
Anth ropo logy /L i t e r a ry T h e o r y 

"Th i s is a distinguished, original, and highly significant collection. For 
some years now there have been signs of a critique of ethnographic and 
anthropological texts as texts. . . . But the critique has been scattered. . . . 
Writing Culture is the most important and sustained attempt to pass 
beyond isolated gestures to a set of shared concerns. . . . In their explorations 
of the ways in which ethnographic discourse is generated and sustained, 
these essays raise important questions about other intellectual disciplines 
and representational practices as well. " —Stephen Greenbla t t 

" T h e collection of essays is richly suggestive, regarding not only the cur
rent condition of anthropology, but the condition of the entire span of 
the 'human sciences' as well. . . . The book is certain to cause contro
versy. . . . Humanists and social scientists alike will profit from reflection 
on the efforts of the contributors to reimagine anthropology in terms, 
not only of methodology, but also of politics, ethics, and historical 
relevance. Every discipline in the human and social sciences could use 
such a book." — H a y d e n Whi te 

" Writing Culture is the most thorough and penetrating interpretation to 
date of ethnography as literature. . . . Social scientists of every persuasion 
will want to thoroughly consider the ideas raised in Writing Culture; they 
cannot afford the luxury of doing otherwise." —Jean-Paul D u m o n t 
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W h y have ethnographic accounts recently lost so 
much of their authority? W h y were they ever 
believable? W h o has the right to challenge an 
"objective" cultural description? Was Margaret 
M e a d simply wrong about Samoa as has recently 
been claimed? Or was her image of an exotic land 
a partial truth reflecting the concerns of her t ime 
and a complex encounter with Samoans? Are not 
all ethnographies rhetorical performances deter
mined by the need to tell an effective story? Can 
the claims of ideology and desire ever be fully 
reconciled with the needs of theory and 
observation? 

These are some of the questions raised by 
Writing Culture, new essays by a group of experi
enced ethnographers, a literary critic, and a 
historian of anthropology. All the authors arc 
known for advanced analytic work on ethno
graphic writing. Their preoccupation is both 
theoretical and practical: they see the writing of 
cultural accounts as a crucial form of knowl
edge—the troubled, experimental knowledge of a 
self in jeopardy a m o n g others. 

These essays place ethnography at the center of 
a new intersection of social history, interpretive 
anthropology, travel writing, discourse theory, and 
textual criticism. T h e y analyze classic examples of 
cultural description, from Goethe and Catlin to 
Malinowski , Evans-Pritchard, and Le R o y 
Ladurie, showing the persistence of allegorical 
patterns and rhetorical tropes. They assess recent 
experimental trends and explore the functions of 
orality, ethnicity, and power in ethnographic 
composit ion. 

Writing Culture argues that ethnography is in the 
midst of a political and epistemological crisis: 
Western writers no longer portray non-Western 
peoples with unchallenged authority; the process 
of cultural representation is now inescapably con
tingent, historical, and contestable. T h e essays in 
this vo lume help us imagine a fully dialectical 
ethnography acting powerfully in the postmodern 
world system. T h e y challenge all writers in the 
humanities and social sciences to rethink the 
poetics and politics of cultural invention. 
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Preface 

T h e s e essays are the p roduc t o f intensive discussions he ld at 
the Schoo l o f A m e r i c a n Research in Santa Fe, N e w M e x i c o , d u r i n g 
A p r i l 1984. Fo l lowing the school's format for " advanced seminars ," 
conversa t ions con t inued over a week , and the n u m b e r o f par t ic ipants 
was strictly l imited to ten. T h e g r o u p discussed papers c i rculated in 
a d v a n c e a n d e x p l o r e d a wide r ange o f topics re levant to the seminar 's 
focus o n "the m a k i n g o f e thnograph ic texts." S o m e o f the part icipants 
h a d b e e n recen t innovators in the wri t ing o f e t h n o g r a p h y (Paul 
Rab inow, V i n c e n t C r a p a n z a n o , Rena to Rosa ldo , Michael Fischer) ; 
o the rs h a d b e e n systematically d e v e l o p i n g crit iques o f its history, 
rhetor ic , and cu r r en t prospects (Mary Louise Pratt, Rober t T h o r n t o n , 
S t e p h e n T y l e r , Tala l A s a d , G e o r g e Marcus , James Cl i f ford) . A l l w e r e 
invo lved with advanced , o n g o i n g w o r k in textual criticism and cul
tural theory . E igh t o f the ten participants had b a c k g r o u n d s in an th ro
po logy , o n e in history, one in li terary studies. T h e group ' s cen te r o f 
gravi ty in o n e he ld , cul tural an th ropo logy , ensured a c o m m o n lan
g u a g e and r a n g e o f re fe rence , thus a l lowing the e x c h a n g e s to take 
p lace at an a d v a n c e d level . B u t the seminar's scope was interdiscipl in
ary. A l l the part icipants had ques t ioned disciplines and genres in their 
r ecen t work , d r a w i n g as n e e d e d f rom historical, literary, an th ropo log 
ical, polit ical, and phi losophical sources. M o r e informat ion is con 
ta ined in the "Notes on Cont r ibu to r s" (pp. 295—96 below) , and the 
vo lume ' s c o m m o n Bib l iog raphy gives full citations o f re levant works 
by each indiv idual . O f the ten essays presented at the seminar , n ine 
are i n c l u d e d he re . (For cont ingent reasons, Rober t T h o r n t o n cou ld 
no t revise his in t ime to mee t the deadline.) 

B y l o o k i n g critically at one o f the pr incipal things e t h n o g r a p h e r s 
do—that is, wr i t e—the seminar sought both to re in te rpre t cu l tura l 
an th ropo logy ' s recen t past and to o p e n u p its fu ture possibilities. B u t 
whi le p u r s u i n g textual and li terary analyses, the seminar also consid
e r e d the l imitations o f such approaches . Several papers stressed, a n d 
the discussions repea ted ly r e tu rned to, l a rger contexts o f systematic 
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viii Preface 

p o w e r inequali ty, world-systems constraints, and institutional fo rma
tions that cou ld only partly be accounted for by a focus on textual p ro 
duc t ion . T h e seminar thus pu r sued a l imited set o f emphases self-
critically in an a t tempt to c o m e to terms with the politics and poet ics 
o f cul tura l representa t ion . For a fuller account o f the Santa Fe discus
sions ( inc luding topics that have not found their way into this vo lume) , 
see the r epor t publ i shed in Current Anthropology 26 (Apr i l 1985) : 
2 6 7 — 7 1 . S o m e o f the m o r e blatant exclusions p r o d u c e d by the o rga 
nizat ion a n d focus o f the seminar are discussed there , as well as in the 
In t roduc t ion that immedia te ly follows this Preface. 

T h e essays in this v o l u m e are all revised versions o f the w o r k i n g 
pape r s p resen ted at the seminar . S o m e are now quite different . A s 
edi tors w e have not p r o d d e d them toward thematic unity o r tr ied to 
cont r ive artificial "conversa t ions" be tween them. Reader s will doubt 
less find friction as well as ag reemen t . N o r have we tried to impose a 
un i fo rmi ty o f style on the essays; on the contrary, w e have e n c o u r a g e d 
diversity. T h e sequential o r d e r i n g o f the volume's parts does not ho ld 
any g rea t significance. T h e r e is a genera l progress ion f rom studies 
wi th a literary ben t toward those that quest ion this emphasis—for e x 
ample, Rabinow's critical framing o f the entire "textualist" approach. 
T h e essays tend, also, to move from retrospect ive cri t iques o f e thno
graphic conven t ions to discussions o f cur ren t possibilities for expe r i 
menta l w o r k . B y this logic, Tyler 's evocat ion o f a "pos t -modern eth
n o g r a p h y " migh t have been placed at the end. B u t in fact his essay 
looks to p r e - m o d e r n sources for the pos t -modern and is genera l ly un-
classifiable. We did not wish to leave the impress ion that the v o l u m e as 
a w h o l e points in any Utopian or prophet ic direct ion. 

A s edi tors , w e w o u l d part icularly like to thank the seminar partici
pants for their coopera t ion and g o o d h u m o r ; the School o f A m e r i c a n 
Resea rch (notably its president , Doug las Schwartz , and its d i rec tor o f 
publ icat ions , Jane K e p p ) for hospitality and e n c o u r a g e m e n t ; the H u 
manit ies Division at the Universi ty o f Cal i fornia , Santa C r u z ; and es
pecially B a r b a r a Podratz , with the he lp o f Marg i Wald , at Rice Uni 
versity, for assistance in p r epa r ing the manuscr ipt . A t the Universi ty 
o f Ca l i fo rn ia Press, N a o m i Schne ide r and James C la rk of fered edi 
torial he lp and encou ragemen t . We are grateful , also, to m o r e than a 
few press and nonpress readers o f the manuscr ipt , not only for their 
specific sugges t ions , but especially for their genera l enthusiasm. T h e y 
conf i rmed o u r h o p e that the book would strike an impor tant , con t ro
versial c h o r d in all those fields w h e r e e thnography and cul tural criti
cism are b e c o m i n g impor tant . Many o f these readers are fully as quali
fied to cont r ibute to a vo lume on this topic as are the ten individuals 
w h o g a t h e r e d at Santa Fe. T h e questions raised in the pages that: fol-

Preface ix 

low a re b e i n g widely deba ted ; we did not invent them. W e trust that 
those w h o have a l ready cont r ibuted to the debate will find themselves 
appropr ia t e ly thanked , or at least e n g a g e d . 

Finally, as an Invocat ion, we offer the fo l lowing verses c o m p o s e d 
in m o c k despai r by o u r first editorial reader , Jane K e p p , d ic t ionary 
in h a n d . 

The Hermeneut's Dilemma, or, A Jargon Poem 

Twas prelapsarian, and the hermeneut 
Sat hudd led with his faithful trope, 
Sunk in thaumasmus, idly strumming his lute, 
Lost in subversion with nary a hope. 

T h e n with heartfelt apoplanesis he cried, 
O come, interlocutor, give me your ear! 
In my pathopoeia I've slandered and lied; 
Now of my grim project this discourse you'll hear. 

I've dabbled in vile phenomenological rites, 
And jo ined in a secret synecdoche, 
Squandered my received knowledge in bibulous nights, 
And embraced epistemologica! heresy. 

O, but now my metonymy is too great to bear! 
This ecphonesis has become too deictic to hide! 
I've lost all the poesis I once held so dear . . . 
And, with typical hypotyposis, he died. 

James Cl i f fo rd 
University of California, Santa Cruz 

G e o r g e E. Marcus 
Rice University 
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J A M E S C L I F F O R D 

Introduction: Partial Truths 

Interdisciplinary work, so much discussed these days, is not 
about confronting already constituted disciplines (none of 
which, in fact, is willing to let itself go). To do something in
terdisciplinary it's not enough to choose a "subject" (a theme) 
and gather around it two or three sciences. Interdisciplinary 
consists in creating a new object that belongs to no one. 

R O L A N D B A R T H E S , "Jeunes Chercheurs" 

You'll need more tables than you think. 
E L E N O R E S M I T H B O W E N , advice for fieldworkers, 

in Return to Laughter 

O u r frontispiece shows S tephen Ty le r , one o f this vo lume ' s 
cont r ibutors , at w o r k in India in 1963 . T h e e t h n o g r a p h e r is absorbed 
in w r i t i n g — t a k i n g dictation? fleshing out an interpreta t ion? r eco rd 
i n g an impor t an t observat ion? dash ing off a p o e m ? H u n c h e d o v e r in 
the heat , he has d r a p e d a wet cloth over his glasses. His express ion is 
obscu red . A n in ter locutor looks over his shou lde r—wi th b o r e d o m ? 
pat ience? a m u s e m e n t ? In this image the e t h n o g r a p h e r hovers at the 
e d g e o f the f rame—face less , almost extraterrestr ial , a h a n d that 
wri tes . It is no t the usual portrai t o f an thropologica l fieldwork. W e are 
m o r e accus tomed to pictures o f Marga re t M e a d exuberan t ly p lay ing 
wi th ch i ld ren in M a n u s or ques t ioning vil lagers in Bali . Part icipant-
observa t ion , the classic fo rmula for e thnograph ic work , leaves little 
r o o m for texts. B u t still, s o m e w h e r e lost in his account o f h e l d w o r k 
a m o n g the Mbut i p y g m i e s — r u n n i n g a long j u n g l e paths, sitting u p at 
n igh t s ing ing , s l eep ing in a c r o w d e d leaf h u t — C o l i n T u r n b u l l m e n 
tions that he l u g g e d a r o u n d a typewri ter . 

In Bron is law Malinowski 's Argonauts of the Western Pacific, w h e r e a 
p h o t o g r a p h o f the e thnographer ' s tent a m o n g Kir iwinan dwel l ings is 
p rominen t ly d isplayed, there is no revelat ion o f the tent's interior. B u t 
in a n o t h e r pho to , carefully posed , Mal inowski r e c o r d e d h imse l f writ-
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2 JAMES CLIFFORD 

i n g at a table. ( T h e tent flaps are pul led back; he sits in p roh le , and 
some T r o b r i a n d e r s stand outside, observ ing the cur ious rite.) T h i s re
markab le pic ture was only publ ished two years a g o — a sign o f o u r 
t imes, not his. 1 W e begin , not with part icipant-observat ion o r with cul
tural texts (suitable for interpretat ion) , but with wri t ing, the m a k i n g 
o f texts. N o l o n g e r a marg ina l , or occul ted, d imens ion , wr i t ing has 
e m e r g e d as central to what anthropologis ts d o both in the he ld and 
thereaf ter . T h e fact that it has not until recently been por t r ayed or 
ser iously discussed reflects the persistence o f an ideo logy c la iming 
t ransparency o f representa t ion and immediacy o f expe r i ence . Wri t 
i ng r e d u c e d to m e t h o d : k e e p i n g g o o d field notes, m a k i n g accurate 
maps , "wr i t ing u p " results. 

T h e essays collected here assert that this ideo logy has c r u m b l e d . 
T h e y see cu l ture as composed o f seriously contested codes and repre 
sentat ions; they assume that the poetic and the political a re insepar
able , that science is in, not above , historical and linguistic processes . 
T h e y assume that academic and literary genres in terpenet ra te and 
that the wr i t ing o f cul tural descriptions is p roper ly expe r imen ta l and 
ethical . T h e i r focus on text mak ing and rhetoric serves to h igh l igh t 
the cons t ruc ted , artificial na ture o f cultural accounts . It u n d e r m i n e s 
over ly t ransparent m o d e s o f authority, and it draws at tent ion to the 
historical p r ed i camen t o f e thnography , the fact that it is always caugh t 
u p in the invent ion, not the representat ion, o f cul tures (Wagne r 
1 9 7 5 ) . A s will soon be apparent , the range o f issues raised is not liter
ary in any tradit ional sense. Most o f the essays, whi le focus ing on tex
tual pract ices , r each b e y o n d texts to contexts o f power , resistance, in
stitutional constraint , and innovat ion. 

E thnography ' s tradit ion is that o f Herodo tus and o f Montesquieu ' s 
Persian. It looks obl iquely at all collective a r rangement s , distant o r 
nearby. It makes the familiar s trange, the exotic quot id ian . E t h n o g 
raphy cultivates an e n g a g e d clarity like that u r g e d by V i r g i n i a Wool f : 
" L e t us n e v e r cease f rom th ink ing—what is this 'civilization' in w h i c h 
w e find ourselves? W h a t are these ceremonies and why should w e take 
par t in them? W h a t are these professions and why should w e m a k e 
m o n e y ou t o f them? W h e r e in short is it l ead ing us, the process ion o f 
the sons o f educa t ed m e n ? " (1936 : 6 2 - 6 3 ) . E t h n o g r a p h y is actively 
si tuated between power fu l systems o f meaning . It poses its quest ions at 
the bounda r i e s o f civilizations, cultures, classes, races, and gende r s . 
E t h n o g r a p h y decodes and recodes , telling the g r o u n d s o f collect ive 
o r d e r and diversity, inclusion and exclusion. It describes processes o f 

1. Malinowski 1 9 6 1 : 1 7 . T h e photograph inside the tent was published in 1983 by 
George Stocking in History of Anthropology 1: 101. This volume contains other telling 
scenes of ethnographic writing. 

Introduction 3 

i nnova t ion and structurat ion, and is itself part o f these processes . 
E t h n o g r a p h y is an e m e r g e n t interdisciplinary p h e n o m e n o n . Its 

author i ty and rhetoric have spread to many fields w h e r e "cu l ture" is 
a newly problemat ic object o f descr ipt ion and cri t ique. T h e presen t 
book , t h o u g h beg inn ing with fieldwork and its texts, opens on to the 
wide r pract ice o f wri t ing about , against, and a m o n g cul tures . T h i s 
b l u r r e d pu rv i ew includes , to name only a few d e v e l o p i n g perspec
tives, historical e t h n o g r a p h y (Emmanue l L e Roy Ladu r i e , Natal ie 
Davis , C a r l o G i n z b u r g ) , cul tural poetics (Stephen Greenbla t t ) , cul tural 
crit icism ( H a y d e n Whi t e , E d w a r d Said, Fredric Jameson) , the analysis 
o f implici t k n o w l e d g e and everyday practices (Pierre B o u r d i e u , Miche l 
de Ce r t eau ) , the cri t ique o f h e g e m o n i c structures o f fee l ing ( R a y m o n d 
Wil l iams) , the s tudy o f scientific communi t ies ( fo l lowing T h o m a s 
K u h n ) , the semiotics o f exotic wor lds and fantastic spaces ( T z v e t a n 
T o d o r o v , Lou i s Mar in) , and all those studies that focus o n m e a n i n g 
systems, d i spu ted traditions, o r cul tural artifacts. 

T h i s c o m p l e x interdisciplinary area, a p p r o a c h e d he re f rom the 
star t ing poin t o f a crisis in an thropology , is c h a n g i n g and diverse . 
T h u s I d o not want to impose a false unity on the exp lo ra to ry essays 
that follow. T h o u g h shar ing a genera l sympathy for approaches c o m 
b in ing poet ics , politics, and history, they frequently d isagree . M a n y 
o f the contr ibut ions fuse literary theory and e thnography . S o m e 
p robe the limits o f such approaches , stressing the dange r s o f estheti-
cism and the constraints o f institutional power . O the r s enthusiastically 
advoca te expe r imen ta l forms o f wri t ing. B u t in their different ways 
they all ana lyze past and present practices out o f a c o m m i t m e n t to fu
ture possibilities. T h e y see e thnograph ic wri t ing as chang ing , inven
tive: "History," in Wil l iam Car los Williams's words , "that shou ld be a 
left h a n d to us, as o f a violinist." 

"Li te ra ry" approaches have recently enjoyed some popular i ty 
in the h u m a n sciences. In an th ropo logy influential wri ters such as 
Cl i f fo rd G e e r t z , V ic to r T u r n e r , Mary Douglas , C l a u d e Lévi-Strauss , 
J ean D u v i g n a u d , a n d E d m u n d Leach , to ment ion only a few, have 
s h o w n an interest in l i terary theory and practice. In their quite differ
ent ways they have b lu r r ed the b o u n d a r y separat ing art f rom science. 
N o r is theirs a new attraction. Malinowski 's authorial identifications 
( C o n r a d , Frazer) are well k n o w n . Marga re t M e a d , E d w a r d Sapir , 
a n d R u t h B e n e d i c t saw themselves as both anthropologis ts and liter
ary artists. In Paris surreal ism and professional e t h n o g r a p h y r e g u 
larly e x c h a n g e d both ideas and personnel . B u t until recently li terary 
inf luences have been held at a distance f rom the " r igorous" core o f 
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t he discipl ine. Sapi r and Bened ic t had , after all, to h ide their poe t ry 
f r o m the scientific gaze o f Franz Boas . A n d t h o u g h e t h n o g r a p h e r s 
have of ten b e e n cal led novelists m a n q u é (especially those w h o wri te a 
little too wel l ) , the not ion that l i terary p rocedures p e r v a d e any w o r k 
o f cu l tura l representa t ion is a recent idea in the discipline. T o a g row
i n g n u m b e r , h o w e v e r , the "l i terariness" o f a n t h r o p o l o g y — a n d espe
cially o f e t h n o g r a p h y — a p p e a r s as m u c h m o r e than a mat ter o f g o o d 
wr i t ing or distinctive style. 2 Li terary p rocesses—metaphor , figuration, 
na r ra t ive—affec t the ways cul tural p h e n o m e n a are regis tered , f r o m 
the first j o t t e d "observat ions," to the comple ted b o o k , to the ways 
these conf igura t ions " m a k e sense" in de te rmined acts o f r ead ing . 3 

It has l o n g b e e n asserted that scientific an th ropo logy is also a n 
"art," that e thnograph ie s have li terary qualities. W e of ten hear that an 
au tho r wri tes wi th style, that certain descript ions are vivid o r convinc
i n g (should not every accurate descr ipt ion be convincing?) . A w o r k is 
d e e m e d evocat ive o r artfully c o m p o s e d in addi t ion to b e i n g factual ; 
express ive , rhetor ical functions are conceived as decora t ive o r mere ly 
as ways to p resen t an objective analysis or descr ipt ion more effectively. 
T h u s the facts o f the mat ter may be kept separate, at least in pr inc ip le , 
f rom their means o f communica t ion . B u t the literary o r rhetor ical di
mens ions o f e t h n o g r a p h y can no longe r be so easily compar tmen ta l 
ized. T h e y a r e active at every level o f cultural science. I n d e e d , the ve ry 
no t ion o f a "l i terary" a p p r o a c h to a discipline, "an thropology ," is seri
ously mis lead ing . 

T h e presen t essays d o no t represent a t endency o r perspec t ive 
wi th in a c o h e r e n t " an th ropo logy" (pace Wol f 1980). T h e "four-f ie ld" 
def ini t ion o f the discipl ine, o f which Boas was pe rhaps the last vir
tuoso , i nc luded physical (or biological) an th ropo logy , a rchaeo logy , cul
tura l (or social) an th ropo logy , and linguistics. Few today can ser iously 
cla im that these fields share a unified app roach or object, t h o u g h the 
d r e a m persists, thanks largely to institutional a r rangements . T h e es
says in this v o l u m e occupy a new space o p e n e d u p by the dis in tegra
t ion o f " M a n " as telos for a whole discipline, and they d raw on recen t 
d e v e l o p m e n t s in the fields o f textual criticism, cul tural history, semio
tics, he rmeneu t i c phi losophy, and psychoanalysis . S o m e years a g o , in 

2. A partial list of works exploring this expanded field of the "literary" in anthro
pology includes (not mentioning contributors to the present volume): Boon 1972, 
1977, 1982; Geertz 1973, 1983; Turner 1974, 1975; Fernandez 1974; Diamond 1974; 
Duvignaud 1970, 1973; Favret-Saada 1980; Favret-Saada and Contreras 1981; Dumont 
1978; Tedlock 1983; Jamin 1979, 1980, 1985; Webster 1982; Thornton 1983, 1984. 

3. See the work of Hayden White (1973, 1978) for a tropological theory of "pre
figured" realities; also Latour and Woolgar (1979) for a view of scientific activity as 
"inscription." 

Introduction 5 

a t r enchan t essay, R o d n e y N e e d h a m surveyed the theoret ical incoher 
ence , t ang led roots , impossible bedfel lows, and d ive rgen t special iza
tions that s e e m e d to be lead ing to academic an thropology ' s intel lectual 
d is in tegrat ion. H e sugges ted with ironic equanimi ty that the field 
m i g h t s o o n be redis t r ibuted a m o n g a variety o f n e i g h b o r i n g disci
pl ines. A n t h r o p o l o g y in its present fo rm would u n d e r g o "an ir ides
cen t me t amorphos i s " ( 1 9 7 0 : 4 6 ) . T h e present essays a re par t o f the 
me tamorphos i s . 

B u t i f they are post -anthropological , they a re also post-l i terary. 
Miche l Foucaul t (1973) , Michel de C e r t e a u (1983), and T e r r y Eag l e ton 
(1983) have recent ly a r g u e d that "l i terature" itself is a transient cate
gory . S ince the seventeenth century, they suggest , Western science has 
e x c l u d e d cer tain express ive m o d e s f rom its legi t imate reper to i re : 
rhe tor ic (in the n a m e o f "plain," t ransparent signification), fiction (in 
the n a m e o f fact), and subjectivity (in the name o f objectivity). T h e 
qual i t ies e l imina ted f r o m science w e r e localized in the ca tegory o f "lit
e ra ture . " L i te ra ry texts were d e e m e d to be metaphor ic and al legor i 
cal, c o m p o s e d o f invent ions ra ther than observed facts; they a l lowed a 
w i d e la t i tude to the emot ions , speculat ions, and subjective "gen ius " o f 
their au thors . D e C e r t e a u notes that the fictions o f l i terary l a n g u a g e 
w e r e scientifically c o n d e m n e d (and esthetically apprec ia ted) for lack
i n g "univoci ty ," the purpor t ed ly unambiguous accoun t ing o f na tura l 
science a n d profess ional history. In this schema, the discourse o f liter
a tu re a n d fiction is inherent ly unstable; it "plays on the stratification 
o f m e a n i n g ; it narra tes o n e th ing in o rde r to tell some th ing else; it 
de l inea tes i tself in a l a n g u a g e f rom which it cont inuous ly d raws 
effects o f m e a n i n g that canno t be c i rcumscr ibed o r c h e c k e d " (1983 : 
128) . T h i s d iscourse , repea ted ly banished f rom science, but with un 
e v e n success, is incurably figurative a n d po lysemous . ( W h e n e v e r its 
effects beg in to be felt too openly, a scientific text will a p p e a r "liter
ary"; it will s eem to be us ing too many metaphors , to be r e ly ing o n 
style, evoca t ion , and so o n . ) 4 

B y the n ine teen th century, l i terature had e m e r g e d as a b o u r g e o i s 
insti tution closely al l ied with "cul ture" and "art." R a y m o n d Wi l l i ams 
(1966) shows h o w this special , ref ined sensibility funct ioned as a k ind 
o f c o u r t o f appea l s in response to the perce ived dislocations and vul 
gar i ty o f industr ial , class society. Li tera ture and art were , in effect, cir-

4. "It might be objected that figurative style is not the only style, or even the only 
poetic style, and that rhetoric also takes cognizance of what is called simple style. But in 
fact this is merely a less decorated style, or rather, a style decorated more simply, and it, 
too, like the lyric and the epic, has its own special figures. A style in which figure is 
strictly absent does not exist," writes Gérard Genette (1982 :47). 
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6 JAMES CLIFFORD 

cumsc r ibed zones in which nonuti l i tar ian, "h igher" values w e r e main
ta ined. A t the same t ime they were domains for the p lay ing ou t o f 
e x p e r i m e n t a l , avant -garde transgressions. Seen in this l ight, the ideo
logical fo rmat ions o f art and cul ture have no essential o r e ternal sta
tus. T h e y a re c h a n g i n g and contestable, like the special rhetor ic o f 
" l i terature." T h e essays that fol low d o not, in fact, appea l to a l i terary 
pract ice m a r k e d off in an esthetic, creat ive, or h u m a n i z i n g d o m a i n . 
T h e y s t rugg le , in their d i f ferent ways, against the rece ived definit ions 
o f art, l i tera ture , science, and history. A n d if they somet imes sugges t 
that e t h n o g r a p h y is an "art," they re turn the w o r d to an o lde r u s a g e — 
be fo re it had b e c o m e associated with a h i g h e r o r rebel l ious sensibil
i t y—to the e igh teenth-century m e a n i n g Will iams recalls: art as the 
skillful fash ioning o f useful artifacts. T h e m a k i n g o f e t h n o g r a p h y is 
art isanal , t ied to the wor ld ly work o f wri t ing. 

E t h n o g r a p h i c wri t ing is de t e rmined in at least six ways: (1) con-
textual ly (it d raws f r o m and creates meaningfu l social mi l ieux) ; (2) 
rhetor ical ly (it uses and is used by expressive convent ions) ; (3) institu
tionally (one writes within, and against , specific tradit ions, discipl ines, 
audiences) ; (4) gener ical ly (an e t h n o g r a p h y is usually d is t inguishable 
f rom a nove l o r a travel account) ; (5) politically (the authori ty to r ep 
resent cu l tura l realities is unequal ly shared and at t imes contes ted) ; 
(6) historically (all the above convent ions and constraints a re chang
ing) . T h e s e de te rmina t ions g o v e r n the inscription o f cohe ren t e thno
graph ic fictions. 

T o call e thnograph ie s fictions may raise empiricist hackles . B u t 
the w o r d as c o m m o n l y used in recent textual theory has lost its con
nota t ion o f fa l sehood , o f someth ing mere ly o p p o s e d to t ruth. It sug
gests the partiality o f cultural and historical truths, the ways they are 
systematic a n d exclus ive . E thnograph ic writ ings can p roper ly be 
cal led fictions in the sense o f " someth ing m a d e o r fashioned," the 
pr incipal b u r d e n o f the word's Lat in root, fingere. B u t it is impor t an t 
to p re se rve the m e a n i n g not merely o f mak ing , bu t also o f m a k i n g u p , 
o f i nven t ing th ings not actually real . (Fingere, in some o f its uses, im
pl ied a d e g r e e o f falsehood.) Interpret ive social scientists have re
cently c o m e to view g o o d e thnograph ies as "true fictions," bu t usual ly 
at the cost o f w e a k e n i n g the o x y m o r o n , r e d u c i n g it to the banal c la im 
that all t ruths are constructed. T h e essays collected here keep the o x y 
m o r o n sharp . For e x a m p l e , V incen t C r a p a n z a n o por t rays e t h n o g 
raphe r s as tricksters, p romis ing , like He rmes , not to lie, but neve r un
d e r t a k i n g to tell the whole truth ei ther. T h e i r rhetoric e m p o w e r s and 
subverts thei r message . O t h e r essays re inforce the poin t by stressing 
that cu l tura l fictions are based on systematic, and contestable, exc lu 
sions. T h e s e may involve si lencing incongruen t voices ( " T w o C r o w s 
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denies it!") or d e p l o y i n g a consistent m a n n e r o f quo t ing , " speak ing 
for ," t ranslat ing the reality o f others . Purpor ted ly i r re levant persona l 
o r historical c i rcumstances will also be e x c l u d e d (one c a n n o t tell all) . 
M o r e o v e r , the m a k e r (but why only one?) o f e thnograph ic texts can
no t avo id express ive t ropes , figures, and al legories that select and im
pose m e a n i n g as they translate it. In this view, more Nie tzschean than 
realist o r he rmeneu t i c , all const ructed truths are m a d e possible by 
p o w e r f u l "l ies" o f exc lus ion and rhetor ic . E v e n the best e t h n o g r a p h i c 
tex ts—ser ious , t rue fictions—are systems, or economies , o f t ruth. 
P o w e r a n d history w o r k t h r o u g h them, in ways their authors canno t 
fully cont ro l . 

E t h n o g r a p h i c truths are thus inherent ly partial—committed a n d 
incomple t e . T h i s poin t is now widely asser ted—and resisted at strate
gic points by those w h o fear the collapse o f clear s tandards o f verifica
t ion. B u t once accep ted and buil t into e thnograph ic art, a r i go rous 
sense o f partiality can be a source o f representat ional tact. A recent 
w o r k by Richard Price, First-Time: The Historical Vision of an Afro-
American People (1983) , offers a g o o d e x a m p l e o f self-conscious, se
r ious partiality. Price recounts the specific condi t ions o f his fieldwork 
a m o n g the Saramakas , a M a r o o n society o f Sur iname . W e learn abou t 
ex te rna l and se l f - imposed limits to the research , abou t ind iv idua l in
formants , and about the construct ion o f the final wri t ten artifact. 
( T h e b o o k avoids a smoothed-over , monolog ica l fo rm, p resen t ing it
self as literally p ieced- toge ther , full o f holes.) First-Time is ev idence o f 
the fact that acute political and epis temological self-consciousness 
n e e d no t lead to e t h n o g r a p h i c self-absorption, o r to the conc lus ion 
that it is impossible to know any th ing certain about o ther peop le . 
Ra the r , it leads to a concre te sense o f why a Sa ramaka folktale, fea
tu red by Price, teaches that " k n o w l e d g e is p o w e r , and that one mus t 
n e v e r revea l all o f wha t one knows" ( 1 9 8 3 : 1 4 ) . 

A c o m p l e x technique o f revelat ion and secrecy gove rns the c o m 
mun ica t i on (reinvention) o f "F i r s t -T ime" k n o w l e d g e , lore about the 
society's crucial s t ruggles for survival in the e ighteenth century . U s i n g 
techniques o f del iberate frustration, digression, and incomple teness , 
o ld m e n impar t their historical k n o w l e d g e to y o u n g e r k insmen, pref
erably at cock's crow, the h o u r be fo re dawn. T h e s e strategies o f el
lipsis, concea lmen t , and partial disclosure de te rmine e thnograph ic 
re la t ions as m u c h as they d o the transmission o f stories be tween g e n 
erat ions . Price has to accept the paradoxica l fact that "any S a r a m a k a 
nar ra t ive ( inc luding those told at cock's crow with the ostensible intent 
o f c o m m u n i c a t i n g k n o w l e d g e ) will leave out most o f wha t the teller 
k n o w s abou t the incident in quest ion. A person's k n o w l e d g e is sup
posed to g r o w only in small increments , and in any aspect o f life 
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8 JAMES CLIFFORD 

p e o p l e are de l ibera te ly told only a little bit more than the speaker 
thinks they a l ready k n o w " (10). 

I t s o o n b e c o m e s appa ren t that there is n o "comple te" co rpus o f 
F i r s t -T ime k n o w l e d g e , that no one—leas t o f all the visit ing e thnog 
r a p h e r — c a n k n o w this lore excep t t h r o u g h an o p e n - e n d e d series o f 
con t ingen t , power - l aden encounte r s . "It is accepted that di f ferent 
S a r a m a k a historians will have different versions, and it is u p to the 
l is tener to piece toge ther for h imse l f the vers ion o f an even t that he , 
for the t ime be ing , accepts" (28). T h o u g h Price, the sc rupu lous field-
w o r k e r a n d historian, a r m e d with wri t ing, has ga the red a text that 
surpasses in ex t en t wha t individuals k n o w o r tell, it still " represents 
on ly the t ip o f the i ceberg that Saramakas collectively p rese rve abou t 

F i r s t -T ime" (25). 
T h e ethical quest ions raised by f o r m i n g a wri t ten a rch ive o f se

cret , ora l lore are considerable , and Price wrestles with t h e m openly . 
Part o f his solut ion has been to u n d e r m i n e the comple teness o f his 
o w n accoun t (but not its seriousness) by publ i sh ing a b o o k that is 
a series o f f ragments . T h e a im is not to indicate unfor tuna te gaps 
r e m a i n i n g in o u r k n o w l e d g e o f e igh teenth-century S a r a m a k a life, 
bu t r a the r to present an inherent ly imperfec t m o d e o f k n o w l e d g e , 
wh ich p r o d u c e s gaps as it fills them. T h o u g h Price h imse l f is not f ree 
o f the des i re to wri te a comple t e e t h n o g r a p h y o r history, to por t ray a 
"who le way o f l i fe" (24), the message o f partiality resonates t h rough 
ou t First-Time. 

E t h n o g r a p h e r s a r e m o r e a n d more like the C r é e hun te r w h o (the 
story goes) came to Mont rea l to testify in court conce rn ing the fate o f 
his h u n t i n g lands in the new James Bay hydroelect r ic scheme. H e 
w o u l d descr ibe his way o f life. B u t w h e n adminis tered the oa th he 
hesi ta ted: " I 'm not sure I can tell the truth. . . . I can only tell wha t 
I know." 

It is useful to recall that the witness was speak ing artfully, in a 
d e t e r m i n i n g con tex t o f power . Since Michel Leiris's early essay o f 
1950 , " L ' E t h n o g r a p h e devant le colonial isme" (but why so late?), an
t h r o p o l o g y has had to reckon with historical de te rmina t ion and politi
cal conflict in its midst . A rapid decade , f rom 1950 to i960 , saw the 
e n d o f e m p i r e b e c o m e a widely accepted project, i f not an accom
pl ished fact. G e o r g e s Balandier 's "situation coloniale" was sudden ly 
visible ( 1 9 5 5 ) . Imper ia l relations, formal and informal , w e r e no l o n g e r 
the accep t ed ru le o f the g a m e — t o be r e fo rmed p iecemeal , o r i ronical ly 
dis tanced in var ious ways. E n d u r i n g power inequalit ies had clearly 
cons t ra ined e thnograph ic practice. T h i s "situation" was felt earliest in 
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France , la rgely because o f the Vie tnamese and A l g e r i a n conflicts and 
t h r o u g h the wri t ings o f an e thnographica l ly aware g r o u p o f b lack 
intel lectuals and poets , the négritude m o v e m e n t o f A i m é Césa i re , 
Léopold S e n g h o r , René Méni l , and L é o n Damas . T h e pages o f Pres
ence Africaine in the ear ly fifties of fered an unusua l f o r u m for co l labo
rat ion b e t w e e n these writers and social scientists like Ba land ie r , Leir is , 
Marce l Gr iau le , E d m o n d Or t i gues , and Paul Rivet . In o the r count r ies 
the crise de conscience c ame somewha t later. O n e thinks o f Jacques 
Maquet ' s influential essay "Objectivi ty in A n t h r o p o l o g y " (1964) , Del l 
Hymes ' s Reinventing Anthropology ( 1973) , the work o f Stanley D i a m o n d 
( 1 9 7 4 ) , B o b Scholte ( 1 9 7 1 , 1972 , 1978), G é r a r d Lec le rc (1972) , a n d 
par t icular ly o f Talal Asad 's collection Anthropology and the Colonial En
counter ( 1 9 7 3 ) , which has st imulated m u c h clar i fying deba te (Firth 
e t al. 1 9 7 7 ) . 

In p o p u l a r imagery the e t h n o g r a p h e r has shifted f rom a sympa
thetic, author i ta t ive observer (best incarnated, pe rhaps , by M a r g a r e t 
M e a d ) to the unflat ter ing figure por t rayed by V i n e Delor ia in Custer 
Died for Your Sins (1969) . Indeed , the negat ive portrai t has somet imes 
h a r d e n e d into ca r ica tu re—the ambit ious social scientist m a k i n g of f 
with tribal lore and g iv ing no th ing in re turn , impos ing c r u d e portrai ts 
o n subt le peop les , o r (most recent ly) serv ing as d u p e for sophis t icated 
in formants . Such portraits are about as realistic as the ear l ier heroic 
vers ions o f par t ic ipant-observat ion. E thnograph ic w o r k has i n d e e d 
b e e n e n m e s h e d in a wor ld o f e n d u r i n g and c h a n g i n g p o w e r inequal i 
ties, a n d it cont inues to be implicated. It enacts p o w e r relat ions. B u t 
its funct ion within these relations is complex , often ambivalent , p o 
tentially coun te r -hegemon ic . 

Di f fe ren t rules o f the g a m e for e t h n o g r a p h y are now e m e r g i n g in 
m a n y parts o f the wor ld . A n outs ider s tudying Nat ive A m e r i c a n cul
tu res m a y expec t , p e r h a p s as a r equ i r emen t for con t inu ing research , 
to testify in suppor t o f land claim litigation. A n d a variety o f fo rmal 
restr ict ions are now placed on f ie ldwork by ind igenous g o v e r n m e n t s 
at nat ional a n d local levels. T h e s e condi t ion in new ways wha t can , and 
especia l ly cannot , be said about part icular peoples . A new figure has 
en t e r ed the scene, the " ind igenous e t h n o g r a p h e r " (Fahim, ed . 1982; 
O h n u k i - T i e r n e y 1984). Insiders s tudying their o w n cul tures offer 
n e w ang le s o f vision a n d dep ths o f unders tand ing . T h e i r accounts a re 
e m p o w e r e d and restricted in un ique ways. T h e diverse post- and neo-
colonia l ru les for e thnograph ic pract ice d o not necessarily e n c o u r a g e 
"bet ter" cu l tura l accounts . T h e criteria for j u d g i n g a g o o d accoun t 
have n e v e r b e e n settled and are chang ing . B u t w h a t ' h a s e m e r g e d 
f rom all these ideological shifts, rule changes , and new compromises 
is the fact that a series o f historical pressures have b e g u n to reposi t ion 
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a n t h r o p o l o g y with respect to its "objects" o f study. A n t h r o p o l o g y n o 
l o n g e r speaks with automatic authori ty for others def ined as unab le to 
speak fo r themselves ("primitive," "pre-literate," "wi thout his tory") . 
O t h e r g r o u p s can less easily be dis tanced in special , almost always past 
o r pass ing, t imes—represen ted as i f they were not involved in the 
p resen t w o r l d systems that implicate e t hnog raphe r s a l o n g wi th the 
peop le s they study. " C u l t u r e s " d o not ho ld still for their portrai ts . A t 
tempts to m a k e them d o so always involve simplification and exc lu 
sion, selection o f a t empora l focus, the construct ion o f a par t icular 
sel f -other re la t ionship, and the imposit ion or negot ia t ion o f a p o w e r 
re la t ionship . 

T h e cr i t ique o f colonial ism in the postwar p e r i o d — a n unde r 
m i n i n g o f " T h e West 's" ability to represent o the r socie t ies—has b e e n 
r e in fo rced by an impor tan t process o f theor iz ing about the limits o f 
r epresen ta t ion itself. T h e r e is no way adequately to survey this multi
far ious cr i t ique o f what V i c o called the "serious p o e m " o f cul tural his
tory. Posit ions prol i fera te : "hermeneut ics ," "structuralism," "history 
o f mental i t ies ," "neo-Marx i sm," "genea logy," "post-structural ism," 
"pos t -modern i sm," "pragmat i sm"; also a spate o f "al ternate epis temol-
og ies"—femin is t , e thnic, and non-Western . W h a t is at stake, bu t no t 
always r ecogn ized , is an ongo ing crit ique o f the West's most conf ident , 
characteris t ic discourses. Diverse phi losophies may implicit ly have this 
critical s tance in c o m m o n . For example , Jacques Derrida 's un rave l ing 
o f logocen t r i sm, f rom the G r e e k s to Freud , and Walter J. O n g ' s qui te 
d i f fe rent d iagnosis o f the consequences o f literacy share an ove ra rch 
i n g reject ion o f the insti tutionalized ways one la rge g r o u p o f h u m a n 
ity has fo r mil lennia cons t rued its wor ld . N e w historical s tudies o f he
g e m o n i c pat terns o f t h o u g h t (Marxist , Annal i s te , Foucault ian) have 
in c o m m o n with recent styles o f textual criticism (semiotic, reader -
re sponse , post-structural) the convict ion that wha t appears as " rea l" 
in history, the social sciences, the arts, even in c o m m o n sense, is 
always ana lyzable as a restrictive and express ive set o f social codes 
a n d convent ions . He rmeneu t i c ph i losophy in its v a r y i n g styles, f r o m 
W i l h e l m Di l they and Paul Ricoeur to H e i d e g g e r , r eminds us that the 
simplest cul tural accounts are intentional creations, that in terpre t 
ers constant ly construct themselves t h rough the others they study. 
T h e twent ie th-century sciences o f " l anguage , " f rom Ferd inand de 
Saussure a n d R o m a n Jacobson to Benjamin L e e Whor f , Sapir , and 
Wi t tgens te in , have m a d e inescapable the systematic a n d si tuat ional 
verbal s t ructures that de t e rmine all representat ions o f reality. Finally, 
the r e tu rn o f rhetoric to an impor tan t place in many fields o f s tudy (it 
h a d for mil lennia been at the core o f Western educat ion) has m a d e 
possible a deta i led ana tomy o f convent ional express ive m o d e s . Al l i ed 
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with semiotics and discourse analysis, the new rhetoric is c o n c e r n e d 
wi th wha t K e n n e t h B u r k e called "strategies for the encompass ing o f 
s i tuat ions" ( 1 9 6 9 : 3). It is less about how to speak well than abou t h o w 
to speak at all, and to act meaningful ly , in the wor ld o f public cul tura l 
symbols . 

T h e impac t o f these crit iques is beg inn ing to be felt in e thnogra 
phy's sense o f its o w n deve lopmen t . Nonce lebra to ry histories are be
c o m i n g c o m m o n . T h e new histories try to avoid char t ing the discov
ery o f s o m e cur ren t wisdom (origins o f the cul ture concep t , and so 
for th) ; a n d they are suspicious o f p r o m o t i n g and d e m o t i n g intellec
tual p recursors in o r d e r to conf i rm a part icular p a r a d i g m . (For the 
latter a p p r o a c h , see Harr is 1968 and Evans-Pr i tchard 1981 ) . Ra ther , 
the n e w histories treat an thropologica l ideas as e n m e s h e d in local 
pract ices and institutional constraints, as cont ingent and often "politi
cal" solutions to cul tural p roblems. T h e y const rue science as a social 
process . T h e y stress the historical discontinuities, as well as cont inui 
ties, o f past and present practices, as often as not m a k i n g p resen t 
k n o w l e d g e seem temporary , in mot ion. T h e authori ty o f a scientific 
discipl ine, in this kind o f historical account , will always be med ia ted by 
the claims o f rhetor ic and p o w e r . ' 

A n o t h e r major impact o f the accumula t ing poli t ical / theoret ical 
cr i t ique o f an th ropo l ogy may be briefly summar ized as a reject ion o f 
"visual ism." O n g (1967 , 1 9 7 7 ) , a m o n g others , has s tudied ways in 
w h i c h the senses are hierarchical ly o rde red in di f ferent cu l tures a n d 
epochs . H e a rgues that the truth o f vision in Western , literate cu l tures 
has p r e d o m i n a t e d over the evidences o f sound and inter locut ion, o f 
touch , smell , and taste. (Mary Pratt has observed that re fe rences to 
o d o r , ve ry p r o m i n e n t in travel wri t ing, are virtually absent f rom eth
n o g r a p h i e s . ) 6 T h e p r e d o m i n a n t metaphors in an thropologica l re
search have been part icipant-observat ion, data collect ion, and cul tura l 
descr ip t ion , all o f which p resuppose a s tandpoint o u t s i d e — l o o k i n g 
at, object i fying, or, somewha t closer, " reading ," a g iven reality. O n g ' s 

5. I exclude from this category the various histories of "anthropological" ideas, 
which must always have a Whiggish cast. I include the strong historicism of George 
Stocking, which often has the effect of questioning disciplinary genealogies (for ex
ample, 1968:69—90). The work of Terry Clark on the institutionalization of social sci
ence (1973) and of Foucault on the sociopolitical constitution of "discursive formations" 
(1973) points in the direction I am indicating. See also: Hartog (1980), Duchet (1971), 
many works by De Certeau (e.g., 1980), Boon (1982), Rupp-Eisenreich (1984), and the 
yearly volume History of Anthropology, edited by Stocking, whose approach goes well be
yond the history of ideas or theory. A n allied approach can be found in recent social 
studies o f science research: e.g., Knorr-Cetina (1981), Latour (1984), Knorr-Cetina and 
Mulkay (1983). 

0. An observation by Pratt at the Santa Fe seminar. The relative inattention to 
sound is beginning to be corrected in recent ethnographic writing (e.g., Feld 1982). 
l'or examples of work unusually attentive to the sensorium, see Stoller (1984a, b). 
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w o r k has b e e n mobi l ized as a cri t ique o f e t h n o g r a p h y by Johannes 
Fabian (1983) , w h o exp lores the consequences o f posi t ing cul tural 
facts as th ings obse rved , ra ther than, for e x a m p l e , hea rd , inven ted in 
d i a l o g u e , o r t ranscr ibed. Fol lowing Frances Yates (1966) , he a rgues 
that the t axonomic imagina t ion in the West is s t rongly visualist in 
na tu re , const i tu t ing cul tures as i f they w e r e theaters o f m e m o r y , o r 
spatial ized arrays. 

I n a re la ted polemic against "Or ienta l i sm" E d w a r d Said (1978) 
identifies persistent t ropes by wh ich Europeans and A m e r i c a n s have 
visual ized Eastern and A r a b cul tures . T h e O r i e n t funct ions as a the
ater , a s tage o n w h i c h a p e r f o r m a n c e is repea ted , to be seen f rom a 
p r iv i l eged s tandpoint . (Bar thes [1977] locates a similar "perspec t ive" 
in the e m e r g i n g bourgeo i s esthetics o f Diderot . ) For Said, the O r i e n t 
is " tex tua l ized" ; its mult iple , d ive rgen t stories and existential p red ica
ments a re coheren t ly w o v e n as a body o f signs susceptible o f v i r tuoso 
r ead ing . T h i s Or ien t , occul ted and fragile, is b r o u g h t lov ingly to l ight , 
s a lvaged in the w o r k o f the outs ide scholar. T h e effect of domina t ion 
in such spat ia l / temporal dep loymen t s (not l imited, o f course , to O r i 
enta l ism p rope r ) is that they confer on the o ther a discrete identity, 
whi le also p rov id ing the k n o w i n g observer with a s tandpoint f r o m 
w h i c h to see wi thout be ing seen, to read wi thout in te r rupt ion . 

O n c e cul tures are no l o n g e r p re f igured v isual ly—as objects, the
aters , t ex ts—it b e c o m e s possible to think o f a cul tural poetics that is 
an in terp lay o f voices , o f posi t ioned ut terances. In a discursive ra ther 
than a visual pa r ad igm, the dominan t me taphors for e t h n o g r a p h y 
shift away f rom the observ ing eye and toward express ive speech (and 
ges tu re ) . T h e writer 's "vo ice" pervades and situates the analysis, a n d 
object ive , d is tancing rhetor ic is r enounced . Rena to Rosa ldo has re
cent ly a r g u e d , and exempl i f ied , these points (1984, 1985) . O t h e r 
c h a n g e s o f textual enac tment are u r g e d by S tephen T y l e r in this vol 
u m e . (See also T e d l o c k 1983.) T h e evocative, pe r format ive e lements 
o f e t h n o g r a p h y are legi t imated. A n d the crucial poetic p r o b l e m for 
a d iscurs ive e t h n o g r a p h y becomes how "to ach ieve by wri t ten m e a n s 
w h a t s p e e c h creates, a n d to d o it wi thout s imply imita t ing speech" 
(Tyle r 1 9 8 4 c : 25). F rom another angle we notice how m u c h has b e e n 
said, in criticism and praise, o f the e thnograph ic gaze . B u t w h a t o f the 
e t h n o g r a p h i c ear? T h i s is what Nathanie l T a r n is ge t t ing at in an inter
view, s p e a k i n g o f his exper i ence as a tr icultural F r e n c h / E n g l i s h m a n 
endless ly b e c o m i n g an A m e r i c a n . 

It may be the ethnographer or the anthropologist again having his ears wider 
open to what he considers the exotic as opposed to the familiar, but I still feel 
I'm discovering something new in the use o f language here almost every day. 
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I'm getting new expressions almost every day, as if the language were growing 
from every conceivable shoot. (1975 :9) 

A n interest in the discursive aspects o f cul tural represen ta t ion 
d raws at tent ion not to the interpretat ion o f cul tura l " texts" bu t to 
thei r relat ions o f p roduc t ion . Divergen t styles o f wr i t ing are, wi th 
v a r y i n g d e g r e e s o f success, g r app l ing with these n e w orders o f c o m 
p lex i ty—di f fe ren t rules and possibilities within the hor i zon o f a his
torical m o m e n t . T h e main expe r imen ta l t rends have been r e v i e w e d in 
detai l e l sewhere (Marcus and C u s h m a n 1982; Cl i f ford 1983a) . It is 
e n o u g h to men t ion here the genera l t rend toward a specification of dis
courses in e t h n o g r a p h y : w h o speaks? w h o writes? w h e n and w h e r e ? 
wi th o r to w h o m ? u n d e r what institutional and historical constraints? 

Since Malinowski 's t ime, the "method" o f par t ic ipant-observat ion 
has enac ted a del icate balance o f subjectivity and objectivity. T h e e th
nographe r ' s persona l exper iences , especially those o f par t ic ipat ion 
a n d empa thy , are r ecogn ized as central to the research process , bu t 
they a re firmly res t ra ined by the impersonal s tandards o f observa t ion 
a n d "object ive" distance. In classical e thnograph ies the voice o f the 
au tho r was always manifest , bu t the convent ions o f textual presenta
t ion a n d r e a d i n g fo rbade too close a connec t ion be tween author ia l 
style a n d the reality represen ted . T h o u g h w e discern immedia te ly the 
dist inctive accent o f Marga re t Mead , R a y m o n d Firth, o r Paul Rad in , 
w e still c anno t r e fe r to Samoans as "Meadian" o r call T i k o p i a a "Fir th-
ian" cu l ture as freely as we speak o f Dickensian or Flauber t ian wor lds . 
T h e subjectivity o f the au thor is separa ted f rom the object ive r e f e r en t 
o f the text . A t best, the author's personal voice is seen as a style in the 
w e a k sense: a tone, o r embel l i shment o f the facts. M o r e o v e r , the ac
tual field e x p e r i e n c e o f the e t h n o g r a p h e r is p resen ted only in ve ry 
styl ized ways (the "arrival stories" discussed below by Mary Pratt, for 
e x a m p l e ) . States o f serious confusion, violent feel ings or acts, censor
ships, impor t an t fai lures, changes o f course , and excessive p leasures 
a re e x c l u d e d f r o m the publ i shed account . 

I n the sixties this set o f exposi tory convent ions c racked . E t h n o g 
r aphe r s b e g a n to wri te about their field expe r i ence in ways that dis
t u r b e d the preva i l ing subjective/objective balance. T h e r e had b e e n 
ear l ier d is turbances , bu t they were kep t marg ina l : Leiris's aber ran t 
L'Afrique fantôme (1934) ; Tristes Tropiques (whose s t rongest impact out
side France c a m e only after i960) ; and E lenore Smith Bowen 's impor 
tant Return to Laughter (1954) . T h a t Lau ra B o h a n n a n in the ear ly 
sixties had to disguise herse l f as B o w e n , and her fieldwork narra
tive as a "nove l , " is symptomat ic . B u t things were c h a n g i n g rapidly, 
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a n d o t h e r s — G e o r g e s Ba land ie r (L'Afrique ambiguë 1957) , David 
M a y b u r y - L e w i s (The Savage and the Innocent 1965) , Jean B r i g g s (Never 
in Anger 1970) , Jean-Paul D u m o n t (The Headman and I 1978) , and Paul 
R a b i n o w (Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco 1 9 7 7 ) — w e r e soon wr i t ing 
"factual ly" u n d e r their o w n names . T h e publicat ion o f Malinowski 's 
M a i l u a n d T r o b r i a n d diaries (1967) publicly upset the applecar t . 
H e n c e f o r t h an implicit mark o f in terrogat ion was p laced beside any 
ove r ly conf ident a n d consistent e thnograph ic voice. W h a t desires and 
confus ions was it smoo th ing over? H o w was its "objectivity" textual ly 
c o n s t r u c t e d ? 7 

A s u b g e n r e o f e thnograph ic wri t ing e m e r g e d , the self-reflexive 
" f i e ldwork account ." Var ious ly sophisticated and naive, confessional 
and analytic , these accounts p rov ide an impor tan t f o rum for the dis
cussion o f a w i d e r a n g e o f issues, epis temological , existential , and po
litical. T h e discourse o f the cul tural analyst can no l onge r be s imply 
that o f the " e x p e r i e n c e d " observer , descr ib ing and in te rpre t ing cus
tom. E t h n o g r a p h i c expe r i ence and the par t ic ipant-observat ion ideal 
a re shown to be problemat ic . Different textual strategies are at
t empted . For e x a m p l e , the first person s ingular (never b a n n e d f r o m 
e thnog raph i e s , which were always personal in stylized ways) is de 
p l o y e d acco rd ing to new convent ions . Wi th the "f ie ldwork accoun t" 
the rhe tor ic o f e x p e r i e n c e d objectivity yields to that o f the autobiogra
p h y a n d the ironic self-portrait . (See Beau jour 1980, Le jeune 1975 . ) 
T h e e t h n o g r a p h e r , a charac ter in a fiction, is at center stage. H e or 
she can speak o f previously "irrelevant" topics: v iolence and des i re , 
confus ions , s t ruggles and economic transactions with in formants . 
T h e s e matters ( long discussed informally within the discipline) have 
m o v e d away f rom the margins o f e thnography , to be seen as consti tu
tive, inescapable ( H o n i g m a n 1976) . 

S o m e ref lexive accounts have w o r k e d to specify the d iscourse o f 
in formants , as well as that o f the e thnographe r , by s taging d ia logues 
o r na r ra t ing in terpersonal confrontat ions (Lacoste-Dujardin 1 9 7 7 , 
C r a p a n z a n o 1980, D w y e r 1982, Shostak 1 9 8 1 , Mernissi 1984). T h e s e 
fictions o f d ia logue have the effect o f t ransforming the "cul tural" t ex t 
(a ritual, an institution, a life history, o r any unit o f typical behavior to 
be desc r ibed o r in terpreted) into a speak ing subject, w h o sees as wel l 
as is seen, w h o evades , a rgues , probes back. In this view o f e thnogra 
phy the p r o p e r referent o f any account is not a represen ted "wor ld" ; 
n o w it is specific instances o f discourse. B u t the pr inciple of d ia logica l 
textual p roduc t ion goes well b e y o n d the m o r e or less artful presenta-

7. I have explored the relation of personal subjectivity and authoritative cultural 
accounts, seen as mutually reinforcing fictions, in an essay on Malinowski and Conrad 
(Clifford 1985a). 

t ion o f "actual" encounters . It locates cultural interpretat ions in m a n y 
sorts o f rec ip roca l contexts , a n d it obl iges writers to find d iverse ways 
o f r e n d e r i n g negot ia ted realities as multisubjective, power - l aden , a n d 
i ncong ruen t . In this view, "cul ture" is always relat ional , an inscr ipt ion 
o f commun ica t i ve processes that exist, historically, between subjects in 
relat ions o f p o w e r (Dwyer 1 9 7 7 , T e d l o c k 1979) . 

Dia logica l m o d e s are not, in principle, au tob iographica l ; they 
n e e d not lead to h y p e r self-consciousness or self-absorpt ion. A s 
B a k h t i n (1981) has shown, dialogical processes prol i ferate in any 
c o m p l e x l y r ep resen ted discursive space (that o f an e thnography , or , 
in his case, a realist novel) . Many voices c lamor for express ion . Poly-
vocali ty was res t ra ined and orchest ra ted in tradit ional e thnog raph i e s 
by g iv ing to o n e voice a pervasive authorial function and to o thers the 
role o f sources , " informants ," to be quo ted or pa raphrased . O n c e dia
logismi and p o l y p h o n y are r ecogn ized as modes o f textual p roduc t ion , 
m o n o p h o n i e author i ty is ques t ioned, revealed to be characterist ic o f 
a science that has c la imed to represent cul tures. T h e tendency to spec
ify discourses—histor ical ly and intersubject ively—recasts this au
thority, a n d in the process alters the questions we pu t to cul tura l de 
script ions. T w o recent example s must suffice. T h e first involves the 
voices and read ings o f Nat ive Amer i cans , the second those o f w o m e n . 

James Walke r is widely k n o w n for his classic m o n o g r a p h The 
Sun Dance and Other Ceremonies of the Oglala Division of the Teton Sioux 
( 1 9 1 7 ) . It is a carefully observed and d o c u m e n t e d work o f in te rpre
tat ion. B u t o u r r ead ing o f it must now be c o m p l e m e n t e d — a n d al
t e r e d — b y an ex t r ao rd ina ry gl impse of its "makings ." T h r e e titles 
have now a p p e a r e d in a four -vo lume edit ion o f documen t s he col
lec ted whi le a physician and e t h n o g r a p h e r on the Pine R idge S i o u x 
Rese rva t ion be tween 1896 and 1 9 1 4 . T h e first (Walker, Lakota Belief 
and Ritual 1982a, edi ted by R a y m o n d DeMal l ie and Elaine Jahner ) is a 
co l l age o f notes , interviews, texts, and essay f ragments wri t ten o r 
s p o k e n by Walke r and n u m e r o u s Ogla la col laborators . T h i s v o l u m e 
lists m o r e than thirty "authorit ies," and whe reve r possible each contr i
bu t ion is m a r k e d with the name o f its enuncia tor , writer, o r tran
scriber. T h e s e individuals are not e thnograph ic " informants ." Lakota 
Belief is a col laborat ive w o r k o f documenta t ion , edi ted in a m a n n e r 
that gives equa l rhetor ical we igh t to diverse rendi t ions o f t radi t ion. 
Walker ' s o w n descr ipt ions and glosses are f ragments a m o n g f ragments . 

T h e e t h n o g r a p h e r w o r k e d closely with interpreters Char le s and 
Richard N ines , and with T h o m a s T y o n and G e o r g e Sword , bo th o f 
w h o m c o m p o s e d ex t ended essays in O ld Lakota . T h e s e have now 
been translated and publ i shed for the first t ime. In a l ong section o f 
Lakota licliej'Tyon presents explanat ions he obtained f rom a n u m b e r 
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sociated with b r ing ing elusive, "d isappear ing" oral lore into leg ib le 
tex tua l fo rm. It is unc lear whe the r James Walker (or anyone) can ap
pea r as au thor o f these wri t ings. Such lack o f clarity is a s ign o f the 
t imes. 

Wes te rn texts convent ional ly come with authors at tached. T h u s it 
is pe rhaps inevitable that Lakota Belief, Lakota Society, and Lakota Myth 
shou ld be publ i shed u n d e r Walker 's name . B u t as e thnography ' s c o m 
p lex , p lu ra l poesis becomes more appa ren t—and politically c h a r g e d — 
conven t ions beg in , in small ways, to slip. Walker's w o r k may be an un 
usua l case o f textual col laborat ion. B u t it helps us see beh ind the 
scenes . O n c e " informants" beg in to be cons idered as co-authors , a n d 
the e t h n o g r a p h e r as scribe and archivist as well as in te rpre t ing ob
se rver , w e can ask new, critical questions o f all e thnograph ies . H o w 
ever mono log ica l , dialogical , o r po lyphonic their fo rm, they are hier
archical a r r angemen t s o f discourses. 

A second e x a m p l e o f the specification o f discourses concerns g e n 
der . I shall first touch on ways in which it can imp inge on the r e a d i n g 
o f e t h n o g r a p h i c texts and then exp lore how the exclus ion o f feminist 
perspec t ives f r o m the present vo lume limits and focuses its discur
sive s tandpoint . M y first e x a m p l e , o f the many possible, is G o d f r e y 
Lienhard t ' s Divinity and Experience: The Religion of the Dinka ( 1 9 6 1 ) , 
sure ly a m o n g the most finely a r g u e d e thnograph ies in recent an th ro
po log ica l l i terature. Its phenomeno log ica l rendi t ion o f Dinka senses 
o f the self, o f t ime, space, and "the Powers" is unpara l le led . T h u s it 
c o m e s as a shock to r ecogn ize that Lienhardt 's por t rayal concerns , al
mos t exclus ively , the e x p e r i e n c e o f Dinka men . W h e n speak ing o f 
"the D i n k a " h e may or may not be ex t end ing the point to w o m e n . W e 
of ten canno t k n o w f rom the publ ished text. T h e examples he chooses 
are , in any case, o v e r w h e l m i n g l y centered on males. A rapid perusal 
o f the book 's in t roduc tory chapte r on Dinka and their cattle conf i rms 
the point . O n l y o n c e is a woman's view ment ioned , a n d it is in affirma
tion o f men's re lat ion to cows, saying no th ing o f how w o m e n expe r i 
e n c e cattle. T h i s observat ion int roduces an equivocat ion in passages 
such as " D i n k a of ten in terpre t accidents o r coincidences as acts o f Di
vinity d i s t inguish ing truth f rom falsehood by signs which a p p e a r to 
m e n " (p. 47 ) . T h e in t ended sense o f the w o r d " m e n " is certainly ge 
ner ic , ye t s u r r o u n d e d exclusively by examples f rom male e x p e r i e n c e 
it slides t oward a g e n d e r e d mean ing . (Do signs appea r to w o m e n ? in 
significantly d i f ferent ways?) T e r m s such as "the Dinka ," or "Dinka ," 
used t h r o u g h o u t the book , become similarly equivocal . 

T h e poin t is not to convict L ienhard t o f duplicity; his book specifies 
g e n d e r to an unusua l extent . W h a t emerges , instead, are the history 
and politics that in tervene in o u r reading. Brit ish academics o f a cer-

o f Pine R i d g e shamans ; and it is revea l ing to see quest ions o f be l ie f 
(for e x a m p l e the crucial and elusive quality o f "wakan") in te rpre ted in 
d i f fe r ing , idiosyncrat ic styles. T h e result is a vers ion o f cul ture in p ro 
cess that resists any final summat ion . In Lakota Belief the editors p ro
v ide b iograph ica l details on Walker , with hints about the ind iv idua l 
sources o f the wri t ings in his collection, b r o u g h t toge ther f r o m the 
C o l o r a d o Historical Society, the A m e r i c a n M u s e u m o f Natura l His
tory, a n d the A m e r i c a n Phi losophical Society. 

T h e second v o l u m e to have appea red is Lakota Society (1982b) , 
w h i c h assembles documen t s rough ly relat ing to aspects o f social o r g a 
nizat ion, as well as concepts o f time and history. T h e inclusion o f e x 
tensive W i n t e r C o u n t s (Lakota annals) and personal recollect ions o f 
historical events confirms recent tendencies to quest ion over ly c lear 
dist inctions be tween peoples "with" and "without" history (Rosaldo 
1980; Price 1983). V o l u m e three is Lakota Myth (1983) . A n d the last 
will conta in the translated writ ings o f G e o r g e Sword . S w o r d was an 
O g l a l a warr ior , later a j u d g e o f the C o u r t o f Indian Offenses at P ine 
R i d g e . Wi th Walker 's encou ragemen t , he wrote a deta i led ve rnacu la r 
r e co rd o f cus tomary life, cove r ing myth , ritual, war fa re and g a m e s , 
c o m p l e m e n t e d by an au tobiography. 

T a k e n toge the r , these works offer an unusual , mul t ip ly articula
ted r e c o r d o f Lako ta life at a crucial m o m e n t in its h i s to ry—a three-
v o l u m e an tho logy o f ad hoc interpretat ions and transcript ions by 
m o r e than a score o f individuals occupy ing a spec t rum o f posi t ions 
wi th respec t to "tradit ion," plus an e laborated view o f the ensemble by 
a wel l -p laced Og la l a writer . It becomes possible to assess critically the 
synthesis Wa lke r m a d e o f these diverse materials. W h e n comple t e , the 
five v o l u m e s ( including The Sun Dance) will consti tute an e x p a n d e d 
(d ispersed, no t total) text r epresen t ing a part icular moment o f e th
n o g r a p h i c p roduc t ion (not "Lako ta cul ture") . It is this e x p a n d e d text , 
r a the r than Walker 's m o n o g r a p h , that w e must now learn to read . 

S u c h an ensemble opens u p new mean ings and desires in an on 
g o i n g cul tura l poesis. T h e decision to publ ish these texts was p r o v o k e d 
by requests to the C o l o r a d o Historical Society f rom c o m m u n i t y m e m 
bers at P ine R idge , w h e r e copies w e r e n e e d e d in Og la l a his tory 
classes. For o the r readers the "Walker Col lec t ion" offers di f ferent 
lessons, p rov id ing , a m o n g o the r things, a m o c k - u p fo r an e t h n o ¬ 
poet ics wi th history (and individuals) in it. O n e has difficulty g iv ing 
these mater ials (many o f wh ich a re ve ry beautiful) the timeless, imper 
sonal identi ty of, say, "S ioux myth." M o r e o v e r , the ques t ion o f who 
writes (per forms? transcribes? translates? edits?) cul tural s ta tements is 
inescapable in an e x p a n d e d text o f this sort. H e r e the e t h n o g r a p h e r 
n o l o n g e r holds unques t ioned rights o f sa lvage: the author i ty l o n g as-
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i 8 JAMES CLIFFORD 

tain caste and era say " m e n " when they m e a n "peop le" m o r e of ten 
than d o o ther g roups , a cultural and historical contex t that is now less 
invisible than it once was. T h e partiality o f g e n d e r in quest ion he re 
was no t at issue w h e n the b o o k was publ i shed in 1 9 6 1 . I f it w e r e , 
L i e n h a r d t w o u l d have directly addressed the p rob lem, as m o r e recen t 
e t h n o g r a p h e r s now feel ob l iged to (for e x a m p l e , Meigs 1984 : x i x ) . 
O n e d i d not r ead " T h e Rel ig ion o f the D inka" then as o n e n o w mus t , 
as the re l ig ion o f D inka m e n and only pe rhaps D inka w o m e n . O u r 
task is to th ink historically about Lienhardt 's text and its possible read
ings , i nc lud ing o u r o w n , as w e read. 

Systematic doubts about g e n d e r in cul tural representa t ion have 
b e c o m e widesp read only in the past decade o r so, in cer tain mi l ieux , 
u n d e r pressure o f feminism. A great many portrayals o f "cul tura l" 
t ruths n o w a p p e a r to reflect male domains o f expe r i ence . ( A n d there 
a re , o f course , inverse , t h o u g h m u c h less c o m m o n cases: fo r e x a m p l e , 
Mead ' s work , which often focused on female domains and gene ra l i zed 
o n this basis about the cul ture as a whole.) In r ecogn iz ing such biases, 
h o w e v e r , it is well to recall that o u r o w n "ful l" versions will themse lves 
inevi tably appea r partial; and if many cul tural portrayals now s e e m 
m o r e l imited than they once d id , this is an i ndex o f the con t ingency 
a n d historical m o v e m e n t o f all readings . N o one reads f rom a neut ra l 
o r final posit ion. T h i s ra ther obvious caut ion is of ten violated in n e w 
accoun ts that p u r p o r t to set the record straight or to fill a g a p in "ou r" 
k n o w l e d g e . 

W h e n is a g a p in k n o w l e d g e perce ived , and by w h o m ? W h e r e d o 
" p r o b l e m s " c o m e f r o m ? 8 It is obviously m o r e than a s imple mat ter o f 
no t i c ing an e r ror , bias, o r omission. I have chosen example s (Walker 
a n d L ienhard t ) that under l ine the role o f political and historical fac
tors in the d i scovery o f discursive partiality. T h e ep i s temology this im
plies canno t be reconci led with a notion o f cumula t ive scientific p r o g 
ress, a n d the partiality at stake is s t ronger than the no rma l scientific 
dictates that w e s tudy p rob lems p iecemeal , that w e must not over -
genera l i ze , that the best picture is built u p by an accret ion o f r i go rous 
ev idence . Cu l tu r e s are not scientific "objects" (assuming such th ings 
exist , e v e n in the natural sciences). Cu l tu re , and o u r views o f "it," are 
p r o d u c e d historically, and are actively contested. T h e r e is no w h o l e 
p ic ture that can be "filled in," since the percep t ion a n d filling o f a g a p 
lead to the awareness o f o ther gaps . I f women's expe r i ence has b e e n 
significantly e x c l u d e d f rom e thnograph ic accounts , the recogni t ion o f 
this absence , a n d its correc t ion in many recent studies, n o w h igh l igh ts 

8. "The stork didn't bring them!" (David Schneider, in conversation). Foucault de
scribed his approach as a "history o f problematics" (1984). 
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the fact that men's e x p e r i e n c e (as g e n d e r e d subjects, not cul tural 
t y p e s — " D i n k a " o r "Trobr ianders" ) is itself largely uns tud ied . A s ca
nonica l topics like "kinship" c o m e u n d e r critical scrutiny ( N e e d h a m 
1 9 7 4 ; Schne ide r 1 9 7 2 , 1984), new problems conce rn ing "sexual i ty" 
a re m a d e visible. A n d so for th wi thout end . It is ev iden t that w e k n o w 
m o r e abou t the T r o b r i a n d Islanders than was k n o w n in 1900. B u t the 
" w e " requires historical identification. (Talal A s a d a rgues in this vol
u m e that the fact that this k n o w l e d g e is rout inely inscr ibed in cer tain 
" s t rong" l anguages is not scientifically neutral.) I f "cul ture" is not an 
object to be descr ibed, nei ther is it a unified corpus o f symbols and 
m e a n i n g s that can be definitively interpreted. C u l t u r e is contes ted , 
t e m p o r a l , a n d e m e r g e n t . Represen ta t ion and e x p l a n a t i o n — b o t h by 
insiders and outs iders—is implicated in this e m e r g e n c e . T h e specifi
cat ion o f d iscourses I have been t racing is thus m o r e than a mat te r o f 
m a k i n g careful ly l imited claims. It is tho rough ly historicist and self-
re f lex ive . 

In this spirit, let me turn to the present vo lume . E v e r y o n e will be 
able to th ink o f individuals o r perspect ives that should have been in
c l u d e d . T h e volume's focus limits it in ways its authors and edi tors can 
only beg in to m a k e apparen t . Readers may note that its an th ropo log i 
cal bias neglec ts pho tography , film, pe r fo rmance theory, d o c u m e n 
tary art, the nonfict ion novel , "the new journa l i sm," oral history, and 
va r ious f o r m s o f sociology. T h e book gives relatively little a t tent ion to 
n e w e t h n o g r a p h i c possibilities e m e r g i n g f rom non-Western expe r i 
e n c e and f rom feminist theory and politics. Le t m e dwel l o n this last 
exc lus ion , for it concerns an especially s t rong intellectual and mora l 
inf luence in the universi ty mil ieux f rom which these essays have 
s p r u n g . T h u s its absence cries out for commen t . (But by address ing 
this one exc lus ion I d o not m e a n to imply that it offers any pr iv i leged 
s tandpoin t f r o m which to perce ive the partiality o f the book.) Feminist 
t heo r i z ing is obviously o f grea t potential significance for r e th ink ing 
e t h n o g r a p h i c wri t ing. It debates the historical, political const ruct ion 
o f identi t ies a n d self/other relations, and it p robes the g e n d e r e d posi
t ions that m a k e all accounts of, o r by, o ther peop le inescapably par
t ial . 9 W h y , then , are there no essays in this book writ ten f rom pri
mar i ly feminis t s tandpoints? 

9. Many of the themes I have been stressing above are supported by recent femi
nist work. Some theorists have problematized all totalizing, Archimedian perspectives 
(Jehlen 1981). Many have seriously rethought the social construction of relationship 
and difference (Chodorow 1978, Rich 1976, Keller 1985). Much feminist practice 
questions the strict separation of subjective and objective, emphasizing processual 
modes of knowledge, closely connecting personal, political, and representational pro
cesses. Other strands deepen the critique of visually based modes of surveillance and 
poilrayal, linking them lo domination and masculine desire (Mulvey 1975, Kuhn 
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20 JAMES CLIFFORD 

T h e v o l u m e was p lanned as the publicat ion o f a seminar l imited 
by its sponso r ing b o d y to ten participants. It was institutionally de
fined as an "advanced seminar ," and its organizers , G e o r g e Marcus 
a n d myself , accep ted this format wi thout serious quest ion. W e de 
c i d e d to invite peop le d o i n g "advanced" work on o u r topic, by w h i c h 
w e u n d e r s t o o d p e o p l e w h o had already contr ibuted significantly to 
the analysis o f e thnograph ic textual form. For the sake o f c o h e r e n c e , 
we located the seminar within, and at the boundar ies of, the discipl ine 
o f an th ropo logy . W e invited participants well k n o w n for their r ecen t 
cont r ibut ions to the o p e n i n g u p o f e thnograph ic wri t ing possibilities, 
o r w h o m w e k n e w to be well a l o n g o n research re levant to o u r focus . 
T h e seminar was small and its format ion ad hoc, ref lect ing o u r spe
cific persona l and intellectual ne tworks , o u r limited k n o w l e d g e o f ap
p ropr i a t e w o r k in p rogress . (I shall not g o into indiv idual personal i 
ties, f r iendships , and so for th , t h o u g h they are clearly relevant.) 

P l ann ing the seminar , we were conf ronted by wha t s eemed to 
us an obv ious—impor t an t and regret table—fact . Feminism had not 
con t r ibu ted m u c h to the theoretical analysis o f e thnog raph ie s as 
texts . W h e r e w o m e n had m a d e textual innovat ions ( B o w e n 1 9 5 4 , 
B r i g g s 1970 , Favret-Saada 1980, 1981) they had not d o n e so on femi
nist g r o u n d s . A few quite recent works (Shostak 1 9 8 1 , Cesa r a 1982 , 
Merniss i 1984) had reflected in their fo rm feminist claims about sub

ject iv i ty , relationality, and female exper ience , but these same tex tua l 
fo rms we re shared by other , nonfeminist , exper imen ta l works . M o r e 
ove r , thei r au thors d id not seem conversant with the rhetor ical a n d 
tex tua l theory that w e wanted to br ing to bear on e thnography . O u r 
focus was thus on textual theory as well as on textual fo rm: a de fen 
sible, p roduc t ive focus. 

Wi th in this focus we could not draw on any d e v e l o p e d deba tes 
g e n e r a t e d by feminism o n e thnograph ic textual practices. A few v e r y 
initial indications (for e x a m p l e , Atk inson 1982; Rober ts , ed . 1981 ) 
w e r e all that had been publ ished. A n d the situation has not c h a n g e d 
dramat ica l ly since. Feminism clearly has cont r ibuted to an th ropo log i 
cal theory. A n d var ious female e thnographers , like A n n e t t e W e i n e r 
( 1 9 7 6 ) , a re actively rewri t ing the masculinist canon . B u t feminist e th-

1982). Narrative forms of representation are analyzed with regard to the gendered 
positions they reenact (de Lauretis 1984). Some feminist writing has worked to politi
cize and subvert all natural essences and identities, including "femininity" and "woman" 
(Wittig 1975, Irigaray 1977, Russ 1975, Haraway 1985). "Anthropological" categories 
such as nature and culture, public and private, sex and gender have been brought into 
question (Ortner 1974, MacCormack and Strathern 1980, Rosaldo and Lamphere 
1974, Rosaldo 1980, Rubin 1975). 
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n o g r a p h y has focused ei ther on sett ing the record s traight abou t 
w o m e n or on revis ing an thropologica l categories (for e x a m p l e , the 
na ture /cu l tu re opposi t ion) . It has not p r o d u c e d e i ther u n c o n v e n 
t ional forms o f wr i t ing o r a deve loped reflection on e thnograph ic tex-
tuality as such. 

T h e reasons for this genera l situation need careful exp lo ra t ion , 
a n d this is not the place for i t . 1 0 In the case o f o u r seminar and vol
u m e , by stressing textual fo rm and by pr iv i leg ing textual theory, 
w e focused the topic in ways that e x c l u d e d certain forms o f e thno
g raph ic innovat ion . T h i s fact e m e r g e d in the seminar discussions, 
d u r i n g wh ich it became clear that concre te institutional fo rces—ten
u r e pat terns, canons , the influence o f disciplinary authori t ies , g lobal 
inequal i t ies o f p o w e r — c o u l d not be evaded . From this perspect ive , is
sues o f con ten t in e t h n o g r a p h y (the exclus ion and inclusion o f differ
ent expe r i ences in the an thropologica l archive, the rewri t ing o f estab
l ished traditions) became directly relevant . A n d this is w h e r e feminist 
a n d non-Wes te rn wri t ings have m a d e their greatest impac t . " C lea r ly 
o u r sha rp separa t ion o f fo rm from con ten t—and o u r fet ishizing o f 
f o r m — w a s , and is, contestable. It is a bias that may well be implici t in 
m o d e r n i s t " textual ism." (Most o f us at the seminar , e x c l u d i n g S t e p h e n 
T y l e r , we re not yet t ho rough ly "post-modern"!) 

W e see these things better, o f course , now that the d e e d is d o n e , 
the b o o k finished. B u t e v e n early on, in Santa Fe, intense discussions 
t u r n e d on the exc lus ion o f several impor tant perspect ives and wha t to 
d o abou t them. A s edi tors , we dec ided not to try and "fill ou t " the vol
u m e by s ee k in g addi t ional essays. T h i s s eemed to be tokenism a n d to 
reflect an aspirat ion to false completeness . O u r response to the p rob
l e m o f e x c l u d e d standpoints has been to leave them blatant. T h e 
p re sen t v o l u m e remains a l imited intervent ion, with no aspirat ion to 
be c o m p r e h e n s i v e o r to cover the territory. It sheds a s t rong, partial 
l ight . 

10. Marilyn Strathern's unpublished essay "Dislodging a World View" (1984), also 
discussed by Paul Rabinow in this volume, begins the investigation. A fuller analysis is 
being worked out by Deborah Gordon in a dissertation for the History of Consciousness 
program, University of California, Santa Cruz. 1 am indebted to conversations with her. 

1 1 . It may generally be true that groups long excluded from positions of institu
tional power, like women or people of color, have less concrete freedom to indulge in 
textual experimentations. To write in an unorthodox way, Paul Rabinow suggests in this 
volume, one must first have tenure. In specific contexts a preoccupation with self-
reflexivity and style may be an index of privileged estheticism. For if one does not have 
to worry about the exclusion or true representation of one's experience, one is freer to 
undermine ways of telling, to focus on form over content. But I am uneasy with a gen
eral notion that privileged discourse indulges in esthetic or epistemological subtleties, 
whereas marginal discourse "tells it like it is." T h e reverse is too often the case. (See 
Michael Fischer's essay in this volume.) 
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A major consequence o f the historical and theoret ical m o v e 
men t s t raced in this In t roduct ion has been to d is lodge the g r o u n d 
f r o m w h i c h persons and g r o u p s securely represent others . A c o n c e p 
tual shift, " tectonic" in its implications, has taken place. W e g r o u n d 
th ings , now, on a m o v i n g earth. T h e r e is no l onge r any place o f over 
v iew (mounta in top) f rom which to m a p h u m a n ways o f life, no A r c h i -
m e d i a n poin t f rom w h i c h to represent the wor ld . Mounta ins are in 
cons tant mot ion . So are islands: for one cannot occupy, u n a m b i g u 
ously, a b o u n d e d cul tural wor ld f rom which to j o u r n e y ou t a n d ana
lyze o the r cul tures . H u m a n ways o f life increasingly inf luence, domi 
nate , parody , translate, and subvert one another . Cul tura l analysis is 
always e n m e s h e d in global movemen t s o f difference and power . H o w 
eve r one defines it, and the phrase is he re used loosely, a "wor ld sys
t e m " now links the planet's societies in a c o m m o n historical p rocess . 1 2 

A n u m b e r o f the essays that follow g rapp le with this p red icamen t . 
T h e i r emphases differ. How, G e o r g e Marcus asks, can e t h n o g r a p h y — 
at h o m e or ab road—def ine its object o f study in ways that pe rmi t de
tai led, local, con tex tua l analysis and s imultaneously the por t rayal o f 
g loba l impl ica t ing forces? A c c e p t e d textual strategies for def in ing cul
tural domains , separa t ing micro and macro levels, a re n o l o n g e r ade 
qua te to the cha l lenge . H e explores new wri t ing possibilities that b lu r 
the dist inction be tween an th ropo logy and sociology, subver t ing an un
p roduc t ive division o f labor. Talal Asad .a l so confronts the systematic 
in te rconnec t ion o f the planet's societies. B u t he finds persistent, gla
cial inequali t ies i m p o s i n g al l - too-coherent forms on the world 's d ive r 
sity and firmly pos i t ioning any e thnograph ic practice. "Trans la t ions" 
o f cu l tu re , h o w e v e r subtle or inventive in textual form, take place 
wi th in relat ions o f "weak" and "s t rong" l anguages that gove rn the in
ternat ional flow o f k n o w l e d g e . E t h n o g r a p h y is still yery m u c h a one
way street. Michae l Fischer's essay suggests that notions o f g lobal 
h e g e m o n y may miss the ref lexive, invent ive d imensions o f ethnici ty 
a n d cul tura l contact . ( A n d in a similar vein, my o w n cont r ibut ion 
treats all narrat ives o f lost authenticity and vanishing diversity as self-
con f i rming al legories , until p roven otherwise.) Fischer locates e thno
g raph ic wr i t ing in a syncretic wor ld o f ethnicity ra ther than a wor ld o f 
d iscre te cul tures and tradit ions. Post -modernism, in his analysis, is 
m o r e than a literary, phi losophical , or artistic t rend. It is a gene ra l 

12. T h e term is, of course, Wallerstein's (1976). I find, however, his strong sense of 
a unitary direction to the global historical process problematic, and agree with Ortner's 
reservations (1984: 142-43) . 
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cond i t ion o f mul t icul tural life d e m a n d i n g new forms o f invent iveness 
and subtlety f rom a fully ref lexive e thnography . 

E t h n o g r a p h y in the service o f an th ropo logy once looked ou t at 
c lear ly def ined others , def ined as primit ive, or tribal, o r non-Weste rn , 
o r pre-l i terate, or nonhis tor ica l—the list, if ex t ended , soon b e c o m e s 
incoheren t . N o w e t h n o g r a p h y encounters others in relat ion to itself, 
whi le see ing itself as other . T h u s an "e thnograph ic" perspec t ive is 
b e i n g d e p l o y e d in diverse and novel c i rcumstances. Rena to Rosa ldo 
p r o b e s the way its rhetor ic has been appropr i a t ed by social history 
and h o w this makes visible certain dis turbing assumptions that have 
e m p o w e r e d fieldwork. T h e e thnographer ' s distinctively int imate, in
quisit ive perspec t ive turns u p in history, l i terature, adver t is ing, and 
m a n y o t h e r unl ikely places. T h e science of the exot ic is be ing "repatr i 
a ted" (Fischer and Marcus 1986). 

E thnography ' s tradit ional vocat ion o f cul tural criticism ( M o n 
taigne's " O n Canniba ls , " Montesquieu 's Persian Letters) has r e e m e r g e d 
wi th n e w explici tness and v igor . An th ropo log i ca l fieldworkers can 
n o w rea l ign their w o r k with p ioneers like H e n r y M a y h e w in the nine
teen th cen tu ry and , m o r e recently, with the C h i c a g o school o f u r b a n 
soc io logy (L loyd Warne r , Wil l iam F. Why te , Rober t Park). Sociological 
descr ip t ion o f everyday practices has recently been compl ica ted by 
e t h n o m e t h o d o l o g y (Leiter 1980): the work o f H a r o l d Garf inke l , 
H a r v e y Sacks, and A a r o n C icoure l (also neglec ted in the present vol 
u m e ) reflects a crisis in sociology similar to that in an th ropo logy . 
M e a n w h i l e a different r a p p r o c h e m e n t be tween an thropolog ica l a n d 
sociological e t h n o g r a p h y has been taking place u n d e r the inf luence o f 
Marx i s t cul tura l theory at the B i r m i n g h a m Cen t r e for C o n t e m p o r a r y 
Cu l tu ra l S tudies (Stuart Hall , Paul Willis). In A m e r i c a fieldworkers 
are t u rn ing their at tention to laboratory biologists and physicists 
(La tou r a n d W o o l g a r 1 9 7 9 , T r a w e e k 1982), to A m e r i c a n "k insh ip" 
(Schne ide r 1980), to the dynastic rich (Marcus 1983), to t ruckers 
( A g a r 1985) , to psychiatric clients (Estroff 1985), to new u rban c o m 
muni t ies ( K r i e g e r 1983), to problemat ic tradit ional identities (Blu 
1980). T h i s is on ly the beg inn ing o f a g r o w i n g list. 

W h a t is at stake is m o r e than anthropologica l me thods be ing de
p l o y e d at h o m e , o r s tudy ing new g r o u p s (Nader 1969) . E t h n o g r a p h y 
is m o v i n g into areas l o n g occup ied by sociology, the novel , or avant-
g a r d e cul tura l cr i t ique (Clifford 1981) , r ed i scover ing otherness and 
d i f fe rence within the cul tures o f the West. It has b e c o m e clear that 
eve ry vers ion o f an "other ," w h e r e v e r found , is also the cons t ruc t ion 
o f a "self," and the m a k i n g o f e thnograph ic texts, as Michael Fischer , 
V i n c e n t C r a p a n z a n o , and others in this vo lume show, has always in-
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logical quest ions are somet imes though t to be para lyz ing , abstract, 
d a n g e r o u s l y solipsistic—in short, a barr ier to the task o f wr i t ing 
" g r o u n d e d " o r "unif ied" cultural and historical s tudies . 1 4 In pract ice , 
h o w e v e r , such quest ions d o not necessarily inhibit those w h o enter ta in 
t h e m f rom p r o d u c i n g truthful , realistic accounts . A l l o f the essays col
lec ted he re point toward new, better modes o f wri t ing. O n e n e e d not 
a g r e e with their par t icular s tandards to take seriously the fact that in 
e t h n o g r a p h y , as in l i terary and historical studies, what counts as "real
ist" is now a mat ter o f both theoretical debate and practical expe r i 
men ta t ion . 

T h e wr i t ing and r ead ing o f e t hnog raphy are o v e r d e t e r m i n e d by 
forces ul t imately b e y o n d the control o f e i ther an author o r an in
te rpre t ive communi ty . T h e s e cont ingenc ies—of l anguage , rhetor ic , 
p o w e r , and h i s to ry—mus t now be open ly conf ron ted in the process o f 
wr i t ing . T h e y can no l onge r be evaded . B u t the confronta t ion raises 
t ho rny p r o b l e m s o f verification: how are the truths o f cultural accounts 
eva lua ted? W h o has the authori ty to separate science from art? real ism 
f r o m fantasy? k n o w l e d g e f rom ideology? O f course such separat ions 
will con t inue to be main ta ined , and redrawn; but their c h a n g i n g poet ic 
a n d political g r o u n d s will be less easily ignored . In cul tural studies at 
least , w e can n o l onge r k n o w the whole t ruth, o r e v e n claim to a p p r o a c h 
it. T h e r i go rous partiality I have been stressing here may be a source o f 
pess imism for some readers . B u t is there not a l iberation, too, in r ecog
n i z ing that n o one can write about others any longe r as if they w e r e 
d iscre te objects o r texts? A n d may not the vision o f a c o m p l e x , p rob
lemat ic , part ial e t h n o g r a p h y lead, not to its abandonmen t , but to m o r e 
subt le , concre te ways o f wri t ing and reading , to new concept ions o f 
cu l tu re as interact ive and historical? Most o f the essays in this v o l u m e , 
fo r all their t r enchan t cri t iques, are optimistic about e thnograph ic writ
ing . T h e p rob lems they raise are incitements, not barriers. 

T h e s e essays will be accused o f hav ing gone too far: poe t ry will 
aga in be b a n n e d f rom the city, p o w e r f rom the halls o f science. A n d 
e x t r e m e self-consciousness certainly has its d a n g e r s — o f irony, o f elit
ism, o f solipsism, o f pu t t ing the whole wor ld in quotat ion marks . B u t I 
t rust that r eade r s w h o signal these dange r s will d o so (like some o f the 
essays be low) after they have conf ronted the c h a n g i n g history, rhe to
ric, a n d polit ics o f establ ished representat ional forms. In the w a k e o f 
semiotics, post-structural ism, hermeneut ics , and decons t ruc t ion there 
has b e e n cons iderable talk about a re turn to plain speak ing and to re
al ism. B u t to re tu rn to realism one must first have left it! M o r e o v e r , to 

14. The response is frequently expressed informally. It appears in different forms 
in Randall (1984), Rosen (1984), Ortner (1984:143), Pullum (1984), and Darnton 
O9H5). 

v o l v e d a process o f "self-fashioning" (Greenblat t 1980). Cu l tu ra l 
poesis—and poli t ics—is the constant reconsti tut ion o f selves a n d 
o the r s t h r o u g h specific exclus ions , convent ions , and discursive prac
tices. T h e essays that follow prov ide tools for the analysis o f these p ro 
cesses, at h o m e and abroad . 

T h e s e essays d o not prophesy . T a k e n as a whole , they por t ray his
torical constraints on the m a k i n g of e thnographies , as well as areas o f 
tex tua l e x p e r i m e n t and e m e r g e n c e . Talal Asad's tone is sober, p re 
o c c u p i e d (like Paul Rabinow) with institutional limits on in te rpre 
tive f r e e d o m . G e o r g e Marcus and Michael Fischer e x p l o r e concre te 
e x a m p l e s o f al ternat ive wri t ing. S tephen Ty l e r evokes what d o e s 
not (cannot?) yet exist, bu t must be i m a g i n e d — o r , better, s o u n d e d . 
M a n y o f the essays (especially those o f Rena to Rosa ldo , V i n c e n t 
C r a p a n z a n o , Mary Pratt, and Talal Asad) are occup ied with critical 
g r o u n d c l e a r i n g — d i s l o d g i n g canons to make space for al ternat ives. 
R a b i n o w identifies a new canon , pos t -modernism. O t h e r essays (Ty le r 
on ora l a n d pe r fo rma t ive modes , m y o w n t rea tment o f a l legory) re
cap tu re old rhetor ics and projects for use now. "For use now!" Cha r l e s 
Olson 's poet ic rule should gu ide the read ing o f these essays: they a re 
responses to a cur ren t , c h a n g i n g situation, intervent ions ra ther than 
posi t ions. T o place this vo lume in a historical conjuncture , as I have 
tr ied to d o here , is to reveal the mov ing g r o u n d on wh ich it s tands, 
and to d o so wi thou t benefit o f a master narrat ive o f historical d e v e l o p 
m e n t that can offer a coheren t direct ion, or future, for e t h n o g r a p h y . 1 3 

O n e launches a controversial collection like this with some trepi
da t ion , h o p i n g it will be seriously e n g a g e d — n o t simply rejected, fo r 
e x a m p l e , as ano the r attack on science o r an inci tement to relat ivism. 
Reject ions o f this kind should at least make clear why close analysis o f 
o n e o f the pr incipal things e thnographer s do—tha t is, w r i t e — s h o u l d 
not be central to evaluat ion o f the results o f scientific research . T h e 
au thors in this v o l u m e do not sugges t that one cultural account is as 
g o o d as any other . I f they espoused so trivial and self-refut ing a rela
t ivism, they wou ld not have g o n e to the t rouble o f wri t ing deta i led , 
commi t t ed , critical studies. 

O t h e r , m o r e subtle, objections have recently been raised to the lit
erary, theoret ical reflexivity represented here . Tex tua l , ep i s temo-

13. My notion of historicism owes a great deal to the recent work of Fredric 
Jameson (1980, 1981, 1984a, b). I am not, however, persuaded by the master narrative 
(a global sequence of modes of production) he invokes from time to time as an alter
native to post-modern fragmentation (the sense that history is composed of various 
local narratives). T h e partiality I have been urging in this introduction always presup
poses a local historical predicament. This historicist partiality is not the unsituated "par
tiality and flux" with which Rabinow (see p. 3 5 2 ) taxes a somewhat rigidly defined 
"post-modernism." 
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26 JAMES CLIFFORD 

r e c o g n i z e the poet ic d imens ions o f e t h n o g r a p h y does not r equ i re that 
o n e g ive u p facts and accurate account ing for the supposed free play 
o f poetry . "Poe t ry" is not l imited to romantic or modernis t subjectiv
ism: it can be historical, precise, objective. A n d o f course it is ju s t as 
conven t iona l and institutionally de te rmined as "prose." E t h n o g r a p h y 
is hybr id textual activity: it traverses genres and disciplines. T h e es
says in this v o l u m e d o not claim e thnog raphy is "only l i terature." 
T h e y d o insist it is always wri t ing. 

I would like to thank the members of the Santa Fe seminar for their many sugges
tions incorporated in, or left out of, this Introduction. (I have certainly not tried to rep
resent the "native point of view" of that small group.) In graduate seminars co-taught 
with Paul Rabinow at the University of California at Berkeley and Santa Cruz , many o f 
my ideas on these topics have been agreeably assaulted. My special thanks to him and to 
the students in those classes. At Santa Cruz, Deborah Gordon, Donna Haraway, and 
Ruth Frankenberg have helped me with this essay, and I have had important encour
agement and stimulus from Hayden White and the members of the Research Croup on 
Colonial Discourse. Various press readers made important suggestions, particularly 
Barbara Babcock. George Marcus, who got the whole project rolling, has been an in
estimable ally and friend. 

M A R Y L O U I S E P R A T T 

Fieldwork in Common Places 

In his in t roduct ion to Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922) 
Bron is law Mal inowski celebrates the adven t o f professional , scientific 
e t h n o g r a p h y : " T h e t ime w h e n w e could tolerate accounts p resen t ing 
us the nat ive as a distorted, childish car icature o f a h u m a n be ing are 
g o n e , " he declares . " T h i s picture is false, and like many o ther false
h o o d s , it has been killed by Science" (Malinowski 1 9 6 1 : 1 1 ) . T h e state
m e n t is symptomat ic o f a well-established habit a m o n g e t h n o g r a p h e r s 
o f de f in ing e thnograph ic wri t ing over and against o lder , less special
ized gen res , such as travel books , personal memoi r s , j ou rna l i sm, a n d 
accoun t s by missionaries, settlers, colonial officials, and the like. A l 
t h o u g h it will not supplant these genres a l together , professional eth
n o g r a p h y , it is unde r s tood , will u surp their authori ty and cor rec t their 
abuses . In a lmost any e thnog raphy dul l - looking figures cal led " m e r e 
t ravelers" or "casual observers" show u p f rom time to t ime, on ly to 
have their superficial percept ions ei ther cor rec ted o r co r robora ted by 
the ser ious scientist. 

T h i s s t rategy o f def in ing itself by contrast to adjacent and ante
c e d e n t d iscourses limits e thnography ' s ability to expla in or e x a m i n e 
itself as a k ind o f wri t ing. T o the extent that it legit imates itself by o p 
posi t ion to o the r kinds o f wri t ing, e thnography blinds itself to the fact 
that its o w n discurs ive practices were of ten inher i ted f rom these o the r 
gen re s and are still shared with them today. A t times one still hears 
e x p r e s s e d as an ideal for e t hnog raphy a neutral , tropeless d iscourse 
that w o u l d r e n d e r o ther realities "exactly as they are ," not filtered 
t h r o u g h o u r o w n values and interpret ive schema. For the most part , 
h o w e v e r , that wi ld goose is no longer be ing chased, and it is possible 
to sugges t that e thnograph ic wri t ing is as t r ope -gove rned as any o the r 
discurs ive format ion . T h i s recogni t ion is obviously fundamenta l for 
those w h o are interested in chang ing or enr ich ing e thnograph ic writ
i ng o r s imply in increas ing the discipline's se l f -unders tanding. In this 
essay I p ropose to e x a m i n e how some tropes o f e thnograph ic wr i t ing 
are d e p l o y e d and how they der ive f rom earlier discursive tradit ions. 
In part icular , 1 p ropose to focus on the v e x e d but impor tan t relat ion-
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