of failure , in the face of the shock force of modernity, to maintain this 
crisis-proofing.12 With particular poignancy these observations touch on the 
issue or pC;L~anl me mory and [he fOlWard man;h of ma<;hin<., ... and <;hemical
based agribusin..:ss in Latin America. 

HISTORY A S EPIC 

We find these verses entertaining, unusual, and significant as epic poetry, 
But we do not want to analyze them formally, in themselves, so to speak, for 
their formulas of construction , as the Homeric epic and poetry in general 
has been so long subjected-as if Mform ~ was some !IOrt of trick of meter and 
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rhyme facilitating the reach of memo!)'". as if it is our la.sk to find their se
(rCL 13 Nc\'ertheless, we do consider questions o f form to be essential inso
far as they apply lO our o· .... n forms of expression-ho ..... we work word and 
image pertaining to the past, no less than how we right h ere and now in this 
text unfolding work word and image into a hybridinal text laminating. 
swerving, jumping. and mixing the epic poet from over there and back then 
with the textual streams possible [or over here right now. If fonn was a 
mnemonic: device for the epic poet, then how much more has form of a 
quite different SOft become for creating the naturalistic illusion o r the real 
on the part of our modern historians! And how urgent this becomes for his
toriography; how urgenuy the poet's verse and commentary perturb o ur his
to riographic confidence. By open ing up the range of possibilities for doing 
history, these verses threaten us with unnameable dangers. By the same to
ken. Lhey excite us. 

If Lhe historian gains power by standing apan, this epic poet gains power 
from embodiment within-an embodimen t that, precisely because it is p<r 
eticand hence self-con sciously performative, precisely because it lies so dose 
to the fault lines of language and the evocati\'e power of speech, turns out 
to be a mobile location .... ithin and o utside of time. We also see how this cre
ates a curious reverse movement; by layingdaim to a profound kinship with 
a particular moment to which it gives voice, the verse is able to ~tand apart 
from that moment and erode its momentousness. 

We can safely assume that for professional his(mia,,~a somewhat telling, 
even ominous appellation-Lhese verses would be dism issed as history, in 
the sense of h istoriography, and would be cautiously embraced as history in 
the sense of raw material from the past that the mode rn historian has a li
cense to store and analyze, plunder and appropriate for the ~telling detail, H 
the ''voice of the past, H the ~authellticating seal. H Yet in categorizing it as 
booty (also known as Hdata H), surely the prOfessional historian is desperately 
tryi ng to deny the way such verse defamiliarizes the historian's task and so 
has to be classified as an, not science. Nietzsc he's words come to mind he re 
where he addresses the curious cultural power that flows toward those 
whose job it is to judge the past. In The Use and Abuse oj His(ol)', he writes, HAs 
judges you must stand higher than that which is to be judged; as it is you 
have on ly come later. Hli He goes o n to say, "The guests that come last to the 
table should rightly take Lhe last places; and .... ill you take the first? Then do 
some great and mightydeed-Lhe place maybe prepared fo r you then, eve n 
though )'OU do come lasl. H1 !'> Speaking of great deeds, what fun it would be 
if our historians were quick v.ilted enough , we re brave enough and adept 
wi th language and image, so that they. too, instead of perfecting the cul
turally contrh'ed performance of objectivity, co uld sing us the ir verses---
vcrses that gambol with truth's pretensions and thc illusions of sobriety 
wrought by the e ndless d uplicity of language , 
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With reference to the great historians oCthe nineteenth ceIllury, and by 
implication all attempts to write histories, Hayden White says that the status 
of the ir works "as models of historical narration and conceptualization de· 
pends, ultimately, on the preconccplUal and specifically poetic nature of 
their perspectives. "16 Given the profound resistance to this view, we think it 
necessary once again to examine historiogrdphy as poetry, both in White·s 
capacious yet precisely formulated sense of the poetic as an aesthetic infnt· 
structure of the historical text and in the apparently more literal sense of 
historiography written or spoken in poctic form like that of don Tomas. Can 
we really say his verses are equivalent to writing a history? 

For the Director of the archh·e, Tomas Zapata's poetry was not merely 
aesthetic embellishment-.1.rt beautifying reality-but was another way of 
archiving the past. He was particularly struck by the way dotl Tomas would 
spontaneously respond in vene to questions about the past meant to elicit 
facts, for instance, questions about marriage customs, the development of 
private property in land, the Violenda. It is o f added interest that tllis spon
taneously erupting versifying response to questions intended to elicit his
torical facts was a response \0 an outsider, a stranger- an investigatar, as he 
was at one point called-and that this encounter was seen by don Tomas as 
compelling lruth-saying in a mighty, almost cosmic, transition of lhe status 
of historical knowledge from a private to the public world-akin to Colum
bus's "'disco\"ery~ of America. Can we assert that repetition-ofthe verses as 
much as the history they put into words-acquired a qualitatively new sta· 
tus, from the private to the public world, thanks \0 the encounter of tile two 
different types of historian, the investigator and the versifier. the one who 
searched for an informant and the other who searched for an audience? 

This puts Benjamin's storyteller in a different and, we feel, more com
p rehensive light than his own essay, which isolates the encounter between 
two individuals sharing more or less the same class and culture positio n 
such that any difference in experience nevertheless still presupposes both 
the ability to exchange experience and a wide range o f common cultural 
reckoning. Such would be the case. for instance, of the encounter between 
the peasant who rarely left the region and the arlisan o r servant returning 
to the village aftc r rean in the citics. But c qu.d ly illlponan\ 10 mooc nl 

world history, if not as frequent, is the encounter between strikingly differ· 
ent narrators-like the poet and the Recorder-<iifferent Oil just about any 
criterion you care to select; economic class, urban/ rural, skin color, gener
ation, education, diet, body build, understanding of labor, of gossip, ofsar
eery, When the Grimm brothers published their stories, for instance, they 
created in effect a mediation between bourgeois and peasant, a mediation 
thal effectively purified the peasant as a type o n whose back all sorts of lofty 
universals could be packed. Likewise, when Benjamin v.Tiles on the art of 
the storyteller, he, in fuct (and this seems never to have been pointed out), 
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writes ofa premodern, peasant and anisan, form, as worked in the texture 
of the published work not of a peasant or an artisan but of Nikolai Leskov, 
a writer and commercial traveler-in other words, a salesman. The art of 
the sLOryteller then transpires as Lcskov's voice partly imitati ng and partly 
mediating the world of the Russian artisan and peasant. 

This mediation between bourgeois and peasant has of course been cru
cial to the sto ries that anthropologislS have built all their work o n since 
E. B. Tyler publ ished h is Primitive Culture in 1872, if only because in the field 
(that sonorous phrase) it is always by means of stories (occasionally tenned 
"cases~) that ~information ,~ whether on ~ki nsh ip" o r o n ~mythology" o r 
"economics, ~ or whatever, is in fac t transmitted to Columbus, the Investiga
LOr. the Recorder, whose job it is LO further mediate to the bourgeois reader. 
More could be said about this mediating function crucial to modernity be. 
cause it has been precisely the role of the peasant and the primitive to en
dorse the ur-nature nurturing not only narrativity but modernity's sense of 
literality- the experiential nmion that makes metaphor effective. Moder
nity's peasant, like modernity's pri mith'e, functions to bring the ancients 
into the realm of the living no less than the body into the realm of the mind . 
Language itself rests on this o therwise transparent yet necessary fi ctio n of a 
bodily link betwcen sign and referent, a link established by the history of 
el",,, f O l"l1l 5 in the world historical 1I10\"(:lIIe n t from coun try to city, 

LI VING T HROUGH , LOOKING BACK 

We kept comi ng back to one feature , which at first seemed merely techni
cal and rather un important but which later assumed dense complexity. This 
was the fact that the chron icler, as in don Tomas's case, tends LO be record
ing what is going on at the time of the recording or shortly thereafter, while 
the recorder-as-historian , through the salvage operation stimulating the 
aged body of the eyewitness, don Tomas Zapata, is recording the past in all 
its living pastness. And evcn when the chronicler such as don Tomas is 
record ing what happened many years before, it will be based o n an eye
witness account or something approaching such an account set in a lh'ed 
presen t. 

But as time goes by, as the chronicler ages or d ies, this record of the lived 
present ages, too. It slips over the weir of the presenl into the stream of time 
to become h istory. It passes in to history as dallim and at the same time be
comes a history. This is more lhan a confusion ofwords---h istory as thc past, 
history as the record of the past-because it is precisely as confusion that it 
exercises a special quality of force speaki ng from with in as well as oUlSide 
events, speaking as expression and as comme ntary, 

This quality of the present passing into h istory bestows o n the chroni
cle-and its associated form, the epic-the potential to achicve whal Freud 
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singled OUlas the key feature of memory in psychoanalysis. Commenting on 
the implications of repetition among people suffering fro m traumatic neu· 
roses and shock, Freud wrote in 1921, mu<;h as he had writte n about hyste
ria with Josef Breuer atlhe beginning of his career in 1893, that the analyst 
must get the patient to "re-experience some ponion of his forgonen life, but 
must see to it, on the other hand, that the patient retains some degree of 
aloofness, whi<;h will enable him , in spite of everything, to recognize that 
what happens to be realil)' is in fa<;t only a reflenion of a forgotten past. " 17 

What we wi¥J. here to emphasize is the double action of heing pan of and 
being distant from, of being immersed in an experiential realil)' and being 
outside that experience. We might say that the quality of pastness in the past 
has to be registered in the very repetition, no less than the a<;Ule, experien
tial presence of the memory experienced as actual. Repetition can be a sign 
of resistance to the emergence of memory. But in certain social situations 
and for certain groups in certain epochs, it could also be a technique for 
archiving the past. 

Indeed, repetition became for Freud in his later writing more than a sign 
of repression. More than a sign, it was an end in itself, a profound compul· 
sion beyond the pleasure principle, a predisposition to death and suffusion 
of mind and soul in the inorg-.tnic crust of time where there is no history, 
at least not human history. In people suffering from shock after a terrible 
fright, repetition look the form of recurring nighunares perhaps, suggested 
Freud, to create the anxiel)' that .... '3.S lacking at the time of the fright-it 
being his argument that anxiety acted as a stimulus shield pre\-enting fright 
from creating shock, that is, from imploding the p~}'<;he and causing <::ollapse 
o f mental and physical slructure. The curious thing for our discussion of the 
meaning of history is that this stimulus shield-the mark of modernity-is 
made up of a consciousness so prone to rapid processing of stimuli that it un
dennines both memory itself and the ability to experience (J;,fahrung, which 
includes the ability to be changed by experience) . 

This makes us wonder about the function of repetition in poetry, under
standing poetry in the plain and popular sense of rhyming verse in which 
words and the rhythms of grammar and image move from speech to song. 
Truly here is where a modern high culture and popular culture dash and 
where suspicion toward don Tomas's verses is most easily aroused, Listen to 

the disdain for rhyming poetry, as opposed to ~free \'erse, ~ in this confident 
1911 futurist manifesto of the musician Fran<;esco Balilla Pratcllar. ~Free 

vcrse is the on ly one," he dedaims, for M not being bound by the limitations 
of rhythm and of accents monotonously repeated in resu-icted and insuffi· 
cient formulas,~ And he correctly, in my opinion , emphasizes the rhythm of 
rhyming poetry as a dance rhythm, that is, where words become incarnate. 
Listen to his contemptuous dismissal of dancing words, "The rhythm o f 
dance: monotonous, limited, decrepit, and barbarous. will have to yield its 
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ru le of polyphony to il free polyrhythmic process,~IM Which was close to 
B.1.udelai rc's point, too, in the foreword {O Paris SplMlI. ~Which onc of us, ~ 
he asked, "has not dreamed of the mil-acle of a poetic prose, m usical, with
out rhythm and without rhyme, supple enough and rugged enough to adapt 
it'«:lf to the lyrical impulses of the sou l, the undulations of reverie, the jibes 
of consc ience?~19 Clcarly, don Tomas's verse shares little with this version of 
modernism, Yet is it not also as much a poetry of shock as futurism and 
Baudelairc whose poetry was defined by Benjamin as the site wherc aura d is
in tegrated becausc of the shock experience of Ihe modern?1tO 

Is it not one of the functions of stcady, relcntlcss rhydml, no less than sim
ple rhyme. to extoll'CJ>Cli tion for rcpctition 's ~ke? Whe n we specify the p0-

etry as epic poetry, we add another type of repeti tion, that of repeating the 
past-in I'erse, The even lOne, a certai n emotional flatness, at times, the joc
ularity, " 'it, and ironies, do not so much oppose thc repetition of the night
mare as scoop it up and reorient its forces, channeling the anxiery of the 
stimulus sh ield into an understanding of thc past that comes from being 
both within and outside it. 

Wh en we identifY TOImis Zapata's poetry as epic verse and wonder about 
its status as historiography, ,,'c recall Benjamin 's cssay on the storyteller 
in wh ich he states that Mn cmosyne, the remembrer, was the muse of the 
ep ic art among the Grceks and that the epic forlllS a creath'e matrix from 
I"hich a ran ge o f\'ery diffcrent fo rms ha\'c emerged-thc story, the novd, 
and what we today call histories. This obscf"ation provo kes one into 
thinking about sim ilarities no less than differences among such disparate 
forms o f putling the past in words. In this regard , recall Whitc·s con tribu
tion to the analysis of forms of writing history, in which he distinguishes 
between an nal, chronicle, and modcrn fo n ns of historiography, What is 
intriguing about the epic form, a form intimately related to the annal 
and the chronicle and thus a form wc are likely to think of as antiquatcd, 
is that it is nel"erlhcless in some rcspeclS extraordinarily modernist as 
well. Indced, it can be seen nOI only as an expression of the arl ofmcmory 
but, applied in modern times, as an aesthe tics of shock. And nobody made 
this clearer for the twen tieth century than Brech t, whose poeuy and d ra
matic direction of what hc chose to call ~epjc theater~ in this regard has still 
to be given its due-in good pari, because it was ~accepted ~ before it was 
understood. Here was where the poet -in dark times~ strapped himself to 
thc ultimate double bind, repeating well-known historics in the theatcr, lhe 
dark house o f illusion, to display illusion making. The often cited "alien
ation cffecC could be strh'en for in many ways, btll essentially it meant 
showing through a curious succession of effects occasioned by a shock suf
ficient to jar but not ovelWhellll the intcllect, such that one movcd in and 
out ofa lived experience. 
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V IOLENCE 

What really set us back on our heels and led to the writing of this work was 
don Tomas Zapata's response to the Violmd a, Here was the "voice of the 
people, ~ of the oppressed, the voice of the victim, He re was the voice "from 
within, ~ \\'hat aching mid of silence, of pain beyond words, it would filll 

But instead of a private mice, what we find is an e minently public one. 
Instead of emotional involvement, we find distancing. Instead of LCnsion 
and a subsequent catharsis, we find a more or less endless stolJ' with a grand 
flourish of a conclusion, the poet-storyteller making sure to reintroduce 
himself as the "umragic hero. ~ 

Seguro me matar"n porque digo la verdad 
porque mi pluma Soe impone mientras yo pueda pensar 
ya no me pcudo aguantar y por e50 ya aqui escribo 
POI' eI peso de mi pluma mucho~ senan enemigos 
me siellto capacitado no solameme pam esto 
y de paso les avi50 que nunca Ill\'e maeSlro 
si al tigre se Ie conoc.: por sm pintas que no es una 
aI hombre se Ie con oce por e1 peso de $U pluma 
Aqui tennina mis ,'ersos escrilOS ya por mi mano 
en esta forma fue d gobierno de Marco Polo Zambrano 

Here we arc far from the magical realism of those Latin American and 
Caribbean writen, climbing to the stars on the backs of what they take to be 
peasant fantasy. We arc far from the attempts at clinical exactitude to be 
found in reports by groups like Amnesty International. We are also rar from 
the emotionally ovclWhelming first-person accounts of the Violenda in the 
north of the ClUca valley to be found in Alfredo Molano's extraordinary and 
heavily edited transcripts in LoJ arIos del trofMI. 21 To the contrary, in don 
Tomas's hands the epic as spontaneous response to the demands for mem
ory purges the sensalional-bolh from Ihe real horror of the Violenda as well 
as from the attempts thereafter through the decades to talk and write about 
il. He puts on a show, thereby showing showing. Unlike the histOries com
posed by professional historians, his works are simultaneously both within 
and without the reality proffered, there with indicating i'-' modes or realiza
tio n. He not only exposes his personal "values" but achieves the even more 
important task of exposing as exoskelelon the physicality and soulfulness of 
the medium of thought-language itself-thereby manifesting the imagi
nati\'(~ infrastructure of all our works, any and every rendering of the past. 
His is eminently an art form drawing attention 10 itself as art, as rite, to
gether with the self-mockery, never letting us forget for a moment that just 
as historiography is contrived, so shock can to some extent be outshockcd
by being repealed in predictable rhyme, steady rhythm, and turned o\'er by 
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humor so its belly can be scratched while its claws gyrate in mindless. albeit 
menacing. meanderings. In today's world in which the Colombian V;Q/eucia 
is no longer restricted to the rural poor of Colombia but is, instead, 
in so many ways a worldwide phenomenon, we take this to be a singularly 
important con tribution to the "construction o f America," no less than it 
is a construction "by America" driven by the quincentenniality of history's 
obsessions, 

This epic an form, hOI\'e\,er, presupposes no less than it deserves an au
dience. And who is that audience? There is no record of don Tomas recit
ing his poems to his neighbors in Pueno Tejada. And although we p resume 
that happened, we are nevenheless haunted by the image of him sitting 
alone with h is verses rattl ing inside his skull. What we do know is that twemy 
years later in another pan of the world, it is we who form, for however brief 
a time, an audience-thanks to the blunderings ofthe mysterious Recorder 
and the good counsel of the Director of the Prague archil'e. Through the 
archil'e, an encapsulated site of remembrance has been created, a site en
acted in the mis-en-scene of this wri ting ba~d on fragments resurrected by 
the Director-bits of tapes and scattered notes, dips of time brought glow
ing from dark files, This site is one of transference (in Freud's sense of 
psychoanalytic technique) between past and p resent. Here repetition is 
allowed to play ~in almost com ple te freedom" such that the obses.~ions 

driving hislOry Mare at every point accessible to our interven tion,"'2'l so long 
as we recognize, in the words of the angel of redemption, that history is the 
subjectofa structure whose site is not homogeneous, empty time, Mbut time 
filled by the presence of the nO\~."'2~ It was the angel's fervent hope that 
against all odds the leap into the past would be into "the open air of history" 
and not in the arena where the ruling class gives its commands. To accom
plish this, we have found it necessary to construct a dosed archival space la),
e red with the debris of the past from which such a leap may occur, and it is 
this space---every bit as much as the space of marginal peasant existence 
alongside agribusi ness-that has to be recognized and drawn into the equa
tion of how it is that we construct the past while being constructed by iL 
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FIFTEEN 

Crushed Glass, or, 
Is There a Counterpoint to Culture? 

E. Valenti71t Dmliel 

Not long ago it was the privilege of anthropologists to celebrate and take 
credit for weaning the concept of ~culture ~ from the clutches of literature, 
philosophy, classical music, and the fine arts--in other words, from the con
ceit oCthe humanities. OUf discipline's founding father initiated this eman
dpatory project, I believe, unbeknown to himself. He rescued the concept 
from its joint monopolyhy the opera house , on the one hand, and the petri 
dish, on the other. Sir Edward Bumell Tylor (1878) profTered a definition: 

Culture or Cl\iIU3 tion, taken in its widest ethnographic sense, is thaI complex 
whole which include~ knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any 
other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society. 

For all irs unwieldiness, its omnibus character, and despite its embed
dedness in the evolutionary paradigm of the day to which Tylor himself paid 
ample homage, the definition generated the now-famous view that culture 
is relative, it defines the human condition , that all h uman beings have it, or 
rather that it has them, and that one human being's culture is no better or 
worse than another's. To be fair, it was Franz Boas who, though never of
fering " definition of his own, breathed lile into the implications of the 
Tylorcan definition by putting it into the practice of his craft.l Of course, I 
am sure he did not foresee the silli ness into which relati\>ism, freed of its 
original polemical context, was to degenerate a generation later. And then 
there \\'as Bronislaw Malinowski, who, though never calling himself a cul
tural anthropologist, introduced the discipline's methodological sin#! qua 
non, participanl--observation. 

The humanities, for its part, was vaguely aware of the scandal brewing in 
anthropology, but, perhaps chalking it down to eccentricity (something 
many an English anthropologist and a few Americans were guilty of), it was 
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con tent to contin ue refining the Arnold ian view of culture2 in practice if not 
in theory. H istory shared much oflhe prejudice o f the humanities. ' T o sup
pon my argument with an extreme case, take, for instance, that most pres
tigious of th in k tanks, the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton. It has 
four schools: Mathematics, Physics, History, and the Social Sciences. At -rhe 
'tute,' ~ as some of the locals call it, "History" means European hislOry. Eu
ropean history is mo re hiSLOrical, not in the sense ofte;:mporality but in the 
sense of an imputed cultural richness; "cultural, ~ in the Arnoldian sense. 
Even more to the point, historians of classical Greek and Rome are the "real 
hislO rians~ there, and by the time we get beyond the Renaissance, "History~ 
begi ns to lose its e mpyrean dignity. Th us we find the o nly French social his
torian, whose work happens to be centered around the eigh teenth to nine
teenth cen tury, housed in the Social Sciences. But even among the "less 
than sterling" historians who chose to write o n the more recent past, the 
Arnoldian viewpoint persisted in o nly a slightly d ifferent form. Their h isto
ries, fo r the most part, privileged the scripted voices of the powerful and the 
"cultured." If this bias is true of European histo riography, it is even truer of 
those working on the hislOries of non-European peoples, up 10 and includ
ing the very latest of historiographies, colonial hislOry. Oral h is tory, even 
when available, would be suspect and would most likely be relegated to that 
degenerate form, "fol klore.~ 

Speaking of European social historians. however, it is to some of these 
that the anthropological concept of culture began to make sense and in 
whose works its implications have been the most profound; mo re profound, 
I th ink, than in anthropology itself. Tylor's name was rarely invoked, and 
the phe nomenon in question was called "social " rather than "cultural." But 
as it was to subsequently become clear, the sense in which "socia l ~ was e m
ployed was more akin 10 "cu llUre ~ than 10 the concepts of "social" and "s0-

ciety" that were employed by British structural functionalists . It was "social~ 
in the Durkheimian sense that was to influence the Amwh$ schoo{ ofhi story, 
especially through Marcel Mauss. The move beyond the history o f the Mid
dle Ages to the creation ofa space fo r what came to be known as early mod
e rn history was simultaneously the move from ecclesiastical history to hisloi" 
Sl'riau.4 Marc Bloch 's tWO-\'olu me work &udal Socidy (1961) was to become 
an anthropological cano n in the sixties and seventies. Culture round its 
coun terpart in the longue duruof hislOry.5 On the English side, history from 
below was to fi n d its fines t embodiment in E. P. Thompson's classic, Tin 
Making of lin English Working Clau. The strikingly si milar influence of "cul
ture" on European historian Carlo Ginzburg, on the one hand, and the 
Americans Robert Darnton and Natal ie Zemon Dav;s, on the other, is re
markable. What distinguishes all these historians is their ability to ~hear" the 
voices no t of those who were bearers of Culture (with a capital "C~) but of 
those who found themselves embedded in culture (with a small "c"),those 
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whose voices were inscribed in minuscule: the witches, the women, the 
shepherds, the serfs and peasanL~, the poor. the popular and the public. 

Enter cultural studies and its counterpart, literary study. Scholars in cul
tural studies, like the anthropologists and the social historians I ha\'e re
ferred to, began to take seriously the culture of the neglected. In this case 
it was the cuhure, mainly in the West, of the manyo\'er that of the privileged 
few. If the Arnoldian definition were a decanter, students in cultural stud
ies chose to study and appreciate the dregs. not the sublimate. Their topics 
of interest included, among others, the media, film, billboard adver
tisements, reggae and rap, pOllers and punks, gangs and televangelists, 
wine, beer, and cheese. ~Cu1ture,- in Raymond Williams's words, became 
Mordinary.-

If cultural studies, paralleling anthropology's turn away fTom the privi
leged West, thumbed its nose al the high, Ihe mighty, and the refined, lit
erary study thumbed its nose at cOm'elllionalliterary criticism by emulating 
anthropology (alleasl some branches ofalllhropology) in emphasizing the 
context in whkh texts are wriuen and, more important, in which they 
are read. 

The story I have told thus fa r may sound as though all is triumphant in 
anthropology: ils goals reached, its intentions vindicated. Anthropologists 
teach; others, sooner or later, learn. Alas, it is not so. Allow me to backtrack 
a bit to Roger Kcesing's revicv.' essay of over twenty years ago and in the 
interest of convenience recommit all his sins of slighl---of Linton, Lowie, 
K1uckhohn, Kroeber, White, and most regrettably, Sapir. Keesing divided 
the cullUre theorists into two broad camps: the adaptationalists and the 
ideationalists. Marvin Harris and a few archaeologists were the leading 
spokesmen of the forme r, while the major subdivisions among the ideation
alists were headed by the cognitivists, the Lcvi-5traussian structuralists, the 
Schneiderian symbolists, and the Geertzian interpretivists. The adaptation
alists de rigueur, who had attempted 10 define culture as merely adaptation 
10 economic , demographic, technological, and ecological forces, have by 
now, for all practical purposes. fallen by the wayside. I·hunan beings turned 
OUI to be as incorrigibly maladapth'e as they were adaptive, and the way they 
went about being adaptive and maladaptive was as capricious as the prover
bial weather in certain temperate zones. As for the cognitivis(S, their early 
high hopes of finally making the culture concept scientific-and that, too, 
by not having 10 resort to analogies from the physical or biological sciences 
but by identifying il as a system of rules along linguistic lines--fell faster 
than they rose. Brent Berlin and Paul Kay's Basic Color Tenns ( 1969) was the 
last ~lo\'e story- that came out of those heady days of ethnoscience. Cogni
tive anthropology survi\'es today in a much more modest yet vital form in 
the fields of ethnobiology. cognitive psychology, and similar subfields. 
StruclUralism. which, in one of its extensions. came paradoxically dose 10 a 
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kind o fbiologism-with the imputed binary structure of the mind seeking 
homology with the bicameral struClUre of the brain , triune·brain notwith
standing-has been superseded byposlStrucluralism and postmodern ism in 
inte llectual circles. Schneiderian insights, articulated in increasingly COIl

fused, confusing, and quaint astronomical terms,6 were both better stated 
and overwhelmed by Michel Fo ucault's writings where the focus shifted to 
tpislemes and epochs. Schneiderian anthropology's disregard for history, its 
essentialism, its unabashed idealism, its hypcrnominalism , and its absolute 
disregard of questions of pOI,'cr, rendered it parochial and largely irrelevant 
in the 1980s. It is not that Foucauh was innocent of at least some of these 
appare nt drawbacks, but the range of his power and intellect converted 
them into inte restingly defended assets.7 Fo r Geeru, too, cul ture was sym
bolic. But as against Schneider, however, he played down the S)'slemalicity of 
culture. He belittled the cognitivists' emphasis on the rule-governedness of 
culmre. He found structuralism 's commiunenl to unh·ersal ize Culture and 
to locate it in the Mhuman mindM dangerously close to biologism. (I , fa rone, 
am not against making a place for both MCulture~ and Mculture~ but am wary 
of slructuralist conSl11..lction of iLl As against all these co-ideationalists (if ..... e 
accept Keesing's label in this regard ), Geeru .... '3.S committed to taking Mcul_ 
ture~ from OUI of the private, especially from within people's minds or 
h eads, and recognizing il as public. And the n there is the persistent p res
ence ofGeeru's prose style in his brand o f inter pre live anthropology. J be
licvc that this, morc than any other single factor, more even than the 
Weberian and Dilth eyan roots o f his interpretive anthropology, is responsi
ble fo r the wide appeal his writings ha\'e had, especially in the Humanities. 
What is of lasting significance in this aspect of Geertz's work is the un
apologetic incorporation ofthc cthnographer with and in the cthnography, 
Once, when asked about ethnographic o bjectivity by o ne who still believed 
that the re was an objective/ scientific prose, Geertz replied, MJ don 't wanl 
anyo ne to mistake any of my sentences as having being wriuen by anyone 
else but by me. "I! Evcry line bore his signature. Thus ~culture~ was no longer 
something out there to be discovered, described, and explained but rather 
something intO which the ethnographe r, as interpreter, enlered. MSelf_ 
indulgence!~ cried the traditionalists. ~Not e nough reflexiviry !~ cried the 
new reflexivists. But culture had become dialogic, less in the much-heralded 
Bakhtinian sense but morc in the lesser-known Peirccan sense, a sense 
in which the conseque nccs of conversation is shot through with "tychasm,"!I 
Tychasm was Peirce's neologism for that element of chance contained 
in the "play of musement~ -a free kind of doing, much like Lord Siva's 
lalas' ~mindless~ erolicisms and asceticisms, acts of wanton love and 
wanton war, and the cosmic dance lhat spans it all-that is more funda
mental than either the gentle persuasion of agapism or the mechan istic 
nccessity of anancasm. 
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It is this dialogic aspect of culture, culture no t as a given but as some
thing made or, rather, co-created anew by anthropologist and infonnan( 
in a McoJl\'ersation, M that I in my own work attempted to elaborate (1984), I 
argued for a conversation in which what was generated, exchanged, and 
transformed consisted not on ly of words but the world of nonverbal signs as 
well, not only o f symbols---those arbitrary or conventional signs---but also 
of icons and indexes and a whole array of other, more or less motivated, 
signs. Built into a semiotic cOIll:eptualization of (uiture is an argument 
against a certain kind of essentialism. Given the silliness o f some of the 
forms of relativism that are on the prowl in anthropologyland and beyond, 
it behooves me to stress that the antiessentialism I advocate is not directed 
at what is essentially human-a debatable and refinable list that should in
clude, besides language, a sense of dignity, a need to love and to be loved, 
the capacity to reason, the ability to laugh and to cry, to be sad and to be 
happy, My antiessentialism is directed against those who advocate essential 
differences between and among cultures, or rather, against those who be
Iie\'e that the differenccs are essential and morc or less everlasting. lo The 
Schneiderians are most guilty of this kind o f essentialism. Their position 
may best be described as essential relativism, which is fundamen tally irra· 
tiona1 and immoral-a charge I do not have the time to explicate but which 
will become clear to anyone who ponders a little on the moral implications 
of sllch a position. What I envisage is a dynamic relativism that d oes not es
sentialize differences but belie\'es in the essential humanity of humankind, 
a humanity that is not merely biological but Cultural (with a new kind of 
capital "C"). Most cultural anthropologists, in focusing their accounts on 
culture with a small MC~, have been guil ty of neglecting, even if not denyi ng, 
the importance of this kind of MCuiLUre. ~ 

At this point allow me to interject what appears to be a radical critique of 
such a semiotic view of culLUre. The charge is that the goveming metaphor 
in such a view, Mconversation, ~ exalts consensus at the expense o f contcsta· 
tion. Onc response to this charge is an elementary o ne. MConversation ~ cn· 
tails communication or even com munion in the widcslsense of those terms, 
a sense that includes agreements and disagreements, consensus as well as 
contcst.·1.lion; but on shared grounds. Such a derense is neither very inge
nious nor thoroughly ingenuous. Fo r it is true that most cultural accounts 
in anthropology ha\'e gi \"en scant atten tion to contestations, even if they 
we re on ly a subset of a larger conscnsual matrix, Yet, the ~contcstatorS-lIlust 
concede theargumcnl in principle, But the critique in question suffers from 
a more serious infirmity. It suffers from what \,'C may, following Hobbes, di
agnose as ~bagpipitis,~ ~a going along \\1th the prevailing windy can t, with 
whatever passes for [radical] afflatus, [becoming] indistinguishable frOIll 
the tamest of binl5eal1u- (Hill 1991 ; 17). Contestation itself has become a 
cliche, a call to combat with phrases "on tap,M an obliging man nerism, part 
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respect to Kant, I have in mind the implications of his Critique of Aesthetic 
Judgment, whereby we are invited to see the beautiful as the sublime l! and 
wherein when we contemplate an object and find it beautiful, there is a cer
tain harmony betv.·een the imagination and the understanding which leads 
us to an immediate delight in that object. That whole which we call culture 
is supposed to end up, in anthropological analysis, to have a certain har
mony, not unlike the Kantian object ofbeaury. If we can only make it true, 
then we will also have made it beamiful. Or is it the o ther way around? In 
our monographs, how much time do we spend "rounding it all up, ~ espe
cially through the crafting of a closing statement or conclusion? This ideal 
is most poignantly captured in W. B. Yeats 's description of a poem 's reach· 
ing this moment of the sublime in a letter of September 1936 to Dorothy 
Wellesley: Ka poem comes right with a click like a closing box." So would we 
like our cultural accounts, our monographs, our arguments, to end in a 
moment of beautiful finality. 

Ah beauty! For John Keats, "the aesthetic impulse is encapsulated in the 
coldness and sterility of his Grecian Urn" (Shaviro 1990: 10). The point is 
made even better yet by Steven Shaviro's reading of that marvelous poem by 
Emily Dickinson. First the poem: 

I died for Ikauty-but wa~ scarce 
Adju5led in the Tomb 
" 'hen one who died for Tmlh, .... -as lain 
[n an a~joining room-He questioned softly, "Why I failed?" 
"For Beamy: I replied-
"And I-for Tmth-Themsetf are One
We Brethren, are." He said-

And so, a.'l Kinsmen . mel a l'iglil
We talked between the Rooms-
Until the Moss had reached our lips
And covered up--<lur names-

Now to Shaviro's interpretation: 

It is only insofar as lhC)-· are ironically "Adjusted in the Tomb: a.~,i~ned their 
fixed boundaries under the power of death. thai beauty and lmth are one. ~I 

died for beauty~: docs this mean that the .~peaker and her interloculOr died 
for the sake or beauty and truth (as martyr or witness) ? Or, more perversely, 
did they choose 10 die ill urder that lhey might thereby anain truth and beauly? 
A desire for death is perhap.~ the hidden Itws of beauty and truth. (1m: II) 

The desire to find culture, either as a present rea li ty or as it deferred ideal, 
to find it in allY case, as a coherent whole, true and beautiful , is the desire to 
fi nd it corpse. The work of cul ture becomes the "lifeless residue in which the 
process of creation is lost: the spark of tychasm denied (ibid. , 10). 
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of a h igher-order consensus. Both consen sualists and contestators sleep in 
the same bed of complaisance. 

Furthermore, regardless of whether we see ourselves as consensus theo
rists or as contcstol)' types, and even as we concede that we arc culture 
co-making processualists rather than culture-finding essentialists, we can
not alford 10 be unaware of our collective logocemric inclinations, our 
privileging of language over labor, words over acts. True, the culture
making that the eth nographer or the poet e ngages in parallels the culture
making of the artisan or the farmer. Both arc engaged in trimming the 
exccss and ill coaxing the stubbornly unproductive [0 yield. And in both 
domains, there are the craftsmen and the hacks, both of whom have a 
bearing o n the prod union of l;ulture. The sign ifkan t divide, h owever, is not 
between the consensus theorists and the conte.~latory o nes but between 
those who privilege the word-a group to which most academic scholars be
long-and those who privilege the deed. I introduce the deed here to facil
it."lte our movemelllto cult.ure's edge, to what I shall call its counter-point. 
Words are symbols, which, even at the edges, pull one toward culture's cen
ter. Deeds, even when culturally centered, ~habilUs~ notwithst."lndi ng, 
threaten to push against culture's limits. T he deed I shall employ for mak
ing this point clear is the act of viole nce. But first I must return to my story 
aboutlhc culture concept. 

Th is brief divers ion. apart from other matters, was also intended to make 
the caveat about essentialism clearer. What, then, do we have? A series of 
paired terms: cul ture as given and culture as emergen t, culture as reality and 
cul ture a.~ realizing, culture as essentially relative and culture a.~ relatively 
(and dynamically) essential. The second in each of these paired terms could 
hold its own, e,"en if only by means of various adjustments and equh'oca
tions. The first would falter. But for those o f us who ad\'ocate the secon d set 
of terms and thereby think that we are on the win ning side, it is too early 10 
gloat. There is a worm in the apple, a bomb in the banana. 

The problem lies at the core of the culture concept itself. The problem 
lies in what T ylor called -that complex whole.'" For the essen tialists, the 
whole is an ex istent, a done thing, a thing of the past. For the processualists, 
-the II'hole- is something toward \~hich the culture-makers and cuhure
seekers move. It lies in the future. The movement is IOward this realizable 
emit)'. a foretaste of which is provided in what the hermenemician calls "un
derstanding. - The dialectic is what guides one toward it. In other words, 
there is a teleology to the cultural process. You and I may not live long 
enough 10 see its completion, its summum bonum, but it is moving IOward 
such an end, however long that end may be deferred. It is this logic and this 
faith on which cult ure, emergent, dynamic, and processual, is built. 

Regardless of the difference, both ideas of McullUre ~--culture ali essence 
and culture as process-partake o f a Kantian cum Hegelian project. With 
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The same moral is conveyed in a well-known folktale in South Asia. It 
probably has a common Indo-European origin . There was once a young 
man whose quest for trUlh wa~ insatiable. He crossed tile se\"en seas, climbed 
evcry mountain, dared the wildest of jungles, and traversed several deserts 
until he finally came to a cave where he found a toothless old hag, dressed 
in rags, with mailed hair, holding a chai n of beads in her gnarled hands with 
overgrown fingernails. To the young man's surprise and delight. the old 
woman spoke. She uuered her words with caution and care, pausing to 
make every syllable true. After a spellbinding session of trUlh-hearing, the 
young man worshiped the old woman, thanked her profusely, and pleaded 
with her 10 allow him to do something for her in return for having so kindly 
and so completely slaked his (him for truth. ~Ycs, ~ rcplied this woman, 
this font of all truth . "You can do me a favor. When you return 10 your 
people, tellthcm that I am beautiful; will you please?~ 

You may well object, holding that all this abom the sublimation of trmh 
and beauty in an objeClified culture may be true enough of the essentialisLS 
but not true of the processualisLS. You maye\'en be kind enough to count me 
among those exempt from the charges in question because, in Fluid SilPlS, I 
described the fixing of cuI lUre as something that is forever deferred. And to 
!.he heckler who might say, ~But where in your book is chance?" my supporters 
could have chan led, uPtJ.'l5im, passim, "biqu~!~ 1 mighl have glo:ncd in agree

me nt. had I not confronted the task of writing an ethnography. or rather, an 
anthropography of violence (Daniel: Forthcoming) . So 1 must demur. The 
cul ture concept, e\'en in iLS processual mode, relies on a un ifying metaphys
ical process called the dialeClic. Culture totalizes. Culture is the e mergence 
of higher and increasingly morc adequate agreement from less adequate and 
less developed contradictions. At a more concrete level, a level in which my 
own fieldwork in Sri Lanka on the anthropologyofviolence is implicated, we 
see this Hegelian hope expressed in theories of the state. According 10 this 
view of the world, there is a metaphysical process that transforms tribal life, 
which is primitive and inadequate, into the more adequate and c\'olvcd ra
tional nation-5tate. But the international and intranational strifes of the day 
and the violence they spawn ha\'e made a mockery of this hope. The contra
dictions inherent in the concept of the nation-state, construCled with the 
help of an imagined national past, demonstrate most clearly the operation 
of this exclusionary teleology. In nationalist discourse, the qucstion is not 
who is a Sri Lankan or who an Englishman but who is a trutSri Lankan and 
who a trne Englishman. Mythohistories are invoked to help recast and relive 
an idealized past that is ~constantly undcrmined by current and changing 
realities. H And it is in these very imperfections--or, more correctly, in the 
perception of these ~surpluses~ or "excesses H as imperrections-that "na
tionalisms find their succor and sabotage ~ (Daniel. Dirks, and Prakash 199 1: 
6). Nationalism is a horripilation of culture in insecurity and rright; it is as 
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much the realization of the power in culture as the lack thereof. In either 
case, culture is not power-neutral. 

All this is nOt to deny the successes of culture's recuperative and appeas
ing capabil ities. Marx's celebrated Mopiate~ is o nly one---even if the most 
poignant--ose in point. Marxism ilSClf, like the Hegelianism it turned on 
its head, is another case in point. Call it cultural or culturoid. Culture does 
make sense, even beauty, and sometimes, truth. But its totalizing mis
sion and capacities are what is in question. And to question such capacities 
is not to invoke their opposite (whatever that may be) as the solution. AJI of 
which brings me back to the subtitle of this chapter: Is there a counterpoint 
to culture? 

Let me hasten to warn you, howcver, that the counterpoint to culture I 
have in mind must go beyond Bach and, ergo, beyond Wenheim who meta
phorized Bach in a hope-filled paper on social change (1974). The coun
terpoint I speak of is solTlething that resists incorporation into the harmony 
of a still higher order of sound, sense, or society. It resists the recuperati\'e 
powers of culture; it runs parallel without ever crossing the dialectic. It re
sists normalization, in the Foucaultian sense of that term. 

Allow me to indicate more clearly what I ha\'e called the counterpoint of 
culture by thc only way I know how: by intimation, by example. The exam
ple is violence, though violence is nOt the only event that is constituted of 
the culturally unrecuperable surplus I speak of. Let me plunge into ethnog
raphy and tell you of an event that was described to me by two brothers. It 
concerns the senseless deaths of two men and the suffering of two sulVivors. 
These two brothers narrowly escaped being killed by a gang of Sinhalese 
youth during Ihe 1983 anti-Tamil riots in a northeastern village in Sri Lanka. 
Howe\·er, they saw their elder brother and father being murdered.!2 

Selvakumar is twenty-two years old and works as a teller in one of lhe lo
cal banks. When it ' .... as arranged for me 10 intelView Selvakumar on the 
events that led to his father's and brother's deaths, I was not warned that 
whene\'er he rccalled these e\·ents he suffered episodes of loss of con
sciousness. The day of my intelView with him was no exception. During our 
in tclView. which lasted for o'·cr four hours, ScI\OlkUTTlar losl c;onsdOllsncSll 
thrice. The first time he lost consciousness was after the first half hour of the 
inrelView, and it took twcnry-fi\"e minutes for him to rccovcr. On the second 
and third occasions, he remained unconscious for about ten minutes each 
time. During these episodes his pulse and temperature fell sharply, his color 
drained to an ashen gray, he responded neither to pinpricks nor smelling 
salts, and he lost control of his bladder. By a Siddha physician·s orders, a 
warm poultice of medicinal herbs was applied to his temples and forehead 
and his lips we re moistened with tiPPifi tea. When Scl\"akumar regained con
sciousness he did nOt remember having lost consciousness. 
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What follows is a partial description of what happened on "that day.~ as 
he calls it. 

That day my father and the chainnan [of the Urban Council] went to the 
police and told them that we had heard with our own ean that this Gunasene 
had collected the other boys in the soccer team and had obtained long knives 
and sticks and that they were planning to come and cut up all the Tamils in this 
housing settlement. This Gun;uene had already served !lOme time injai1. He is 
not from this area. He is from Nawalapitiya. from where you come. He has been 
here for many years though. This place. this housing colony was in really bad 
shape when my fathe r mo\"ed in . But he organized the place. He cleaned up 
the well, cleared Ult: jungle. and Cut drains for the rdinwater 10 flow. My brother. 
Oh, mybrotber they killed him. They killed him and I couldn't even help. I was 
afraid. They beat him to death: "thuk," "thuk. " [He passes O UL My attempl'l to 
tenninate the interview are brushed aside by o thers.] 

Later: 

The police inspector told the chainnan that if we had a complain( we 
should take it to the navy poSt. So my father and the chainnan went to the navy 
po.'lI. The sent'1' did not let them through at firsL They waited there all morn
ing. Then the commander's car came. He must h,we been going into town. 
The chainnan waved him to a stop. They asked him if they could talk to him 
for a moment. The chainnan had known him pcrwnalLy. "Say what you have 
to say. I ha"e a lot of work. ""Can we go into your office?" the chainnan wanted 
to know. "There is no time for that," replied the commander. So my father and 
the chainnan told him what they had heard . The commander told them that 
they did not have any right to approach him on such mall.en and that he 
should ha\'e taken his complaint to the police station. They told him that they 
had already been there and the Pol ice Inspector had told them to come to him 
[ the commander]. "If you are 50 sman, why don ' t you control your own 
people," said the commander to the chainnan. My fath er and the chainnan 
.... -alked back to the police station. On the way, another man, a Tamil, told us 
that 50me Sinhalese from Vamniya had al50 joined Gun<l!lene's gang and that 
he had heard Gunasene say to the boys not to worry, that he had taken care 
of the police. My father and the chainnan W".lIked back to the police station. 

We were met there by Nitthi [Sel\'ilkumar's younger brotherJ. who came to 
tell us that all the Sinhalese taxi driven were telling the Tamil taxi drivers that 
they were going 10 be killed today. There were no taxis in the Tamil taxi stand. 
They [the Sinhalese taxi dri\'ers] had told my younger brother that the rain 
had delayed things a little, but when it stopped 10 be prepared for "Eelam."I ' 
II was raining heavily. The inspector finall y came out and said, "So what, the 
commander did nOi wam 10 see the tigen?" The chainnan said, "Look, you 
know all these boys. You know this man. They are good people. They have 
lived with the Sinhalese in peace. They are nei ther tigers nor bears. There are 
rowdies who are threatening to kill them" He said like thal. The inspector 
laughed and said, "Looks like the tige rs are afraid. They have become pussy
cal'!. · The other constables joined in and laughed. "Why don't you go to 
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Appapi1lai Amirdhalingam?14 He will take care of you. What do you say? (He 
was talking to my brother). They tell me thaI you are the big man in the area. 
\\'hat, arc you afraid too?" My brother did not say a word. He just clenched his 
tecth and looked down and walked away. All the constables were laughing. 
[Then he said) "Now go home and take care of your women and children. And 
beware! If any of you dare call a Sinhalese a rowdy. I am "'<tming you. Thal is 
how ~'Ou stan trouble.· TIlen what wa.~ there to do? TIle chairman went to his 
home, my father and I came home and shut the doors and put bars <lg-dinst 
them. Then the rains stopped. 

Then they came. About half an hour later. My father was old and nOt a.~ 
strong as he used to be. He "'-dS not feeling well in his body. But my brother 
was very strong. He was a big man. He was a good soccer player. That was some
thing else this Gunasene had against him. He used to play soccer with us. We 
heard this loud noise at a distance. It sounded like a hundred saws were saw
ing trees at the same time. They were shouting something in Sinhalese. Nitthi 
looked out through the cr.lck in the front door and told us that there were 11'0'0 

navy personnel standing on the side of the road. We felt relievt.'d. Our neigh. 
bor. she is a Sinhalese woman who is married 10 a Tamil. Her husband works 
in Anuradhapura. He is a govt'rnment ser.-ant. He used to COIllt: onct: in two 
weeks. So this little girl. about three years old. used to spend most of her lime 
in our place. This woman ITealt'd my mother like her own mother and she 
_.'_"i.~iW~~=~'_~i. ~W_~"w.bd~.~g 

started coming closer and closer. "'Iy sister and my mother were hiding. \\'here 
can they hide? The house has only three rooms. They were in the kitchen be
hind the firewood. TIlen suddenly there "'~dS silence. All the shouting stopped. 
NiHhi looked through the cr.lck in the door and the two navy personnel were 
talking to Gunasene. Then we saw the navy personnel leave. My father told my 
younger brother to bar the two windo .... os. BUlthcn wc heard footsteps in the 
mud outl;ide. Then they started pushing do ..... n the door. My father had fallen 
to the b>Tound. My brother W"dS still holding the door. But they used crowbars 
to break it. I ran into the kitchen out offear. Another gang broke through the 
kitchen door. They surroundcd the house. But the men who entered through 
the kitchen door didn ' t look for us in the kitchen, they walked on into the 
front room. Then I heard the beating. My mother and sister took Ihe child 
and rdn out of the back door into Ihe fields. TIlen I heard the beating again. 
I slu ..... ly stood up and looked through the kitchen door into the front room. 
Nobody saw me. They ..... ere looking at the ground. I knew it was my brOlher 
on the ground. I ",".\flted to help him. There ","dS a knife in the kitchen. I 
W"dnted to take it and run and cut them all up. But I was a coward. I was afraid. 
My brother would ha\'e certainly done that for me. [He becomes unconscious. 
He is laid Ilat on the flOOT on a mal. A single tear trickles do ..... n his cheek. The 
man who had arranged this inter.1ew tells me, "The boy can't c~. That is 
the trouble."] 

Utter: 

Then someolle .'la id, "The old man is out there near the ..... ell. ~ They looked 
out and laughed. MHe is trying to draw ,,-ater. ~ They said things like that and 
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were making fun of him. Some of them moved out. and now I could see my 
brother. They had CUI h im up. My younger brother had fainted behind the 
stack of firewood. I left him there and ran into the field. Someone shouted, 
'There, over there, someone is running." I sal down behind some old tires. I 
must have fainted. \Vhen [woke up it was dark. T here was smoke coming from 
where our house was. They had 5el1heir torches to it. I went looking for my 
mother and sister in the dark. 

Nitthi is sixteen. He believes that he was in school. wailing [o r th e rains 
to SlOp, when h is father and brother were killed and his house .... 'as set on 
fire. Most of the lime he has total amnesia about the events of that d ay. 
There are two excep tions. The first is whe n he wakes up with a start fro m a 
nightmare. From the time he wakes u p he begins to describe certain events 
o f that awful day in great and minute detai l. And then, as suddenly as he was 
awoken, he falls baek OntO his mat an d falls asleep . In the second lypical oc
casion, he too loses consciousness duri ng the d ay, like h is brother does, but 
he then wakes up, nOI into his wakeful am nesia but into detai led recall . T he 
recalling and retelling lasts for about a minute and then he fa lls asleep. 
He may sleep for several hours before waking up again. What fo llows is sev
eral ofNitthi's accoun ts taped by h is brother for me d uring several episodes. 
Th e statements are Nitth i's b ut are d rawn from four different ~dream 

episode$~ a n d two separate "poslunconsciousness~ e pisodes. I was asked by 

the family nOl LO play back the tapes to Niu h i. I have, with Selvaku mar's 
help, edited the tape so as to arrive at a narrative that makes reasonable 
chronological sense. Apart from rearranging the utterances for such a pur
pose, the editing is limited to omitting the h ighly repetitive utterances 
(rdnging from exclamations such as "AiJo~ to phrases and full sentences) 
and those sounds that made no sense to either Selvakumar or me. In th is 
edited version, sh ifts from utterances drawn from one e pisode to those 
drawn from another are marked by the first word o f the changed episodic 
utterance being rendered in boldface type. 

The middle hinge is coming loose. They are pushing th e door. Someone 
is kicking the door. Liste n. H e has put his foot down now. Now he is lifting it 
OUi of the mud. Now he is kicking the door. Kick. Kkk, Kick. Now he is resl
ing his foot again in Ihe mud. It is like a paddy field outside. Fo r all the kkk· 
ing the door is nOllooscning .... The bonom hinge is sliII holding. The screws 
in Ihe top hinge hal'e fallen. T he wood is splitting. A crowbar is coming 
through. It appears that fathe r has been poked in the back. He can't breathe. 
He has fallen down. My elder brother has turned around and is trying to hold 
the door back with his hands. I sec: his [Gunasene's) toes from under the door. 
I know them froUl seeing him play soccer. H e ha.~ ugly toes. Mild is being 
squeezed from in between his toes. Knives are cutting through the wood of 
the ,,·indow. There is smoke coming through the window. Gunasene is shout· 
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ing, "Nol yel, not yel" [dtimma~, dtimma epii]. My brother'$leg mo\ing. It is 
moving like the goat's leg. [He is supposed to have witnessed the slaughtering 
of a goal whcn hc w:u younger.1 The front door is open and they are going 
around to the back. They are going 10 Ihe back to kill my father. Look through 
the door. The two navy men are near the dhobi's house [a house at50me dis
tance acrms the main road]. My eyes are fi lling with tears. The navy men look 
like they are very dOile. I $<lueeze my eyes. Thc na''Y men are far away again, 
near the dhobi's houile. Father is crying. ~Gi .. e me some water for my son, 
Sami. Kill me but give my son some Watef. Let me give my son some .... 'ater. The 
500 I bore, the 50n I bore, the son I bore ... " Piyadasa is asking, "How are you 
going to drAW .... 'ater like this. lying in the mud? Stand up to draw water from 
the well; like a man." They are all laughing. Karunawathi has corne. The tailor 
boy has come. [The tailor boy is telling her] "They ran to the field with ~'our 
child. They are alrighL Don't go. They might follow you." They are kicking my 
father. Karunawathi iuhouling, ~Leave that o ld man alone. Leave him alone. 
He is almost dcad." "We know your man is a Tamil too. And wc'll do the same 
thing to him if we find him." Karunawathi is c .. ying: ' What a dreadful 
shame/tragedy th is is~ [MOlin apanitUdn mi knl. Someone is calling the men to 
the front. They .... 'ant someone to drag my big brOlher to the road and leave 
him there. Listen! Kanmawathi is drdwing .,.,-,lter from the well. She te lls the 
tailor boy, "He is dead.~ 

I was not able to meet Gunasene. H e was in police custody. However, I 
was able to find Olll two things abolll him. First. he was not from Nawala· 
piliya, where I had spent part o f my childhood, but from a neighboring 
town called Kotmale. Second, using a police constable as a messenger, he 
had sent Sclvakumar Rs.500 and a message, the gist of wh ich (according to 
Selvakumar) was, 

What has happened ha.~ happened. Let us forget what has happened. This 
money is for you to rebui ld your house. You can May in our house if you want 
until you fi nish building your house. 

Socia l scientists, yours truly included, have tdcd 10 understand or even to 

expla in communal violence in Sri Lanka. The grandest, and in many ways, 
the most admirable, attempt so fa r in th is regard is the one put forth by 
Bruce Kapfere !" (1988). It sought 10 understand Sinhala against Tamil vio
lence in terms of Si nhala cultural ontology. He a rgued that Sin hala
Buddhist ontology required that it hierarchically encompass and dominate 
a subdued antithesis, in this case, the Tamils. Were such a contained an ti
thesis to rebel from within , it was seen as demonic, and Sinhala Buddhism 
was called upon to exorc i~ this demon by ri tual. The available riLUal in the 
context of e thnic rebell ion was violence. Such is a rough and shoddy sum
mary of ugtnds of Ptt>Pk, M)'ths of Stale. The thesis is perfectly Hegelian, 
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except of course for its arrh'al notata summum bonum in equipoise bUlat an 
onlOlogycondemned to violence. The o nly problem was that no sooner had 
this and similar theses been put forth than Tamil violence rose lO match Sin
hala violence. Furthermore. violence was no longer interethnic but in
traethnic, with more Tamils killi ng Tam ils and Si nhalese killing Sinhalese 
than Si nhalese killing Tamils or Tamils killing Sinhalese. 

I must pause to emphasize here that my description ofa violent event in 
which Tamils were victims and Sinhalese the aggressors is fortuitous. Con
ditions in 1983 and 1984 when I did fieldwork on this topic yielded morc 
tales of Sin hala on Tamil violence. Rest assured that there fo llowed plenty 
of equally gory examples ofvio\cnce in which Sinhalese were the victims. 

The point is this. Violence is an event in which there is a certain excess: 
an excess of passion, an excess of evil. The \'1;: 1)' attempt to label this excess 
(as indeed I have done) is condemned to fail; it employs what Georges 
Bataille called Mmots glissantsM (slippel)' words) . Even had I rendered faith
fully, withollt any editing, the \"ords-both coherent and incoherent-of 
Nitthi, I would no t have seized the evenL Evel)'thing can be narrated, hut 
what is narrated is no longer what happened. 

I have also interviewed young men who were membersofvarious militant 
l110vemenLS and who have killed a fellow human being or human beings 
wi!h rope , knife, pis!ol. :automatic nrc, or grcnadc. "You can tell a ncw "c

cruit from his eyes. Once he kills, his eyes change. There is an innocence 
that is gone. They become focused, intense, like in a trance. M Such was the 
account of a "cteran militant, who has since kft the movement in wh ich he 
fought. Violence, like ecstasy-and the two at times occome one-is an 
event that is traumatic, and interpretation is an attempt at mastering that 
trauma. Such an atlemptmay be made by victim (if he is lucky to be aJive ), 
villain. or witness. We who are either forced or called on 10 witness the 
evcnt's excess either nee in terror or arc appeased imo believing that this 
excess can be assimilated into culture, made, in a sense, o ur own . Regard
less of who the willless is-the villain , the survivi ng victim, or you and me
the violent cvent persists like crush ed glass in one's eyes. The light it 

generates, rather than helping us see, is blinding. Maurice Blanchot, in 
Madness of /Jill Day, writes thus: 

I nearly 10~ t my ~igh t , because someone crushed glass in my eyes .... 1 had 
the feeling I was going back into the wall, or straying into a thicket of flint. The 
worst thing was the sudden, shocking cmehy of the day; I could not look. but 
[ eou[d not help looking. To see was te rrifying, and to stop seeing tore me 
apart from my head to throat . ... The light wa~ going mad, the brighmess had 
loS! all reason; it assailed me irrationally, without control , without purpose. 
(Quoted;n Shaviro 199(): 3) 

Morc ethnography. 
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Piyadasa (a pseudonym) is a Sinhalese in his late twenties. I knew him as 
a young boy who played soccer in the town of Nawalapitiya, where I grew up. 
He lived in a vi llage near Kotmale and used 10 ride the bus back and forth 
to his school with Tamil schoolchildren who came to Nawalapitiya from the 
tea estates. At times, after a game of soccer. he and his bus-mates would feel 
so famished that they wo uld pool all their small change. including their bus 
fares, to buy and eat buns and plantains from the local tea shop. Then they 
wo uld start walking up the hill to Kotmale, all of six miles. His village now 
lies buried under the still waters of a reservoir built by the Swedes as part of 
the Mahave1i River damming project. 

In 1983, the panlaram (the boy who makes garlands) of the loea] Hindu 
temple was ki lled. I was informed by another Sinhala man , a close friend o f 
one of my brothers, that Piyadasa was among those who had killed the pan
taram and that he too had wielded a knife. I visited Piyadasa, who has been 
resettled in the north-cenu-al province, and asked him to describe to me 
what had happened. He excluded himself from having directly participated 
in the violence but .... 'aS able to gh'e me a de tailed accoun t of the e\·cnt. Thc 
fo llowing are a few excerpts. 

He was hiding in the temple when we got there. The priest. he had run 
away. So they started breaking the gods. This boy. he .... 'as hiding behind some 
god. We caught him. Pulled him out. So he started begging, -Sami' ~ don' , hit. 
Srfmidon't h it.~ He had urinated. He pleaded, "Oh gods thai you are. why are 
you breaking the samis?" They pulled him om 10 the street. The nurses and 
orderlies were shouting from the hospital balcony. "Kill the Tamils! Kill the 
Tamils!" No one did anything. TIley all had these to ng k ni\'l~s and sticks. This 
boy ..... as in the middle of the road. We ..... ere alt going round and round him. 
For a long time. No one said an)·thing. Then someone flung al him with a 
sword . Btood started gushing [{) galii liaval. Then e\'c ryone .\tarted to cut him 
with their knives and beat him with their sticks. Someone brought a lire from 
the Bro ..... n and Company garage. There ..... as petrol. We thought he ...... as fin· 
ished. So they piled him on the tire and set it aflame. And can you imagine. 
this fellow stood up with cut up anns and all, and stood like that, for a litue 
white. then fclt back illlo Ihe fire. 

The constal1 t shift ing fro m the induding 'We ~ to th e excludi ng ~they~ ;s 

noteworthy. This was in the early days o f my horror-slOry collecting, and I 
did not know what to say. So I asked him a question of absolute irrelevance 
to the issue at hand. Heaven knows why I asked it; I must have desperately 
wanted to change the subject or pretend that we had been talking about 
something else all along. "'What is your goal in life ?~ I asked. The reply shot 
right back: "I want a VCR.~ 

I have struggled to understand this e\'ent, to speak about it, and thereby 
to master it. But I have literally been struck Mspeechless. M I am not alone, 
quite clearly. During my work in 1983--84 and since, in Sri Lanka, India, 
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NOTES 

This is a modified version of a talk delivered as the Second Wertheim Lecture at 

the Universiry of Amsterdam in the summer of 1991. 
I. See Stocking (1968). 
2. See Amold (1932). 
3. J owe lIlanh 10 Prof. Eric Hobsbawm and, especially, to Dr. Miri Rubin for 

substantive discussions of this and lIle follo .... ;ng paragraph. The responsibility 
for errors in intell'retation is e ntirely minc. 

4. See Le Roy-Ladurie (1974. 1979). 
5. See 8raudcl (1976). 

6. For instance, consider this: "It should be stressed that these conceplS rest on 
the premise lila! any symbol has many meanings, on the premise Ihal symbols and 

meanings can be clu.uered into galaxies, and on the premise Ihal galaxies seem 10 
have core or epitomizing symbols as their foci": or this: "\ am now dealing with a 
galaxy [American cuhure] in which coitus is the cpilOmil.ing symbol." Schneider 
(1976: 218 and 216, respectively). 

7. Sec, in particular, Foucault (1972, 1973. 1980). 
8. o.'erheard from a conversation between Ceertz and lIli~ other scholar dur

ing which I was presellt. 
9. One of C. S. Peirce's se,'eral neologisms that he triangulates with anancasm 

(the force of mechanical necessiry) and agapism (loving lawfulness/ mindfulne$S). 

See Peirce 6:302. 
10. If the essentialist treatments of cultures are wanting and deser.;ng of interro

gation. so do comparable treatmenlli Of"e1iUS" and "gender." In this regard. see ScOl1 

(1988: II ) but also the back-and-forth between Scali and Laura Lee Downs ( 1993). 
11. As faras the interesting distinction that Kant draws between the beautiful and 

the sublime, and insofar as he aligns Ihe fanner with women and the laller with man, 

it is but one step away from the Shivaist resolution of the d ichotomy in the androg. 
ynous unity ofShi,<I. and Shakti in the form of Ardhanaris\'.mu. 

12. The killings took place in April 1983. My interview with Selvakumar was in 

December of the same year. 
13. "Eelamw is the name that Tamil separatists ha,'e given to thcir separate 

nation-state. 

14. The sarcastic al1usion to "tigers" is in reference to the Tamil militant sepa
ratists, lhe Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam. Mr. Amirdhalingam ..... as the head of 
the Tamil United Liberation Front, which had constituted in 1975 of the fomJer 

(major Tamil) Federal party and several smaller panics and groups. In its 1976 plat
form, the TULF proclaimed the right of self-determination for the Tamils, c,'cn if 
lIlat were to cntailthe formation ofa separate state. In August 1983, the constitution 
was amended so as to outlaw parties ad,'ocating secession. Members of parl iament 
were required to take an oath of allegiance to the new constitution. The electcd 
members of the TUlF refused, and consequently the party was oudawed and the 
members los\ their sc:alli in the legislature, lca\~ng the Tamils largely unrepresented. 

15. Slimi means god. 
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Europe, and North America, I have mel many witnesses of the excess of 
violence who have been su-icken likewise. Shaviro puts it eloquently when 
he describes such a silence as ~nota purity before or beyond speech. It does 
not indicate calm or appeasemenL It is rather a violent convulsion, a catas
trophe that overwhelms all sound and all speaking~ (1990: 84). 

There arc, to be sure, interpretations of such events that friends and 
"friendly texts~ offer me, but no sooner than I seize them, they escape the 
grasp of my understanding. There are times when I think that I do under
stand. But, to return in closing to the optic, there remains a blind spot in all 
such understandings. of which Bataille says. 

There is in understanding it blind spot: which is reminiscent of the SlrUC

lUre of the eye. In undenmmding, as in the eye, one can only reveal it with dif
ficulty. But whereas the blind spot of the eye is inconsequential, the nature of 
undemanding demands that the blind spot within it be more meaningful than 
understanding itself. To the extent that understanding is auxiliary to action, 
the spot within it is as negligible as it is within the eye. But to the extent that 
one views in understanding man himself, by that I mean the exploration of 
the possibilities of being, the spot absorbs one's attention: it is no longer the 
spot that loses itself in knowledge, but knowledge which loses itself in iL In this 
way existence closes the circle, but it couldn't do this without including the 
night from which it proceeds only in order to enter it again. Since it moved 
from the unknown to the known, it is neceMaI)' that it inverse itselfat the mm
mit and go back to the unknown. (1988: 11 0--111) 

~ln this darkness and this silence," there is neither ontology nor episte
mology, hermeneutics nor semiotic, materialism nor idealism, and most 
important, neither culture nor Culture. Herein lies (C/c)ulture's counter
point, a slippery word in its own right. The counterpoint of which Wertheim 
wrote almost twenty years ago was a counterpoint of hope and human eman
cipation. He described it as a "tiny and apparently futile beginning" that had 
the capacity to uevolve into a powerful stream leading humanity, or part 
of it, toward evolution and, in more extreme cases, revolution " (Wertheim 
1974: 114). The counterpoint ofwhieh I have written here is one that resists 
a ll e"olutionary streams, whether of action or o f thought. It will and should 
remain o utside of all (C/c)ulture, iffor no other reasons than to remind us 
that (a) as scholars, inteUcrtuals, and interpreters we need to be humble in 
thefaee of its magnitude, and (b) as human brings we need to summon all the 
vigilance in o ur command so as to never stray toward it and be swallowed by 
its vortex into its unaccountable abyss. The first is a sobering point that con
cerns observation, the second is a cautionary one that concerns participa
tion: the twin terms that, hyphenated, constitute the sine qtUl non of the 
anthropological method. It is time for cultural anthropology to lose both its 
Hegelian conceit and its Malinowskian innocence. 
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