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Editorial Introduction

MAPPING ETHNOGRAPHIC DIVERSITY

The chapters that follow this introduction are
intended to provide the reader with a four d’horizon
of ethnographic methods and ethnographic research
in the social sciences. As with any exercise of this
scope, it is an ambitious undertaking. Attempts to
generate a comprehensive and authoritative volume
on most aspects of the social sciences are ultimately
doomed to failure. The field is too broad and dif-
fuse: it escapes the neat categorizations that are
demanded by encyclopaedic treatments. Moreover,
the intellectual terrain is normally contested: author-
ity and tradition are constantly undermined. It is
inevitable that the coverage will be incomplete, and
that treatments of its subject matter will be matters
of debate. Our topic — the conduct and conceptuali-
zation of ethnographic fieldwork — is especially
subject to such constraints and contradictions. So
the commission to edit a Handbook of Ethnography
is a well-nigh impossible task. Although it has been
a feature of social science research through most of
the twentieth century, and has become pervasive
across a wide range of disciplinary applications,
ethnography escapes ready summary definitions.
In recent years, indeed, it has become a site of
debate and contestation within and across discipli-
nary boundaries.

This volume is not definitive in the sense of defin-
ing its subject matter, nor in the sense of excluding
other interpretations. It is, however, authoritative in
that we chose contributors who are leading scholars.
We encouraged our contributors to interpret the top-
ics we assigned to them with some degree of lati-
tude. We certainly did not set them the task of
mechanistically ‘reviewing the literature’. A hand-
book such as this one cannot serve the long-term
interests of the research community if'it is little more
than a series of annotated bibliographies. Such exer-
cises become rapidly out of date and divert attention
from the longer-term perspectives and intellectual
antecedents of a field. There are few if any genres of
scholarly writing that are less life-enhancing than
the literature review. Of course, we have asked our
authors to provide adequate guidance to our readers
about the range of published literature, but we have

not judged authors or chapters, and do not want
them to be judged by others, as if they were sterile
exercises in reviewing the literature. Our intention
was something much more intellectually engaging
than that. The resultant contributions more than ful-
fil that expectation.

International excellence was our primary crite-
rion in selecting our authors, and our plans for the
volume were always international in scope. When
they had written for us we gave their work to refer-
ees who are equally distinguished and also drawn
from an international pool of expertise. The actual
volume, therefore, is the result of the interactions
between those authors and their peers. We did not
seek to impose on those distinguished authors too
tight a specification of how they were to write each
chapter. Having identified for our own editorial
purposes the desirable range of material a volume
such as this ought to cover, and having sketched out
a broad summary of contents, we have trusted the
judgement of each author to interpret those themes.
We have, therefore, granted licence to our con-
tributing authors to exercise their own expertise in
tackling the various chapter topics we laid before
them. No treatment of such a complex and poten-
tially contested set of topics can ever claim to be
comprehensive. Each chapter could alone sustain a
multiplicity of different interpretations, and we
could multiply the examples, selections of literature
to be reviewed, and so on more or less indefinitely.
For these reasons we have not sought to impose our
own prescriptive models and definitions in the
editorial process. We do not think it a good idea to
empanel an array of international experts, encou-
rage them to exercise their own judgement, and then
steal their thunder by editorial fiat. For these rea-
sons, too, we have resisted any temptation to offer
our own canonical definitions or justifications of
ethnographic research. We ourselves have been sus-
picious of various attempts to tidy up the history of
ethnographic research either through the imposition
of ‘traditions’ or through the construction of histori-
cal schemas or periodizations. In particular, we
have explicitly avoided any typology or develop-
mental schema for ethnography which assumes a
linear model of progress, or tries to erect ‘pure’ cate-
gories. That is, we explicitly eschew the five (six)
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moments model of Lincoln and Denzin (1994) or
the typologies of authors like Jacob (1987) or
Leininger (1992). They can serve useful pedagogi-
cal functions, but can ultimately do violence to the
complexities of research and its historical develop-
ment. Hence we see little point in trying to generate
a definitive list of the core characteristics of ethno-
graphy as an approach to social research, or to tie it
to restricted disciplinary allegiances. In compiling
this collection, therefore, we have operated with a
broad definition of ethnography. We have deliber-
ately commissioned chapters that display its deep
and diverse roots, its wide-ranging methods, and its
many applications. We are not interested in trying to
define a canon. Moreover, we have outlined many of
our own views and perceptions elsewhere, and we do
not recapitulate those contributions here (Atkinson,
Coffey and Delamont, 1999; Coffey, 1999; Coffey
and Atkinson, 1996; Delamont, 2001; Delamont,
Coffey and Atkinson, 2000; Hammersley and
Atkinson, 1995; Lofland and Lofland, 1995).

There are, of course, broad family resemblances
between the various methods and applications
that have characterized ethnographic research over
the years. Its centrality to social or cultural anthro-
pology is unquestionable. Indeed, when anthropo-
logists seek the defining characteristic of their
own discipline, they more often than not cite the
centrality of ethnographic fieldwork. Likewise, they
recognize that the conduct of ethnographic work
provides a special biographical and intellectual
experience that is the touchstone of being an anthro-
pologist. Anthropologists no longer define their
research sites or ‘fields’ exclusively in terms of
exotic cultures and distant places. Anthropologists
have been and are continuing to explore cultural
settings closer to ‘home’. One no longer has to
travel a great physical distance in order to encounter
cultural and social difference or to engage in the rite
de passage that is anthropological fieldwork (Amit,
2000; Delamont, Atkinson and Parry, 2000).
Although there are increasing convergences
between the subject matter of anthropologists and
sociologists, their commitments to ethnographic
research are frequently celebrated in mutual isola-
tion. Indeed, some anthropologists even manage to
deny the existence of ethnographic field research
outside their own disciplinary boundaries. Not only
do they recognize its centrality to anthropology,
they claim it as a unique attribute of that discipline.
Despite all evidence to the contrary, some anthro-
pologists will claim that sociologists and others all
use surveys or other quantitative approaches, while
they alone are committed to fieldwork (cf. Amit,
2000). Ironically, however, sociologists can lay
claim to a heritage of ethnographic research that is
just as venerable and just as central to some of its
intellectual traditions. Urban sociology and the
study of small communities in cities, towns and
rural settings is almost a century old. The work

that originated in and was inspired by the Chicago
School of sociology in the United States can rea-
sonably claim a pedigree of ethnographic research
that is unbroken since the 1920s. Likewise, the
closely related theoretical tradition of symbolic
interactionism — again an American intellectual
tendency — has a commitment to ethnographic work
that spans the same period.

On these grounds, then, we cannot equate ethno-
graphy with only one disciplinary tradition. In this
handbook we have deliberately and systematically
placed anthropological and sociological perspec-
tives alongside each other. We have commissioned
chapters from both disciplines on historical and con-
textual issues, as well as on methodological topics.
Chapters that focus on specific empirical areas also
address disciplinary diversity. Too often ethno-
graphy is claimed by one or the other discipline,
too often there is mutual ignorance and incompre-
hension. Here the ‘two traditions’ (Delamont and
Atkinson, 1995) are irrevocably enmeshed and
juxtaposed. Too often the history of ethnography is
treated in rigid disciplinary and developmental
frames. Ethnography, in our view, has never been
the sole preserve of anthropology, nor of Chicago
sociology, nor of symbolic interactionism, nor of
any other interest group. Its various manifestations
have always been marked by diversity. There has
rarely been a single orthodoxy that has been so
strongly dominant as to exclude all difference.

Contemporary ethnographic research is often
characterized by fragmentation and diversity. There
is certainly a carnivalesque profusion of methods,
perspectives and theoretical justifications for ethno-
graphic work. There are multiple methods of
research, analysis and representation. It is tempting
to see this profusion just as a symptom of a fin de
siécle and of the postmodern condition. The narra-
tives of contemporary metatheory (postmodern,
post-structuralist, post-feminist, post-colonial and
so on) all assume or describe one specific type of
historical ‘past’ for ethnographic research methods.
They outline a developmental trend that culminates
in contemporary, fragmentary practices. Paradoxi-
cally, celebrations of the postmodern include their
own grand narratives of intellectual history — while
appearing to eschew such narrations. Moreover,
such narratives can be unduly neglectful of past
achievements that do not fit neatly into their develop-
mental frameworks.

It is dangerously easy to assume that for a period
of several decades, ethnographic research, notwith-
standing subtle differences between disciplines and
other intellectual contexts, was undertaken under the
auspices of a stable orthodoxy. Ethnographies, in the
dual sense of fieldwork and its textual products, can
seem, in retrospect, to be governed by the assump-
tions of realist writing and an uncritical approach to
data collection. Such a stable universe of methods
and texts, gives way to a series of intellectual crises
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and a destabilization of the orthodoxy. Signalled by
the publication of Clifford and Marcus’ (1986)
Writing Culture, the ethnographic text was perceived
as undergoing a crisis of confidence. Previously the
text, typically the monograph, recorded the central
processes of fieldwork and was the most important
product of qualitative research. After Clifford and
Marcus, qualitative research took what is variously
called the linguistic turn, or the interpretative turn, or
the rhetorical turn or simply the turn — with its
accompanying legitimation crisis. One consequence
of the turn is an enhanced awareness of ethnographic
writing (Atkinson, 1990, 1992, 1996; Atkinson and
Coftey, 1995). Anthropologists, for instance, reflect
upon fieldnotes: how they are constructed, used and
managed. We come to understand that fieldnotes are
not a closed, completed, final text: rather they are
indeterminate, subject to reading, rereading, coding,
recording, interpreting, reinterpreting. The literary
turn has encouraged (or insisted) on the revisiting, or
reopening, of ethnographers’ accounts and analyses
of their fieldwork, notably in the work of Wolf
(1992), Richardson (1990, 1992), Wolcott (1990)
and the feminist responses to Clifford and Marcus
such as the collections edited by Behar and Gordon
(1995) and James et al. (1997). The representational
crises of this period put in hazard not only the
products of the ethnographer’s work, but the moral
and intellectual authority of ethnographers them-
selves. The “crisis’ was not founded merely in ethno-
graphers’ growing self-consciousness concerning
their own literary work and its conventional forms.
More fundamentally, it grew out of the growing con-
testation of ethnographers’ (especially mainstream
Western ethnographers’) implicit claims to a privi-
leged and totalizing gaze (Boon, 1982; Clifford,
1988). It led to increasingly urgent claims to legiti-
macy on the part of so-called indigenous ethno-
graphers, and for increasingly complex relationships
between ethnographers’ selves, the selves of ‘others’
and the texts they both engage in (Coffey, 1999).
The dual crises of representation and legitimation
form the new taken-for-granted. This is characteri-
zed by continuing diversity and a series of tensions.
Lincoln and Denzin (1994: 581), for instance, charac-
terize the present as ‘a messy moment, multiple
voices, experimental texts, breaks, ruptures, crises of
legitimation and representation, self-critique, new
moral discourses, and technologies’. They identify a
field confronting a number of fundamental issues — a
sustained critique of positivism and post-positivism,
ongoing self-critique and self-appraisal, continuing
crises of representation in our texts and authority we
claim from them, an emergence of a ‘cacophony of
voices speaking with varying agendas’ (Lincoln and
Denzin, 1994: 409) and the growing influence of
technology — which in turn are contributing to a con-
stant redefinition of the field. This moment is also
time for consolidation, and a sharpening of the cri-
tique of qualitative research, while attempting at the

same time to correct its excesses and to move on. As
we have alluded to earlier, Denzin and Lincoln utilize
their idea of moments or phases in the development
of ethnography to speculate about the future (as
they define it — the sixth moment(s)). They project
a further multiplication of voices, styles, stories —
and hence multiple futures for qualitative (ethno-
graphic) research. The multiplicity of perspectives
and practices in contemporary ethnography are not
in doubt. Indeed, they are well rehearsed and docu-
mented (Atkinson and Silverman, 1997; Coffey and
Atkinson, 1996; Ellis and Bochner, 1996). Ethno-
graphy can indeed be characterized in terms of its
own cultural diversity. However, overly attributing
this multiplicity to presents and futures glosses over
the historical persistence of tension and differences.
Contrasts between previous positivist, modernist and
self-confident (but narrow) perspectives, and the
contemporary carnivalesque diversity of standpoints,
methods and representations, are often too sharply
drawn. It both presents too orthodox a past and
equally could be taken to imply that all contempo-
rary qualitative research takes place from a position
of an intellectual field teeming with contested ideas
and experimental texts (see also Atkinson et al.,
1988 for a critique of a different exercise in catego-
rizing ethnographic research). We would suggest
that a chronological, and linear view of development
(such as the model offered by Lincoln and Denzin) is
in danger of doing a disservice to earlier generations
of ethnographers.

It is far from clear that there ever were monolithi-
cally ‘positivist’ and ‘modernist’ phases in the his-
torical trajectory of qualitative research. It would be
as wrong to assume that all ethnography in past
generations was conducted under the auspices of a
positivistic and totalizing gaze, as it is to imply that
we are all ‘postmodern’ now. We would wish to
take issue with the narrow view that there was ever
a traditional, hegemonic ethnographic order — ‘that
order that insists on marginalizing the new, not
treating it as a version of a new order of things, and
always defining it as an aberrant variation on the
traditional way of doing things’ (Denzin, 1997: 251).
Nor would we want to suggest that ‘new’, so-called
experimental forms of ethnography or messy texts
are wrong or irrelevant. Our point is much less pro-
found. Over the development of ethnography there
has been a repeated dialectic between what might
be thought of as a dominant orthodoxy, and other,
centrifugal forces that have promoted difference
and diversity. There is, for instance, little need to
appeal only to recent developments in ethnographic
writing and commentary as evidence of ‘blurred
genres’. Relationships between the aesthetic and
the scientific, or between the positive and inter-
pretivist have been detectable for many years —
indeed throughout the development of ethnographic
research this century. (Admittedly, they have not
been equally remarked on, nor have they taken the
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same form at all times.) It is a well-known aspect of
the history of sociology — but it bears repetition in
this context — that the early period of urban ethno-
graphy in Chicago drew on aesthetic and literary
models as much as on models of ‘scientific’
research. The sociological perspective was fuelled
by the textual conventions of realist fiction. The
sociological exploration of the ‘life’ — through
the life-history for instance — was influenced by
the novel of development, such as Farrell’s Studs
Lonigan trilogy. Equally, some of the literary inspi-
rations drew broadly speaking on a sociological
perspective. More generally still, the ethnographic
tradition and literary genres in the United States
have displayed intertextual relationships over many
decades. The styles of urban realism, the literary
creation of characters and types in the city, and the
narrative of modern fiction — these all contributed to
the styles of ethnographic representation. The sys-
tematic analysis of these intertextual relations may
be a fairly recent preoccupation, but the genres are
more enduring and more blurred than the moments
model suggested by Denzin and Lincoln.

The nature of those intertextual linkages deserves
closer attention. It is clearly insufficient to deal with
a monolithic ‘ethnography’ on the one hand and an
equally undifferentiated ‘literature’ on the other.
The specific relationships between American fiction
and ethnographic reportage are but one set of possi-
ble homologies and influences. For example, there
were significant parallels between Malinowski’s
ethnographic enterprise and Joseph Conrad’s lite-
rary work. Likewise, there were multiple cultural
and literary commitments that informed Edward
Sapir’s anthropology and his linguistics. In doing so
he also reminds us that in the figure of Franz Boas
himself — its founding hero — American cultural
anthropology was born out of a complex mix of epis-
temological and aesthetic commitments. Equally,
Ruth Benedict’s particular development of one strand
of Boasian anthropology was hardly conceived and
reported in a narrowly scientistic manner. Zora Neale
Hurston’s experimental ethnographic writing is
another example that has received some attention
recently, but deserves wider recognition.

Our point here is not to review yet again fairly
well-known commentaries on ethnography, literature
and aesthetics. Rather, we emphasize the extent to
which ethnography in sociology or anthropology —
whether conceived in terms of method or its textual
products — has never been a stable entity. It has been
marked by contrasts and tensions that are not merely
departures from an established orthodoxy. The con-
duct of ethnographic research has rarely, if ever, been
established solely under the auspices of a positivist
orthodoxy. American cultural anthropology, for
instance, has displayed a repeated tension between
the nomothetic search for law-like regularities, and
the idiographic interpretation of cultures. In essence
we take issue with Denzin’s suggestion that the

‘dividing lines between a secular science of the social
world and sacred understandings of that world are
now being challenged and, in some cases, erased’
(Denzin, 1997: xviii; emphasis added). The point is
that these dividing lines were never so starkly
drawn in the first place. Given the highly personal-
ized nature of anthropological fieldwork and
authorship, it is far from clear that any major prac-
titioner ever subscribed to a purely scientistic or
positivist perspective. Indeed, although it is virtu-
ally impossible to demonstrate, one suspects that
the social and academic elite members of the com-
munity of anthropologists never subscribed to any-
thing quite as vulgar or artisan as a single scientific
method or its equivalent. The sociology of scientific
knowledge would strongly suggest that the elite
core of the subject never espoused such crude
oversimplifications as the subsequent historical
accounts attribute to them. The emphasis on per-
sonal qualities and the uniquely biographical experi-
ence of fieldwork meant that the discipline of
anthropology was often portrayed as an essentially
‘indeterminate’ mode of knowledge acquisition.

To summarize, ethnographic research has always
contained within it a variety of perspectives. As a
whole it has never been totally subsumed within a
framework of orthodoxy and objectivism. There
have been varieties of aesthetic and interpretative
standpoints throughout nearly a century of develop-
ment and change. The ethnographic approach to
understanding cultural difference has itself incorpo-
rated a diversity of intellectual cultures. There have
undoubtedly been changing intellectual fashions
and emphases, and the pace of change has perhaps
been especially rapid in recent years (although here
again we would take issue with a model that has
change moving ever-more quickly and develop-
mental phases becoming increasingly truncated).
These so-called trends actually reflect long-standing
tensions, rather than constituting a new and unique
moment in ethnographic research. They continue
the centrifugal and centripetal tendencies that have
been perceptible for many years, and represent the
diverse and broad concerns of a past as well as a
present (and future) ethnography (Delamont and
Atkinson, 1995).

DEFINING ETHNOGRAPHY

Notwithstanding such differences and tensions, the
ethnographic traditions do share many common
features, as is evident in the chapters contained in
this volume. They are grounded in a commitment to
the first-hand experience and exploration of a
particular social or cultural setting on the basis of
(though not exclusively by) participant observation.
Observation and participation (according to circum-
stance and the analytic purpose at hand) remain the
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characteristic features of the ethnographic approach.
In many cases, of course, fieldwork entails the use
of other research methods too. Participant observa-
tion alone would normally result in strange and
unnatural behaviour were the observer not to talk
with her or his hosts, so turning them into informants
or ‘co-researchers’. Hence, conversations and inter-
views are often indistinguishable from other forms
of interaction and dialogue in field research set-
tings. In literate societies the ethnographer may
well draw on textual materials as sources of infor-
mation and insight into how actors and institutions
represent themselves and others. In principle,
indeed, the ethnographer may find herself or him-
self drawing on a very diverse repertoire of research
techniques — analysing spoken discourse and narra-
tives, collecting and interpreting visual materials
(including photography, film and video), collecting
oral history and life history material and so on. In
recent years, this array of methods and techniques
has become widespread, and they have been docu-
mented and disseminated under the rubric of quali-
tative research methods. In that guise they have
spread far beyond the disciplinary confines of
anthropology and sociology. In so doing, the social
settings in which they are used have also diversi-
fied. There are now flourishing traditions of quali-
tative research in nursing and health studies, in
studies of work and organizations, in science and
technology studies, in human geography, in social
psychology, in educational research, cultural,
media and theatre studies, and many other domains
of empirical research. Indeed, it is one of the
strengths of these methodological commitments
and their concomitant disciplinary interests that
they have sustained substantial volumes of empiri-
cal research. Anthropologists and symbolic interac-
tionist sociologists, for instance, have consistently
grounded their work in major pieces of empirical
investigation, based on intensive field research.
And it is just as well that they have done so over the
decades, while other social and cultural specialists
have gone in for rather less firmly rooted work,
with far too much fashionable theory and intellec-
tual faddism, and insufficient attention to the reali-
ties of everyday life.

We have not, however, developed this volume as
a general handbook of qualitative research methods.
There is one obvious pragmatic reason for that:
it already exists (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994). Our
reasons go beyond that, however. We believe that
there remains a central place in the social disci-
plines for the intensive investigation of a research
agenda that is characteristic of the ethnographic
spirit, and that this is not necessarily captured by
the connotations of a generalist qualitative methods
label. Indeed, a good deal of what currently passes
for qualitative research has little systematic ground-
ing in the methods and commitments (intellectual
and personal) that we associate with the term

‘ethnography’. Close inspection of the relevant
literatures and textbooks suggests that all too often
authors and researchers are talking about the con-
duct of in-depth interviews — or focus groups —
divorced from contexts of social action; or are
amassing textual materials, diaries and biographies
independently of the social contexts in which they
are produced or used. These are often important
ways of gaining principled understandings of social
life and personal experience, but should not neces-
sarily be equated with ethnographic research.
Whatever the range of data collection techniques,
we believe that ethnographic research remains
firmly rooted in the first-hand exploration of
research settings. It is this sense of social explo-
ration and protracted investigation that gives
ethnography its abiding and continuing character.

This does not mean that ethnography always
means exactly the same to all social scientists at all
times or under all circumstances. Clearly there have
been and will continue to be differences. We have
already alluded to the persistent difference between
sociology and anthropology. They do not necessar-
ily reflect profound differences in the actual conduct
of field ethnography, but do reflect different mytho-
logical charters for the different subjects. There are,
moreover, differences in national traditions. Even
within anthropology there are national distinctions.
American cultural anthropology and British social
anthropology, for instance, have had quite distinc-
tive intellectual histories. At a more finely grained
level, there are — also within anthropology — distinc-
tive regional differences: different global regions
have been reflected in subtly but significantly dif-
ferent traditions of research and writing (Fardon,
1990). British and American sociologists have
exerted mutual influence, but there are differences
between their sociologies as well. There are, too,
different constellations of research and writing that
are characteristic of specific substantive domains.
The conduct of ethnography is, moreover, no pre-
serve of English-speaking academics. Its spread has
been global. For those reasons, then, we have been
at pains to include in this volume contributions from
an international array of authors, as well as a cross-
disciplinary one. Our board of editorial advisers also
reflects an international and interdisciplinary rele-
vance for contemporary ethnography. While the
Anglophone international community predominates,
we have included contributions from different con-
tinents. We have also had each chapter refereed by
at least one referee from a country other than the
author’s. The overall volume is, therefore, inter-
disciplinary and international in scope.

ORGANIZATION OF THE HANDBOOK

The contents of this handbook are set out in three
broad sections. Each is preceded by an editorial
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introduction that sets the scene for the individual
chapters. We do not, therefore, recapitulate those
more detailed discussions here, but provide a brief
overview. In Part One are a series of chapters that
explore various intellectual and substantive contexts
of ethnographic work — both disciplinary and empiri-
cal. Collectively these enable an appreciation of
some of the origins of ethnography in sociology and
anthropology, community studies and elsewhere. It
is important to recognize that there are distinctive
differences in national orientation — for instance
between British and American anthropologists — and
these are addressed in the various contributions.
Some of the key sources for ethnographic research
are explored, and various strands of the ethno-
graphic imagination are located in British and
American sociology, in Chicago sociology and sym-
bolic interactionism, in community studies and the
documentary realism of Mass-Observation. Here we
also include chapters about key ideas and concepts
that inform ethnographic research. In principle this
could again have been extended to a much larger
catalogue of themes, topics and problems. We and
our contributors have necessarily been selective. It is
not our intention to provide a comprehensive review
of absolutely all of the potentially vast range of
issues here. Rather, the contributions lay out some of
the most significant epistemological and methodo-
logical issues that inform varieties of contemporary
ethnographic work. Some of the major theoretical
movements that have impinged on the development
and conduct of ethnography, such as symbolic inter-
actionism, semiotics, phenomenology and ethno-
methodology are addressed, together with the impact
of movements such as feminism and postmodernism
(these are further addressed in Part Three of the
handbook). The contributions help to (re)establish
the rich intellectual traditions that have informed
ethnographic research and its epistemological
underpinnings. The chapters help us to crystallize
the variety of intellectual tendencies and key differ-
ences between them (as well as the family resem-
blances) that have contributed to the resilience of
ethnographic methods in a world of changing ideas
and emphases.

Equally, it is crucial to locate the use of ethno-
graphic research in at least some of its key contexts
of application. Part Two thus contains chapters
focusing on distinctive domains of ethnographic
research. These are not simply different locales in
which field research just happens to have taken
place. Rather, the ethnographic treatment constructs
the various fields in particular intellectual ways.
The ethnographic study of scientific laboratories,
for instance, is part of a characteristic reconstruc-
tion of the laboratory as a particular kind of site.
The ethnographic study of educational settings and
processes equally constructs classrooms as the set-
ting for particular kinds of processes and inter-
actions. Ethnographic fieldwork, and the disciplinary

commitments that inform it, constructs the objects
of research as well as providing ways of exploring
them. Hence this series of chapters addresses the
contribution that ethnography has made to the study
of distinctive empirical areas and the contribution
that the study of these distinctive arenas has made
to the development of ethnography.

Part Three turns from the contexts and concepts
that have informed ethnography to a consideration
of its present and future conduct. These chapters
explore a number of key aspects of data collection,
analysis and representation. They are not intended
to substitute for the many books of practical advice
on the day-to-day performance of ethnographic
work. Rather, some of the key domains and debates
are addressed and explored. It is characteristic of
ethnographic research that such strategies and
methods are far from inert, transparent or mecha-
nistic information-gathering exercises, or routine
analytic procedures (Wolcott, 1994). We cannot
divorce the methods and the analyses from broader
disciplinary and conceptual frameworks. While all
methods of data collection and analysis are imbued
with theoretical ideas — however implicit — the quali-
tative methods of the ethnographer are especially
contested and debated. Here, therefore, we have
collected chapters that deal with some of the main
strategies of data construction, such as fieldnotes
and interviewing and the analysis of narratives and
biographical materials. We also include a consider-
ation of one of the most significant areas of innova-
tion in recent years — the use of computer software
for the organization, management and analysis of
ethnographic data. Part Three also pays consider-
able attention to the consequences of the turn for
ethnographic representation, and considers the pos-
sible futures of ethnographic work.

In essence, the Handbook of Ethnography cele-
brates a certain unity in diversity. We fully recognize
the extent to which ethnographic research means
different things in different intellectual fields, disci-
plines or national contexts. The contemporary
conceptualization of ethnography — whether or not
labelled as postmodern (post-structural, post-
feminist, critical) — reflects a proliferation of theory,
methodology and praxis. Equally, we seek to reclaim
a tradition. Notwithstanding the manifest diversity,
there remain the core achievements of ethnographic
research over the best part of a century. It is all too
easy to get caught up in the methodological or epis-
temological strife and to lose sight of the abiding
commitment to the principled exploration and recon-
struction of social worlds, our engagement with our
fellow men and women, our commitment to the
interpretation of local and situated cultures. While
theoretical fashions can come and go, the products of
ethnographic research remain extraordinarily durable.
We continue to read and to encourage our students to
read ethnographic monographs from across different
specialist domains and across the decades. We do so
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because many of them are among the classics in their
field. Here the metaphor of the classic is particularly
apt. Classic design endures while fashion waxes and
wanes. Classics have a double valency: they are of
their time, yet are constantly available for subsequent
generations. The ethnographic gift of the classic
monograph is not, therefore, just a romantic device to
suspend settings and cultures outside of history. It
captures the essential tension at the heart of the
ethnographic enterprise: the local has general signifi-
cance, and the temporally specific has lasting value.
The enduring value of the ethnographic tradition is
grounded in its attention to the singular and the con-
crete. The chapters that follow are testimony to this
endurance and excitement in the ethnographic
approach and should be read in that spirit.
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PART ONE

Introduction to Part One

In this first section we bring together a series of
chapters that outline some of the intellectual con-
texts within which ethnographic research has been
fostered, developed and debated. We make no
attempt to cover every discipline and every period
of ethnography’s various trajectories over the
course of the twentieth century. Our authors iden-
tify and describe some of the key sources and inspi-
rations that have nurtured ethnographic research.

The development of ethnographic fieldwork in
sociology is inextricably linked — in history and
in mythology — with the rise of the discipline in
Chicago. The University of Chicago was the matrix
in which there developed a rich tradition of urban
sociology, heavily dependent on the detailed inves-
tigation of local social settings and cultures. The
empirical investigations of the Chicago School
were significantly — but by no means exclusively —
grounded in ethnographic fieldwork. In later mani-
festations the postwar Chicago School added
renewed emphases on the ethnographic exploration
of work, socialization and complex organizations.
That tradition was by no means dependent on the
theoretical concerns of symbolic interactionism, but
a series of key figures brought the ethnographic and
the interactionist strands together, promoting a
potent combination of theory, method and empirical
research. For those reasons, therefore, we include
prominently among these introductory chapters
treatments of the Chicago contribution (Deegan)
and of symbolic interactionism (Rock). These com-
plementary chapters provide a valuable background
to the development of ethnography and intellectual
traditions that have spread well beyond the United
States and have exerted an influence beyond the
disciplinary confines of sociology.

The conduct of ethnographic fieldwork — origi-
nally in ‘exotic’ settings and more recently in a
more diverse range of social worlds — has been the

most distinctive characteristic of anthropology as a
discipline. In some respects the anthropological tra-
dition has been characterized by a degree of stabil-
ity and continuity over many decades. Equally,
there have been intriguing differences, debates and
disputes among anthropologists. There have been
key differences between American cultural anthro-
pology and British social anthropology. Two
chapters explore those two traditions. Faubion
traces some of the main strands of American
anthropology while Macdonald deals with the
history of anthropology and ethnographic fieldwork
in the United Kingdom. Of course, those are not the
only national schools or traditions and we do not
intend to imply that they exhaust the entire field of
scholarship, which has certainly not been confined
to the Anglophone world. Indeed, a systematic
exploration of the place of ethnography in different
intellectual and national contexts deserves further
treatment, but that would be another volume in its
own right and beyond the scope of this handbook.
The distinctive tradition of community studies
receives separate treatment in the chapter by Brunt.
The ethnographic study of small-scale social set-
tings in rural and urban locations has been a recur-
rent preoccupation for social scientists. Such
inspirations were, of course, reflected in the earliest
sociological and anthropological studies. Com-
munity studies have additionally generated their
own characteristic preoccupations. Ethnographic
fieldwork has in turn helped to define the connota-
tions of ‘community’ in the social sciences. Again,
the investigation of communities goes well beyond
the English-speaking world of the social and cultural
disciplines. Stanley, by contrast, deals with a rather
different aspect of our intellectual background.
Documentary reportage informed ethnographic rep-
resentations from the early years of the twentieth
century, including the influence of journalistic
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writing. Stanley discusses one particular tendency
in the United Kingdom — Mass-Observation. While
that was in many ways an idiosyncratic approach to
the collection and reporting of observational data
about everyday life, its influence and its style had
wider resonances. Stanley offers a unique new
interpretation of Mass-Observation.

All of these approaches in sociology, anthropo-
logy and community studies frequently inscribed a
number of assumptions about the ‘observed’. Much
of ethnography was founded on the asymmetry
between the observer and the observed — even the
demotic style of Mass-Observation — sometimes in
the context of a colonial asymmetry, or class, ethnic
and gender differences. It is, therefore, appropriate
to include the essay by Marcus on orientalism.
Although it may dilute Edward Said’s particular
focus on Western constructions of the Near and
Middle East (terms that only make sense from a
West European vantage point), the general connota-
tions of orientalist thinking and the accompanying
critique are relevant to virtually all ethnographic
undertakings. An awareness of the critique of orien-
talism is an inescapable feature of contemporary
ethnographic work.

This introductory series of chapters continues to
address a number of significant theoretical perspec-
tives that have informed ethnographic research.
They are dealt with here in separate chapters, and
their respective authors do more than justice to the
distinctive theoretical or methodological contribu-
tions. Such a treatment in a handbook of this sort
should not be interpreted with undue literalness,
however. These various perspectives are not exhaus-
tive: they do not constitute a complete canon of
philosophical or theoretical underpinnings. Equally,

they are not hermetically sealed and mutually
exclusive ‘paradigms’. We have referred already to
Rock’s chapter on symbolic interactionism; that is
complemented by Pollner and Emerson on ethno-
methodology and ethnography, Maso on phenome-
nology, Manning on semiotics, and Charmaz and
Mitchell on grounded theorizing. These all furnish
much of the ‘interpretative’ social science that
informs and is informed by ethnographic research.
There is, however, no simple one-to-one relation-
ship between a method or a research strategy on the
one hand and a specific philosophical stance on the
other: there are family resemblances between theo-
retical approaches and methodological preferences.
Likewise, although there are differences between
theoretical positions — which may even be incom-
patible on some counts — it is often unhelpful to
overemphasize theoretical differences and to police
the symbolic boundaries between them too obses-
sively. The fact that we present them here as sepa-
rate chapters does not mean that we or our authors
wish to insist upon their exclusivity. Researchers
need to be aware of the historical and theoretical tra-
ditions within which — or against which — their work
is located. But they need to draw sustenance from
them rather than experiencing them as straitjackets.
Equally we need an informed awareness of these
intellectual traditions if we are to avoid naive beliefs
to the effect that ethnographic and other ‘qualitative’
research strategies are either novel (clearly they
have a long heritage) or self-justifying (for they do
not substitute for disciplinary and theoretical under-
standing). The chapters in this first section of the
handbook, then, help us to set the right historical and
intellectual context for a well-informed appreciation
of ethnographic research in the social sciences.



The Chicago School of Ethnography

MARY JO DEEGAN

The University of Chicago towered over the
intellectual and professional landscape of sociology
from 1892 until 1942." It reputedly trained over half
of all sociologists in the world by 1930 (and it con-
tinues to graduate large cohorts, although in a much
more diversified and international arena). This large
group of scholars fundamentally shaped the disci-
pline through its faculty and their doctorally trained
students who produced thousands of books and arti-
cles (see, for example, Fine, 1995; Kurtz, 1984). A
powerful and prolific subgroup of these sociologists
created the Chicago School of ethnography,’ the
focus of this chapter. This vast enterprise is the sub-
ject of considerable, often conflicting, scholarship,
and I offer one way to navigate through this sea
of ideas.

First, 1 define a set of ‘core Chicago ethno-
graphies’ (hereafter referred to as ‘core ethno-
graphies’) conducted by sociologists affiliated with
the University of Chicago. Each sociologist analysed
the everyday life, communities and symbolic inter-
actions characteristic of a specific group. The stu-
dies were self-consciously identifiable and were
based on a shared vision of the discipline and
society. They were produced between approxi-
mately 1917 and 1942 and usually by the doctoral
students of Robert E. Park and Ernest W. Burgess.
Secondly, I present a brief overview of the intellec-
tual apparatus underlying these ethnographies that
is now called ‘social ecology’, (and largely
indebted to the work of Park and Burgess: for
example Park and Burgess, 1921; Park, Burgess and
McKenzie, 1925), and ‘Chicago symbolic inter-
actionism’ (that emerges primarily from the ideas of
W.I. Thomas, George H. Mead, and John Dewey).?
These ideas were continued by their sociological
students, especially by those who later became fac-
ulty at the University of Chicago. Thirdly, I analyse

the controversies over defining the ‘Chicago School
of sociology’ and its stepchild, the ‘Chicago School
of ethnography’. Fourthly, I briefly examine some
major scholars and books exploring the Chicago
School ethnographic heritage between 1942 and
1970. Fifthly, I conclude with a few exemplars of
this continuing tradition between 1970 and the
present.

THE CorRE CHICAGO SCHOOL
ETHNOGRAPHIES, 1917-1942

Between approximately 1917 and 1942 Park and
Burgess trained a remarkable group of students who
wrote a series of now-famous ethnographies (see
Tables 1.1 and 1.2). These books were often pub-
lished in the University of Chicago Sociological
Series and were introduced or discussed by Park or
Burgess. In general, these ethnographies studied
face-to-face everyday interactions in specific loca-
tions. The descriptive narratives portrayed ‘social
worlds’ experienced in everyday life within a mod-
ern, often urban, context (Short, 1971). The investi-
gator ‘took the role of the other’ (Mead, 1934) in
these empirical investigations. A dynamic process
incorporating social change, especially disorganiz-
ing and rapid changes in values and attitudes
(Thomas and Znaniecki, 1918-1920), was empha-
sized. An openness to people, data, places and
theory was intrinsic to the ethnographic process, so
a strict set of criteria cannot and should not be
applied.

The core ethnographies were significantly
expanded and popularized by a related group of
books I call ‘the Chicago Sociology Studies’ (see
Table 1.3).* These studies were linked to the core
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Table 1.1  Robert Park’s Prefaces and Introductions to Chicago Ethnographies
1917 ‘Introduction’, pp. vii—xvii in The Japanese Invasion, by Jessie F. Steiner (Chicago: McClurg)
1923 ‘Editor’s Preface’, pp. xxiii—xxvi in The Hobo, by Nels Anderson
1927a ‘Editor’s Preface’, pp. ix—xii in The Gang, by Frederick M. Thrasher (rev. 1936)
1927b ‘Introduction’, pp. ix—xiii in The Natural History of Revolution, by Lyford P. Edwards
1928a ‘Foreword’, pp. vii-ix in The Ghetto, by Louis Wirth
1928b ‘Introduction’, pp. vii-x in The Strike, by Ernest T. Hiller
1929a ‘Introduction’, pp. vii-x in The Gold Coast and the Slum, by Harvey Warren Zorbaugh
1929b ‘Introduction’, pp. vii-ix in The Saleslady, by Frances R. Donovan
1932 ‘Introduction’, pp. xi—xx in The Pilgrims of Russian Town, by Pauline V. Young
1934 ‘Introduction’, pp. ix—xxii in The Shadow of the Plantation, by Charles S. Johnson
1935 ‘Introduction’, pp. xiii-xxv in Negro Politicians, by Harold F. Gosnell
1937a ‘Introduction’, pp. xiii—xvii in The Marginal Man, by Everett V. Stonequist
(New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons)
1937b ‘Introduction’, pp. xxiii-xxxvi in The Etiquette of Race Relations in the South,
by Bertram W. Doyle
1937¢ ‘Introduction’, pp. vii—xiv in Interracial Marriage in Hawaii, by Romanzo Adams
(New York: Macmillan)
1938 ‘Introduction’, pp. ix—xvi in An Island Community, by Andrew W. Lind
1940 ‘Introduction’, pp. xi—xxiii in News and the Human Interest Story, by Helen MacGill Hughes
1942 ‘Introduction’, pp. xi—xxi in Negroes in Brazil, by Donald Pierson

All titles published by the University of Chicago Press, unless otherwise noted.

Table 1.2 Ernest Burgess’ Prefaces and Introductions to Chicago Ethnographies

1930 ‘Discussion’, pp. 184-97 in The Jack Roller, by Clifford R. Shaw
1931 ‘Editor’s Preface’, pp. xi—xii in The Natural History of a Delinquent Career,
by Clifford R. Shaw in collaboration with Maurice E. Moore

1932a
1932b
1932¢

‘Editor’s Preface’, pp. ix—xiv in Small-Town Stuff, by Albert Blumenthal
‘Introduction’, pp. iv—ix in The Taxi-Dance Hall, by Paul Goalby Cressey
‘Editor’s Preface’, pp. ix—xii in The Negro Family in Chicago,

by Edward Franklin Frazier

1939/1951

‘Preface’, pp. iii—ix in The Negro Family in the United States,

by Edward Franklin Frazier

All titles published by the University of Chicago Press.

ethnographies in the following way. These studies
generally used more statistical data, and these data
were usually combined with a series of qualitative
techniques such as interviews, face-to-face inter-
actions and life histories. These studies shared the
epistemological assumptions of the core ethno-
graphies and combined them with macro-structural
patterns, such as rates of suicides [Cavan, 1928] and
incarceration [Reckless, 1933]. A dynamic process
was emphasized that was receptive to people’s lang-
uage and triangulated data. The sociologists tended
to be doctoral students at the University of Chicago,
studying with Park and Burgess, but especially with
Burgess.’ Because of my focus here, I only refer to
the related Chicago studies when they illustrate an
important feature of the core ethnographies.

These slippery definitions of sociology and
ethnography are exemplified in the core ethno-
graphy of Charles Johnson [1934], Park’s student,
who analysed Jim Crow segregation in the South.

This study enlarged the boundaries of ‘Chicago’
ethnographic sociology on important dimensions.
Thus his work extended the urban focus of many
Chicago ethnographies to a rural setting. More than
any other book introduced by Park, Johnson’s
volume employed quantitative data and stressed an
anthropological ‘South/developing’ world-view. In
addition, Johnson analysed ‘folk societies’ within
the ‘natural history’ framework. He emphasized
marginal people’ [Park, 1934: xii] and documented
the plantation as a major institution in the lives of
disenfranchised black farmers many years after the
Civil War ended. Johnson interpreted the plantation
system in an international context requiring ethno-
graphic study and analysis. This ethnography is
more political and macro in orientation than most of
the core ethnographies, and it is more similar to the
related Chicago sociology studies. Both sets of
studies employ an analogous approach to using data
and thinking about communities.
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Table 1.3 A4 Selective List of Chicago School Studies Related to the Core Chicago Ethnographies

1927 E.R. Mowrer, Family Disorganization, with ‘Foreword” by Ernest W. Burgess, pp. vii—xi

1928 Ruth Shonle Cavan, Suicide, with ‘Introduction’ by Ellsworth Faris, pp. xi—xvii

1928 Vivien M. Palmer, Field Studies in Sociology: A Student’s Manual, with ‘Introduction’
by Ernest W. Burgess, pp. vii—viii

1929 Ernest W. Burgess (ed.), Personality and the Social Group, with ‘Preface’
by Ernest W. Burgess, pp. vii—ix

1931 Ackerson Luton, Childrens Behavior Problems, with ‘Editor’s Preface’
by Ernest W. Burgess, p. ix

1932 E.R. Mowrer and Harriet Mowrer, Domestic Discord

1932 E.R. Mowrer, The Family*

1933 Heinrich Kluver, Behavior Mechanisms in Monkeys, with ‘Editor’s Foreword’
by Ernest W. Burgess, p. x

1933 Walter C. Reckless, Vice In Chicago

1938 Ruth S. Cavan and Katherine H. Ranck, The Family and the Depression, with
‘Introduction’ by Paul S. Schroeder and Ernest W. Burgess, pp. vii—xiii

1938 Clifford R. Shaw, Henry D. McKay and James F. McDonald with Special Chapters
by Harold B. Hanson and Ernest W. Burgess, Brothers in Crime

1939 Robert E.L. Faris and H. Warren Dunham, Mental Disorders in Urban Areas, with
‘Introduction’ by Ernest W. Burgess, pp. ix—xx

1940 Nels Anderson, Men on the Move

All titles published by the University of Chicago Press.
*Dedicated to Ernest W. Burgess.

ROBERT E. PARK AND ERNEST W.
BURGESS AND THE WEAVING
oF CHICAGO SOCIOLOGY AS

A THEORETICAL TAPESTRY

Robert E. Park and Ernest W. Burgess dramatically
shaped and honed the skills of their students and
colleagues who contributed collectively to the iden-
tifiable theory and style of scholarship known
worldwide as ‘Chicago sociology’ (Faris, 1967).
This chapter draws attention to a defining compo-
nent of that process: the seventeen influential books
that Park encouraged and for which he wrote
prefaces and introductions from 1917 to 1942
(see Table 1.1) and the six influential books® that
Burgess encouraged and for which he wrote pre-
faces and introductions from 1930 to 1939 (see
Table 1.2). These works, and Park and Burgess’
mentorship, emerged in a complex mix of intellec-
tual trends in the city of Chicago and its leading
academy: the University of Chicago. Park and
Burgess were not, therefore, isolated ‘great men’,
but worked squarely within a long, collective intel-
lectual tradition beginning in 1892 (Deegan, 1988).

Park’s and Burgess’ questions, interests, criticism
and support molded and enhanced the sociological
labors of the authors of the core ethnographies. The
works appear diverse, but Park and Burgess drew
from each ethnography to generate a coherent and
evolving theoretical vision. The result is a veritable
tapestry of patterns that retain the individual style
and distinctive interests of each sociologist while
the prefaces and introductions realize the explicit

aim to place each study in a larger, ever-expanding
conceptual framework.

The Theoretical Tapestry
of the Chicago Ethnographies

Park and Burgess, in the role of dissertation advi-
sors, influenced the form and content of numerous
sociological studies, including most of those noted
in Tables 1.1, 1.2 and 1.3.7 Doctoral professors hold
powerful positions in a rite de passage wherein stu-
dents become professional sociologists:

The sociology dissertation process is a liminal journey,
a passage characterized by ambiguity, uncertainty, and
crisis in which the student self is abandoned and a new
professional self claims a world of power, authority,
maturity, and responsibility. (Deegan and Hill, 1991:
322)

Although each student’s interests were unique, Park
and Burgess held a common focus, generating a
network of collegial friends who asked and
answered interrelated questions. With Park and
Burgess’ guidance, their students wove a ‘theoreti-
cal tapestry’ in which patterns emerged and rein-
forced each other for more than four decades.®
Park’s and Burgess’ integrative style of theorizing
involved numerous ‘conversations™ with students
and colleagues that collectively generated the mind,
self and community characteristic of the Chicago
School of sociology. They acted as stewards, shep-
herding and recommending manuscripts for publi-
cation by the University of Chicago Press.'” This
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dynamic, interactive and collegial process resulted
in a systematic theory and method that is misunder-
stood by many interpreters today.

Most sociological commentators employ a ‘great
man’ model focusing on individually defined
thinkers such as Max Weber, Emile Durkheim or
Karl Marx. This authoritative, patriarchal model
fits neither Park and Burgess’ intellectual style nor
their theory of society. The Chicago ethnographies
vividly depicted everyday life and revealed com-
munities ‘with unity and charm’ [Park, 1929a: vii].
The books were intended for undergraduate class-
rooms and (unlike formal, European theorists)
spurned complex, abstract theoretical language.
Park and Burgess’ contribution to the theoretical
tapestry of Chicago sociology, their conversational
insight and sociological world-view were echoed
and articulated in hundreds of subsequent books
and articles. The volumes discussed below are vital
to the Chicago project and to an adequate under-
standing of Park and Burgess’ theoretical vision.

Curiously, although Park and Burgess co-
authored major texts together, taught the same
students, created a body of interrelated ethno-
graphies, and influenced each other over a number
of years, Park is surrounded by a veritable industry
(such as Gubert and Tomasi, 1994; Lal, 1990;
Lindner, 1996; Matthews, 1977; Rauschenbush,
1979; Shils, 1991) while Burgess (1973, 1974) has
had only two anthologies posthumously collected.
Although Park provided more prefaces and intro-
ductions to the ethnographies, they shared the train-
ing of the students. Considerably more information
is available on Park, therefore, than on Burgess, and
much of this information is seriously biased.
Accordingly, although Burgess wrote prefaces for
E. Franklin Frazier’s The Negro Family in Chicago
[1932] and The Negro Family in the United States
[1939], Hughes ([1963] 1974) wrote only about
Park’s influence on Frazier in the latter’s obituary.
Similarly, Lindner (1996: 83—4, 139-45) included
Clifford Shaw’s The Jack Roller [1930] and Paul G.
Cressey’s The Taxi-Dance Hall [1932] as examples
of Park’s influence, but these books were intro-
duced by Burgess. The latter, moreover, had a
particularly long and close relationship to Shaw,
discussed further below.

The pattern of overlooking Burgess’ contribution
disconnects the core Chicago ethnographies from
the broad range of related Chicago studies. When
Burgess is included within the analyses of core
ethnographies, a new pattern appears, revealing a
greater flexibility toward combining quantitative
and qualitative data; a more careful footnoting of
intellectual resources and debts; a more accurate
picture of the collaborative role of producing core
ethnographies; and a more careful study of indivi-
dual influences. In other words, if Burgess is
studied in greater depth, the analyses of the core
ethnographies incorporate more ‘Chicago style’

theory and practices within their methodological
and intellectual apparatus.

This intellectual approach was systematically
influenced by Mead, whose course in ‘Advanced
Social Psychology’ was required for sociology
students. After his death in 1931 Blumer continued
the course and Mead’s ideas. This formed a com-
mon background of assumptions about the self, the
other, interactions, language and the human pos-
sibility to be rational and take the role of the other
(Mead, 1934). The majority of the Chicago faculty
that strongly influenced the core ethnographies,
specifically Thomas, Faris and Burgess, were
Mead’s students. Although Park was not directly
Mead’s student, his work was permeated with
Meadian roots. Thus both Park and Mead studied
with William James; Park studied with Mead’s life-
long friend and colleague John Dewey; and Park was
influenced by Thomas, Mead’s student. The combi-
nation of this network yielded a theory stressing
human flexibility, the importance of the genesis of
the self, the definition of the situation, and the role of
the community in the social process.

Park’s modern supporters repeatedly assert that he
lacked a systematic theory (e.g., Matthews, 1994: 36;
Shils, 1991: 127). In contrast, I argue that Park and
Burgess’ system was emphatically collaborative and
that their major theoretical conversations can
be located in the twenty-two core ethnographies
and this dense theoretical commonality. Unlike Shils
(1994: 22), 1 do not claim Park as a ‘co-author’ of
any of the books in Table 1.1, but as ‘something of
what the Victorians called a “rattle”, a nonstop
talker’ (Matthews, 1994: 37) who helped shape
them. Park’s ‘rattle’ reflected the theoretical world-
view of Chicago sociologists, and the students and
colleagues of Park and Burgess provided concrete
information to support or challenge their ideas from
1917 to 1942.

Park’s and Burgess’ introductory essays, more-
over, trace their evolution through interrelated intel-
lectual journeys as I demonstrate below. Every
essay connects their overarching ideas with each
author’s particular study. Taken together, Park and
Burgess’ essays reveal the evolving continuity and
complexity of their ideas — aspects of their work
readily seen when evaluated as interrelated, on-
going theoretical conversations. The major themes
uniting this corpus are summarized below.

Urban Society as a Locus
for Social Change

Park wrote that ‘human society and civilization
are a consequence of the coming together of diverse
races and peoples in intimate association and
co-operation that we call society” [Park, 1937c: x].
Cities, he argued, emerge from ethnic and racial dif-
ferences, but he held that the assimilation of these
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differences becomes a vital possibility when the
differences are mixed in an urban ‘melting pot’
[Park, 1937c: vii]. Urban life, for Park, was an
inevitable movement leading to the decline of dif-
ferences and diversity. Park divided the world into
‘two classes: those who reached the city and those
not yet arrived’ [Park, 1935: xiv]. His general theory
articulates the steps in this global transformation.

The ‘natural areas’ of the city Research on the
‘natural areas’ of Chicago was a hallmark of the
core ethnographies. They were ‘local studies’ that
documented unique parts of the midwestern
metropolis. To Park and Burgess, ‘natural areas’
were transitional urban structures in which social
differences maintained themselves as distinct pat-
terns in a larger, undifferentiated society. Park and
Burgess saw these careful, local studies within a
comprehensive tapestry pointing from the specific
to the general. Park wrote, for example: ‘Every
great city has its bohemias and its hobohemias; its
gold coast and little Sicilies; its rooming-house area
and its slums’ [1929a: ix].

Chicago’s ‘gold coast and slum’ [Zorbaugh,
1929] abutted each other physically, but created
immense social distances such that the respective
residents ‘cannot, even with the best of good will,
become neighbors’ [Park, 1929a: ix]. Such ‘natural
areas’ were ecological ‘zones’ sheltering different
lifestyles and customs. Each subsequent ethno-
graphy refined Park and Burgess’ understanding
of Chicago’s social mosaic. Zorbaugh’s study, for
example, linked ‘hobos’ [Anderson, 1923] who
lived in ‘the rialto of the Underworld’ with gangs in
‘little hell” [Thrasher, 1927]. Chicago’s ‘natural
areas’ were important pieces in an unfolding intel-
lectual and empirical exploration in Park’s and
Burgess’ analyses of the city as a social form.

Cressey repeated and extended this pattern in
his study of The Taxi-Dance Hall [1932]. There he
cited Zorbaugh’s [1929] concept of ‘the rialto of
the Underworld’ that was based on the work of
Anderson [1923], as well as Anderson’s study
of ‘the main stem’ of the hobo district. Thrasher’s
‘social disorganization’ in ‘interstitial areas’ was
reflected in the spatial location of dance halls
[Cressey, 1932: 231]. Thrasher also relied on
the maps generated by the Local Community
Research Committee (see Map II, p. 59 in
[Cressey, 1932]).

Park pushed and coordinated these studies, yet he
did not control or directly participate in them
(Matthews, 1994: 37), and this was probably true
for Burgess, too. This independence of thought
appears, for example, in Nels Anderson’s [1923]
report on homeless men. Anderson (who was in
fact a ‘hobo’ for more than a year before studying
with Park and Burgess [Anderson interview with
author, 1979]), was sympathetic with his population.
Anderson was less judgemental than Park concerning

what constituted the ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ of urban
society. To Park, however, the homeless man was an
‘outcast’ who lived in a ‘natural area’ where his
lifestyle was acceptable [Park, 1923: xxv].

The intellectual distance between Park and his
students was tangible and is reflected also in Louis
Wirth’s [1928] volume on the Jewish ghetto in
Chicago. To Park, ‘the ghetto’ was simply another
‘natural area’. It was ‘a term which applied to any
segregated racial or cultural group’ [Park, 1928a:
viii]. Wirth, however, depicted the Jewish ghetto in
its unique historical, cultural, religious and political
context. The transplantation of the ghetto from
Europe to the United States was unlike other segre-
gated groups, Wirth argued. Anderson’s ‘hobo-
hemia’ could never have been just another ‘ghetto’
to Wirth, as it was to Park.

The ‘natural history’ of collective behavior
Lyford Edwards’ [1927] study of revolution and
Ernest Hiller’s [1928] analysis of strikes evidence
Park’s interest in the collective transformation of
society. These violent forms of social change estab-
lished tactics and ‘natural patterns’ that could be
analysed and typified [Park, 1927b: x]. Labor
‘strikes’ were one step in a series of radical social
changes [Park, 1928b: ix] that could result in more
encompassing social change. In searching for
mechanisms of collective change, Park pointed also
to the ‘natural history of the career of the African in
Brazil’, a course Donald Pierson [1942] saw result-
ing in assimilation within the larger society of the
nation [Park, 1942: xxi].

Burgess [1932b: iii] also noted that one of the
major goals of Cressey’s analysis of taxi-dance
halls ‘was to trace the natural history of the taxi-
dance hall as an urban institution, to discover those
conditions in city life favorable to its rise and
development, and to analyse its function in terms of
the basic wishes'' and needs of its patrons’. Thus
Cressey used symbolic interaction, social ecology
and triangulated data to determine the natural
history and functions of an urban institution.

Juvenile delinquency  Clifford Shaw produced a
series of remarkable studies on juvenile delin-
quency. The Jack Roller [1930] is acknowledged as
a core ethnography, but Shaw’s The Natural
History of a Delinquent Career (written in collabo-
ration with Maurice E. Moore, [1931]) is often not
considered a core ethnography (it is considered a
core ethnography here). The multi-authored [Shaw,
McKay, McDonald, Hanson and Burgess, 1938]
follow-up book is a longitudinal, familial, triangu-
lated study continuing the analyses of the other
books (the third book is considered a related
Chicago school study here). In the latter book,
Brothers in Crime, the original jack roller and his
four felonious brothers comprised a familial group
of criminals whose crimes began in their youth.
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By 1938, Shaw had produced two books on the
‘original” delinquent and had known this person for
sixteen years [Shaw, 1938: x]. Multiple, longitudi-
nal methods were used in the last, most complex
study, and an array of Chicago institutions sup-
ported the work. Burgess wrote a separate chapter,
instead of a preface, for this text.

Shaw is widely recognized for his central role
in the ‘life history’ or ‘biographical’ (e.g., Lindner,
1996: 139-45) method, but most of these critiques
are reductionistic. Lindner (1996: 144) exemplifies
this type of view: ‘Essentially, however, Shaw’s
findings boil down to sociological “translations” of
psychological prejudices.” The use of ‘case histo-
ries ... from the records of case-work agencies,
courts, correctional institutions, schools, behavior
clinics, from interviews with friends and relatives
of the brothers, and from autobiographical docu-
ments and personal interviews with the boys
themselves’ [Shaw et al., 1938: x] are ‘outside’
ethnography or ‘sociological theorizing’ while
other, similar works are ‘inside’ this circle. Here,
Shaw’s first two books are considered core ethno-
graphies and are directly linked to the third, related
volume. All were deeply influenced by Burgess.

Women and the changing division of labor
Frances Donovan’s [1929] study was the only
Parkian monograph focused on social changes
affecting women. The Saleslady (together with The
Woman Who Waits: Donovan, 1920), examined the
new woman who entered ‘into the broader fields of
economic life’ [Park, 1929b: viii]. Donovan was not
a doctoral student, but she earned a Bachelor’s
degree at the University of Chicago in 1918 and
interacted with Chicago sociologists in the 1920s.
Park judged The Saleslady was not an academic
work, but surmised it would sell and, perhaps,
inspire other ‘insider’ books by occupational practi-
tioners.> Park’s resistance to ‘the new woman’"®
was consistent with his ambivalent response to
Donovan’s clearly excellent work (Deegan, 1988:
199). When a woman wrote on a topic more central
to Park’s interests, however, he could be enthusias-
tic, like he was with the work of Helen MacGill
Hughes, discussed next.

Newspapers Information is crucial to modern
society, and newspapers fascinated Park, a former
reporter. He strongly supported Helen MacGill
Hughes’ [1940] attempt to define ‘news’ and distin-
guish it from other types of information, ‘rumor and
gossip, for example, and propaganda’ [Park, 1940:
xii]. Newspapers are part of popular culture,
together with movies and popular literature, wrote
Park [1940: xxiii]. Newspapers worldwide actively
change how events are chronicled and remembered,
a point Park [1940: xxii] found significant.

The ‘human interest story’ is an especially influ-
ential medium of change. Such stories reflect:

... a universal element in the news. It is what gives the
news story its symbolic character. It is the ability to dis-
cover and interpret the human interest in the news that
gives the reporter the character of a literary artist and the
news story the character of literature. It is in the human
interest story that the distinction between the news story
and fiction story tends to disappear. [Park, 1940: xxi]

To Park, newspapers recorded — and sometimes
fabricated — the life history of a person and people.
Human interest stories present ‘natural areas’ to
people who live outside their boundaries. Nonethe-
less, wrote Park, it is sociologists — not reporters —
who write ‘the big news’ and have the time and
privilege to thoroughly examine a social question or
behavior.

Small town life Albert Blumenthal’s study of
Small Town Stuff [1932] is a fascinating contrast to
the frequent urban emphasis of other core Chicago
ethnographies. Blumenthal followed the participant
observation model and lived in his small commu-
nity for an extended period. Introduced by Burgess,
Blumenthal’s work is often overlooked in discus-
sions of these ethnographies. Thus the books on
Park (e.g. Lal, 1990; Rauschenbush, 1979) have
ignored Blumenthal’s work and even work intend-
ing to study the sociological methods of the ethno-
graphies (e.g. J. Platt, 1996) have done so.

Race and the Nation-State

A major theme in Park’s outlook was the race ques-
tion. Social isolation and inbreeding created the
worldwide diversity of people and culture [Park,
1937a: x]. Park held that segregation ends abruptly
when faced with changing technology and new
social customs. Patterns of difference combine and
mingle in modernizing nations. The initial clash of
peoples, exacerbated by visible physiological dif-
ferences, could result in either ‘a nation within a
nation’ (a la Booker T. Washington [Park, 1942:
xx]), exemplified by the situation of African
Americans; or in a ‘melting pot,” as in Brazil [Park,
1942: xvi]. Harold Gosnell’s [1935] study of
‘Negro politicians’ showed how African Americans
were then entering the ‘wider’ civic domain. A new
middle class created ‘a transfer of political power’
[Park, 1935: xxiv]. This was also a ‘human interest
story’ that captured the popular imagination [Park,
1935: xxv; Park, 1940].

‘Race relations have everywhere so largely deter-
mined the structure of human society,” wrote Park
[1937a: viii], that race itself is an organizing rule for
social order. Park thereby analysed race as a
‘macro-level’ process embodied in individuals who
live in specific groups. Park’s conception surpasses
the limitations of a face-to-face, social psychology
of race. His sociology of race relations contains
important epistemological assumptions that deserve
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consideration in modern evaluations of his work.
Frazier’s series of studies of American race rela-
tions, especially his work on the Negro family
[1932, 1939/1951], connected patterns of discrimi-
nation with family patterns, one of the most press-
ing areas of research in race relations. Burgess
[1939/1951: iii] explicated Frazier’s work as an
important international landmark similar to Thomas
and Znaniecki’s (1918-1920) research on the
Polish peasant.

Creating the urban melting pot Park idealized
homogenous cultures wherein differences between
racial and cultural groups disappear. In Park’s
mind, this ‘melting pot’ has interim stages where
differences are maintained, bounded and cherished.
Everett Stonequist’s [1937] ‘marginal man’, how-
ever, crosses cultures within his personal experi-
ence, becoming a micro-level force for macro-level
change and ‘advancement’ of the differing groups
he represents. The ‘mulatto’ is an exemplar of a
person between two worlds who helps society move
toward mutual understanding and more homogene-
ity [Park, 1937a].

Park conceived that understanding between the
demarcated worlds within the melting pot would dis-
solve its internal boundaries. In this context, Hawai’i
and Brazil were, for Park, models of assimilation,
whereas the rural South in the United States was a
backwater of prejudice and social stagnation.
Hawai’i, to Park, was ‘the most notable instance of a
melting-pot of the modern world’ [1938: xiv].
Andrew Lind [1938] traced the ‘cycle’ of social
changes in Hawai’i as a function of changes in land
use: a ‘succession’ in an ecological model of change.
In Donald Pierson’s [1942] study of Brazil, the
African ‘diaspora’ [Park, 1942: xx] resulted in inter-
marriage and ‘assimilation’: ‘the Aryanization of the
African’ [Park, 1942: xvii]. Both Hawai’i and Brazil,
Park observed, exhibited a dramatically different
acceptance of racial differences than was evidenced
by racial patterns in the southern United States.

Barriers to the melting pot in the United
States E. Franklin Frazier’s [1939] study of the
Negro family was comparable to W.I. Thomas and
Florian Znaniecki’s The Polish Peasant in Europe
and America (1918-1920), according to Ernest
Burgess [1939/1951: iv]. The influence of neigh-
borhood yielded family patterns that were ‘not a
matter so much of race as of geography’ [Burgess,
1932¢: xi]. Variations in behavior arose from the
community situation, not from innate traits [p. xi].
Frazier [Burgess, 1939/1951: v] also documents the
mother/child bond as the primary one in African
American life and the family as a social product.
Unlike Park, Burgess [1939/1951: vi, viii] empha-
sizes democracy and government policy, namely
social security, as factors shaping the family and
community.

In the rural South Jim Crow segregation
obstructed the blending of black and white society.
Johnson’s [1934] study of the southern plantation,
noted above, documented this regional difference
from the North. Bertram Doyle [1937] described
yet another regional barrier to the melting pot
process: the legacy of Southern etiquette in the
American South. Doyle showed the persistence of
these demeaning rituals and the ‘social distance’
that they maintained [Park, 1937b: xxx]. Although
society changed its formal laws, interpersonal
segregation remained. The themes outlined above —
social change, urbanization and the race question —
were Park’s forte, but not his individual creation.
His evolving perspective was but part — an impor-
tant part — of a large, community tapestry of mid-
western design.

The Larger Theoretical Tapestry
at the University and in the City

Park and Burgess were heirs to a stable tradition of
empirical research, focused on the city, passed on
by their predecessors (Schutz, 1967) at the
University of Chicago. Albion W. Small, the first
chair of the Department of Sociology, defined the
city as a ‘sociological laboratory’ as early as 1896
(Deegan, 1988: 37). From Charles Zueblin, Park
inherited established courses on the city. The
Chicago mapping tradition was institutionalized in
coursework by Charles Henderson, whose early
students charted cities and villages in the field
(Deegan, 1988). Burgess was a student of Small,
Mead, Thomas and Henderson; while Thomas, who
brought Park to the University of Chicago, pro-
foundly influenced Park’s thought.'* Park, Burgess
and Ellsworth Faris (the latter a ‘silent” Chicago-
trained partner/colleague) comprised the selection
committee for the University of Chicago sociology
series. Further, John Dewey (Park’s professor at the
University of Michigan) strongly influenced his
former student (Matthews, 1977). As Dewey was
central to ‘Chicago pragmatism’ (Rucker, 1969),
his epistemological assumptions tied Park to a
powerful line of social thought in which Burgess
and Faris were trained.

Several University of Chicago departments also
supported the work of Chicago ethnographers. For
many decades, political scientists, such as Charles
Merriam, social workers, such as Edith Abbott and
Sophonisba Breckinridge, philosophers, such as
George H. Mead, and geographers, such as Paul
Goode, encouraged students and fostered the ideas
associated today with ‘Chicago sociology’. The
massive interdisciplinary project at Chicago is at
best only partially understood and documented
today (Deegan, 1988; Rucker, 1969; Shils, 1994).

Outside the academy per se, Jane Addams and
the numerous colleagues who shared her life at
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Hull-House, the famous social settlement,'> also
shaped the intellectual and empirical traditions of
the Chicago School of sociology (Deegan, 1988).
For example, Mary McDowell, a former Hull-
House resident, sponsored Anderson’s initial
work.'® Organizations founded and maintained by
Hull-House residents provided data for many
authors (Wirth, Shaw, Anderson and Zorbaugh,
among others). More broadly, Chicago ethno-
graphers (with little or no acknowledgement) used
records provided by entities with Hull-House ties:
the Institute for Juvenile Research, the Juvenile
Court, various Chicago social settlements, and
myriad social welfare agencies. Hull-House and its
residents contributed directly to the Chicago ethno-
graphies sponsored by Park — albeit recognition of
this fact is muted in most scholarship on the
Chicago School (Deegan, 1988; Platt, 1996).

Other important influences on the core ethno-
graphies must also be noted. These include the
School of Social Service Administration and its fac-
ulty, especially Edith Abbott and Sophonisba
Breckinridge (Deegan, 1988, 1991, 1996). Chicago
philanthropists, especially Helen Culver and Ethel
Sturgess Dummer (Platt, 1992), financed numerous
research endeavors of Chicago sociologists. The
Chicago Urban League was vital to Park’s students
who studied African Americans (Matthews, 1977:
176-7). Finally, the ‘literary realism’ movement
gave energy and form to Chicago sociology
(Cappetti, 1993). This broad conglomeration of cul-
tural, social welfare, urban, and civic forces influ-
enced the Chicago school of sociology in virtually
countless and complex ways. Another dimension of
the core ethnographies is found in the Chicago
graduates who deliberately extended the original
corpus, discussed next.

Core Chicago ethnographies and a selective
group of related Chicago School studies A
large, fascinating group of books and articles were
generated by Park and Burgess and their students
that were related to the core ethnographies. Only a
few of these related studies are examined here, but
they show the pattern of expanding the influence of
the core ethnographies (Table 1.3;' see Kurtz, 1984
for a longer list). Burgess, for example, edited a col-
lection of papers presented in 1928 at the American
Sociological Society meetings. Thomas was then
president of the society, and the papers continued
his theoretical and methodological work. Many
Chicago allies were included, for example, Thomas,
Reuter, Park, Hughes, Hayner, R.E.L. Faris,
Gosnell, Shaw and Reckless.

Similarly, Walter C. Reckless authored a com-
plex and comprehensive book on Vice In Chicago
[1933], extending the work of the Chicago ethno-
graphers and, in particular, the 1911 report of the
Chicago Vice Commission, The Social Evil in

Chicago, submitted by Thomas among others
(Deegan, 1988: 207). With five maps and seventy-
eight tables, this quantitative, qualitative, historical
study was a four de force, drawing on more than
twenty years of research on the city of notorious
gangsters such as Al Capone and John Dillenger.

Robert E.L. Faris (son of Ellsworth Faris) and
H. Warren Dunham conducted a massive ecological
study of schizophrenia and other psychoses in their
tome Mental Disorders in Urban Areas [1939].
Their first chapter summarizes and reviews many
core ethnographies sponsored by their teachers
(including the senior Faris), fellow students and
colleagues. Faris and Dunham [1939] explicitly
connect quantitative and qualitative analyses into a
unit of analysis.

Ruth Shonle Cavan’s study of Suicide [1928],
with an introduction by Ellsworth Faris, also
utilizes quantitative and qualitative analyses and
sensitively reprints large selections from the diaries
of two women who killed themselves. Although
Cavan does not explicitly draw on gender, her per-
spective was gendered and supportive to women.
Since Cavan could never have face-to-face inter-
action with the deceased subjects, technically she
did not conduct an ethnography. Her style of analy-
sis, however, closely followed that of the core
ethnographies.

The family studies of Ernest Russell Mowrer and
Harriet Mowrer — Domestic Discord [Mowrer and
Mowrer, 1932] (the only volume to explicitly
acknowledge her colleagial and substantial work),'®
The Family [E.R. Mowrer, 1932] and Family
Disorganization [E.R. Mowrer, 1927] — provide a
‘Chicago’ analysis of a stable yet changing social
relationship. Their work counterbalances the empha-
sis on delinquents, migrants and anonymous rela-
tions often found in the core ethnographies. These
books emerge primarily from the influence of
Burgess and Thomas.

By 1940 Anderson had critically and prematurely
described his 1923 book on hoboes as dated. In
1931 he wrote a cynical satire about himself and his
research: ‘I cleansed my soul by transferring all the
old emotions about The Hobo to one Dean Stiff,
anonymous author of the parody’ [Anderson, 1940:
2]. Rejuvenated by his disavowal of ideas and style,
he once again began studying migrant men.

Most of the authors of the core Chicago ethno-
graphies were prolific and critical. Their many
volumes often directly extended or reflected on their
earlier ethnographies. In general, other scholars
were no more critical of their works, although many
scholars act as if these doctoral students never
wrote again or never changed and matured. The
sample studies included here only hint at this vast,
largely unexamined resource for studying Chicago
ethnographies. Almost all were sponsored by
Burgess through introductory essays.
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The ‘Chicago School’ as a Continuing
Theoretical Tapestry

Taken together, the authors listed in Tables 1.1
and 1.2 launched what became a substantial aca-
demic industry producing literally hundreds of
honorifics, glosses, commentaries, explications,
revisions and extensions. The dense, interconnected
literature of Chicago scholarship created a power-
ful, integrated vision of sociology — its practice and
concepts — that shaped the discipline from the
1920s to the present (Kurtz, 1984).

The corporate character of this enterprise is not
always recognized. A few scholars give little
weight to the intellectual skills of Park’s students.
Shils (1994: 33), for example, asserts that ‘practi-
cally none of them wrote anything of any conse-
quence after they passed out of the presence of
Park’. Instead of this ‘isolated great man’ interpre-
tation, I view Park’s work as more collaborative
and his teaching as more durable and effective. As
an adviser and conversational partner to Chicago
social scientists, particularly doctoral students, Park
helped them take what was ‘only the first liminal
journey during a lifetime of full-fledged academic
and scholarly adventures’ (Deegan and Hill, 1991:
330). I posit that Park and Burgess’ theoretical
vision winds its way through the vast and often
sophisticated work of the authors of the core ethno-
graphies. Hence, these works, together with Park’s
and Burgess’ introductory essays, are essential to
an analysis of the Chicago ethnographic legacy.

THE THEORETICAL FOUNDATION
OF THE CHICAGO ETHNOGRAPHIES

Although there are myriad explicit references to
Park, Burgess and Thomas in the core ethnographies,
the common world-view also emerges from Dewey
and Mead, who worked within a large network of
academicians, students, activists, family, friends and
community and educational organizations in which
they implemented their ideas. This vast interconnect-
ing group and associated institutions were anchored
at the University of Chicago but included other
people, cities and academic institutions such as
William James at Harvard University in Boston and
Charles H. Cooley at the University of Michigan in
Ann Arbor. I call this ‘the world of Chicago pragma-
tism’, and for our purposes, I focus on Mead here.
Mead’s most important book, Mind, Self and
Society (1934), establishes the social nature of the
self, thought and community as a product of human
meaning and interaction. Each person becomes
human through interaction with others. Institu-
tional patterns are learned in communities depen-
dent on shared language and symbols. Human

intelligence is vital for reflective behavior, and
social scientists have a special responsibility to help
create democratic decision-making and political
action, especially in the city. The scientific model
of observation, data collection and interpretation is
fundamentally a human project. Sociologists can
learn to take the role of others because this is how
all humans learn to become part of society
(Deegan, 1987, 1988; for a more extensive review
of Mead’s bibliography, see Mead, 1999).

This powerful and elaborate model of human
behavior is usually implicit rather than explicit in
the core Chicago ethnographies. Although the
Meadian model permeates these writings and social
thought, many scholars in this school claimed, or
scholars studying their work claim, that the ethno-
graphies were atheoretical. Almost all the authors of
the core ethnographies, moreover, were students of
Mead (see student list in Lewis and Smith, 1980).

Herbert Blumer called Mead’s social psychology
symbolic interaction or ‘Chicago symbolic inter-
actionism’ (for example, Blumer, 1969; Manis and
Meltzer, 1980), and it is now a significant specialty
within the discipline. This group has a separate
organization, journal and approach to training socio-
logists.'” Other important theoretical resources were
Thomas and Znaniecki’s ground-breaking The
Polish Peasant in Europe and America (5 vols,
1918-1920) as well as other work by Thomas on the
definition of the situation (see Thomas, 1923;
Thomas and Thomas, 1928; see also Blumer, 1939).

The Introduction to the Science of Sociology,
nicknamed the ‘Green Bible’ for its near-sacred
status, was edited by Park and Burgess and first
published in 1921. This book guided all Chicago
ethnographies, and most sociologists, between
1921 and 1941. This compendium of serious, schol-
arly writings bears little resemblance to today’s
slick, corporate product. Other central Park and
Burgess writings included their analysis of the city
(for example, Park, Burgess and McKenzie, 1925),
the press, collective behavior (Park, 1950, 1955)
and demographic patterns found in urban life (for
example, Burgess 1973, 1974).

The combination of Mead, Dewey, Thomas, Park
and Burgess, as well as the other Chicago scholars
such as Small, Vincent and Henderson, created a
vibrant and flexible theory of everyday life that
undergirded the Chicago ethnographies. This
theory interacted with the ethnographic methods,
discussed next.

THE METHODOLOGICAL FOUNDATION
OF THE CORE ETHNOGRAPHIES

Each core ethnography discusses its methods for
data collection. Usually these involved multiple
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methods (now called ‘triangulation’) and drew on
the methodological textbook of Vivien M. Palmer,
Field Studies in Sociology: A Students Manual
[1928]. This text was developed under the guidance
of Burgess who also wrote an introduction for it
(see Table 1.3). Palmer [1928: ix] also thanked Park
and the Hugheses, among others, for their help in its
development.

Palmer’s book complimented the Green Bible,
but the centrality of her work is rarely acknowledged
in print today. But the book flap for the
11th edition of the Green Bible described Palmer’s
work as a manual like a ‘laboratory manual is to the
physical sciences’. It was ‘keyed to the principle
textbooks in sociology — including An Introduction
to the Science of Sociology’. Palmer drew frequently
on the core ethnographies for her examples, showing
the interconnectedness of students, faculty, quantita-
tive and qualitative methods. Thus she presented
Anderson’s book on The Hobo [1923] as an exam-
ple of mapping (a quantitative technique) that was
done under Park’s guidance [Palmer, 1928: 73-4].
Palmer [1928: 129-56] also stressed the importance
of Thomas’ ‘life history method’, the use of obser-
vation [pp. 161-7], diaries [pp. 106-7; 180-2], inter-
views [pp. 168—79], and case analyses [pp. 200-7].

Mapping had a central role in the core ethno-
graphies as well as an important role in the theory
of social ecology. The large maps plotted for the
city of Chicago — the sociological laboratory — were
stored with other data in a room where students
learned about methods, used census data and coor-
dinated their different interests and experiences.
Creating a map was often a student assignment, and
interpreting its data was stressed (for example, see
Palmer [1928: 218-27]).

‘The Methodological Note’ in Thomas’ and
Znaniecki’s Polish Peasant (1918-1920) was also
frequently assigned as a way to learn about data col-
lection, especially how to create cases to analyse
and to generate a life history document. Blumer
(1939) stated that this book and its note were the
most central resource in sociology between 1917
and 1939, the peak era for the core ethnographies.

Finally, the student sociologists often lived in the
settings studied, walked the streets, collected quan-
titative and qualitative data, worked for local agen-
cies, and had autobiographical experience emerging
from these locales or ones similar to them. Thus
Chicago students and faculty employed triangulated
methods.

THEORETICAL CONTROVERSIES: WHAT IS
A ScHooL? A METHOD? WHO IS IN A SCHOOL?

The Chicago School of sociology once dominated the
discipline and continues to influence it, but this pres-
ence was clearly choreographed and dramaturgically

presented. Many contemporary scholars, especially
in Britain, are confused by this sociological pattern
and are trying to create order out of a method
intended to be associated with literary metaphors,
human understanding and a bit of flair (Carpetti,
1993) — or maybe ‘hype’ would be less respectful but
more accurate.

Three of these British analyses are summarized
here. First, Martin Bulmer (1984) discussed
Burgess’ place in a ‘forgotten’ quantitative tradition
but neglected his role in a qualitative tradition while
his collaborative stance with Park was downplayed.
Bulmer’s interpretation stresses a dichotomous
view of Park as the leader and quantitative work as
distinct from the overall project in Chicago socio-
logy.”® Jennifer Platt has a more careful series of
critiques of Chicago school ethnologies and qualita-
tive methods (see especially Platt, 1996). Despite
her attempt to be exhaustive, however, she over-
looked most of Burgess’ writings on methods and
undervalued the significance of Palmer’s work.
These crucial errors led her to assert that participant
observation methods did not emerge at Chicago
until the 1940s and 1950s, but Burgess [1932a: x]
was training students in this technique, documented
by Albert Blumenthal’s ethnography of a small
town [1932], that Platt did not examine. By adopt-
ing a quantitative framework that counted the num-
ber of studies rather than a comprehensive view
analysing a person as an embodied researcher, Platt
did not find a unique qualitative tradition at
Chicago. But deciding if work is quantitative or
qualitative is a distinction that fails in a number of
cases. Thus John Landesco (1933) used quantitative
methods in his study of crime, but he was also a
convicted and incarcerated felon. Landesco had a
deep understanding of the everyday life of criminals
that made him an active participant and a longitudi-
nal observer.

Lee Harvey (1987) tried to debunk the ‘myths
of the Chicago school’ including the myth of
‘Chicagoans as ethnographers’ (pp. 74-108).
Although Harvey is correct in pointing to an exag-
geration of the single-minded qualitative approach
and the contemporary form of participant observa-
tion, he repeats this type of error by denying the
recognizable, substantive, unique characteristics of
the Chicago ethnographers and suggests that they
be called a ‘unit’ or some other diminutive term as
an improvement (pp. 213-20). His reductionistic
understatement muddies an already mixed pool of
ideas and politics.?!

Other scholars are engaged in re-cutting the his-
torical pie in such a way that Columbia and their
quantitative research methods get a bigger piece.
Two examples of this revisionist thought are found
in the writings of Dorothy Ross (1991), and Stephen
Park Turner and Jonathan H. Turner (1990).

Most of the controversies noted in the section are
hotly contested. Less attention is focused on the
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more important questions that concern the relation
of the core ethnographies to the larger society and
the validity of their depictions. In particular, the
role of women in the ethnographies — as subjects,
authors and colleagues — is problematic. Women as
half the population in everyday life are severely
understudied and underrepresented in the core
Chicago ecthnographies. The topic selections are
also male-biased, focusing on populations in which
men predominate: hoboes, juvenile delinquents, the
male patrons of dance halls and gang members.
Park and Burgess, moreover, had equivocal ideas
about women and politics and actively separated
themselves from women as sociologists (Deegan,
1988). The often ambivalent, if not conservative,
politics of Park and Burgess is underexamined,
as well.

In comparison to the era between 1890 and 1920,
Park and Burgess, and their colleagues, ushered in
a ‘dark era of patriarchal ascendancy’ in which the
study of women was eclipsed. The critique of sex-
ist ideas and practices in this school (summarized in
Lengermann and Niebrugge-Brantley, 1998) has
resulted in little internal analysis or critique. Some
Chicago scholars vehemently deny that this pattern
ever existed (Deegan, 1995).

Park’s loyalty to Booker T. Washington pro-
foundly shaped the political agenda of the race rela-
tions analyses, and Park’s animosity toward the
great sociologist W.E.B. Du Bois limited the appli-
cation of the latter’s more egalitarian and militant
ideas within the discipline, especially in the core
ethnographies. John Stanfield (1985) demonstrated
that archival evidence denies the commonly held
view that Park was a significant ghostwriter for
Washington or an important advisor to him. The
ostracism of African American critics from within
the school is clearly documented in the response by
the Chicago ethnographers, Park, and Everett C.
Hughes to the work of Oliver C. Cox (Hunter,
2000; Hunter and Abraham, 1987). Finally, the
legacy of Frazier’s Victorian criticism of African
American women has been profoundly negative. In
particular, The Moynihan Report (reprinted in
Rainwater and Yancy, 1967) used Frazier’s writ-
ings to justify stereotyping African American
mothers as too strong and independent to be
endured by the African American father.?

The conservative, accommodationist position of
the core Chicago ethnographies has been the sub-
ject of many debates in African American literature
(e.g. Cox, 1944; Green and Driver, 1976; Stanfield,
1985). Despite this voluminous scholarship, largely
condemnatory, many sociologists studying the
Chicago school of race relations, including Park
and his famous African American students, con-
tinue to unreflectively praise the Chicago literature
and Park’s role in it.

Finally, the methodological techniques of collect-
ing and interpreting data are far more sophisticated

today than they were prior to the Second World
War. Major qualitative texts refined these proce-
dures and a few are particularly notable. Most
recently, and more frequently in disciplines other
than sociology, unquestioned assumptions made by
ethnographers are under critique. The white, male,
middle-class perspective of many Chicago socio-
logists raises many obvious issues, but more subtle
questions, often complex theoretical problems, need
to be considered. Thus how does anyone understand
the experience of another? How many ways can the
same action be defined? Can a stranger ever under-
stand an insider or an ‘alien’ culture? What is the
role of observation and its distinctiveness from
voyeurism or spying? What is reality? How impor-
tant are differences between a sociologist and a sub-
ject if they vary by age, race, class, gender, sexual
preference, able-bodiedness, or weight? Can anyone
be objective? Why should an observer be objective?
Each of these questions has been answered by dif-
ferent theorists and in different disciplines (as other
chapters in this volume demonstrate).

Continuing the Core Ethnographic
Tradition, 1942 to the Present

An easy way to refute the disputed and muddled
claims over the existence of the Chicago School, its
method and its theory is to read the hundreds of
Chicago-style ethnographies. One could devote
years to reading thousands of these studies in books
and articles, but discovering the pattern, resources
and contributions of the school can be garnered by
reading the relatively small set of core ethno-
graphies noted here. The tradition established by
the early ethnographers was continued in various
universities throughout the United States. This was
particularly evident after Hughes left Chicago for
Brandeis (Reinharz, 1995) and Blumer left Chicago
for Berkeley.

An excellent summary of the legacy of the core
ethnographies is found for various specialization in
Gary A. Fine’s (1995) book on the Chicago legacy
between 1945 and 1960. Major figures such as
William F. Whyte, Erving Goffman, Anselm
Strauss, Gregory Stone, Howard S. Becker, and
Fred Davis are all discussed there.

The University of Chicago Press institutionalized
Chicago ethnographies originally, and it persists in
this support through reprints with new introduc-
tions. Thus many of the books in Tables 1.1, 1.2
and 1.3 remain available to new readers and
students. The introductions often provide an
overview of the book’s reception, audiences and
role in sociology and occasionally the larger
society. The late Morris Janowitz took an especially
active role in this process by editing the Heritage of
Sociology series. In many ways — in terms of its
broad scope, support for Chicago graduates in the
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past and the then-present, and its stature within the
discipline — Janowitz created a series modeled after
the original sociological series sponsored by Park,
Burgess and Faris. He continued to teach this tradi-
tion in his classes until his retirement in 1979, train-
ing new cohorts of Chicago sociologists in the
process.

In addition to the Heritage of Sociology series,
produced on a smaller scale and edited by Donald L.
Levine in the 1980s and 1990s, Chicago ethno-
graphies are flourishing in many universities and
being published by many presses, especially by the
University of California Press. John Van Maanen’s
qualitative sociology series for Sage Publications, for
example, has published qualitative methods books
every year, for many years. Not too surprisingly, Van
Maanen (1988) is himself a product of the Chicago
ethnographic tradition. Norman Denzin and Helen
Znaniecka Lopata also edit annual book series often
supporting the ethnographic tradition. Similarly, the
Journal of Contemporary Ethnography (founded in
1971 as Urban Life) continues to support and publish
new ethnographic literature that is produced at a
steady and prolific rate.

New departments continue to emerge as institu-
tional resources for ethnographies and these vary
by personnel and eras. Thus the University of
California—San Diego, the University of Georgia,
the University of Nevada—Las Vegas, the Univer-
sity of New York—Syracuse, the University of
California—San Francisco, the University of Texas—
Austin, the University of California—Berkeley, and
the University of California—Los Angeles have been
home to such enterprises. The University of Trento
in Italy, and sociologists in Poland are two inter-
national resources for the elaboration of core ethno-
graphies, as well.

CONCLUSION

The Chicago ethnographers were central figures in
the development of a unique Chicago School. They
generated a vital picture of urban life grounded in
local studies and a sympathetic eye on human
behavior. Their contributions to scholarship and a
reflexive society are now classics recognized by
sociologists throughout the world.

As teachers, mentors, critics, faculty members
and gatekeepers to the University of Chicago Press,
Park and Burgess structured and abetted the forma-
tion of the Chicago ethnographers, their world-
views and their writings. Their students continued
Park and Burgess’ influence throughout their own
careers, and, in time, the next generation of students
continued and augmented this tradition.

The theoretical tapestry undergirding the core
ethnographies took form in a rich intellectual
and social milieu that included other Chicago

sociologists who were Park and Burgess’ predeces-
sors and contemporaries. Faculty and students
from cognate departments and disciplines, espe-
cially philosophy and social work, were also part
of this environment. In addition, social agencies
and social settlements, principally Jane Addams
and Hull-House, contributed fundamental ideas and
data to this intellectual project and, importantly,
also challenged the men of the University of
Chicago.

Today’s heirs to the Chicago sociological tradi-
tion continue to weave a tapestry in what is now a
considerably more complex and diverse discipline.
Contemporary sociology is a more national and
international endeavor with multiple visions and
actors. Within this vast enterprise, however, Park
and Burgess and their vision of sociology remain
catalysts for the study of human behavior and its
embeddedness in specific people and places.

NOTES

1 These dates encompass the start of the Department of
Sociology at the University of Chicago and end with the
last publication date of the core Chicago ethnographies.
Other dates for other topics could be selected and are the
subject of considerable discussion. See Fine, 1995 and
Harvey, 1987 for examples of this type of debate.

2 The group studied here did not formally call them-
selves ‘Chicago school ethnographers’ between 1892 and
1942. They did, nonetheless, consciously self-identify as
a group with a specific method. They often called this a
‘hands on’ or ‘getting one’s hands dirty’ method and con-
trasted this scornfully to merely quantitative methods or
‘armchair philosophy’ involving only library research. I
asked Everett C. Hughes, a Chicago ethnographer as both
a student and a faculty member, specific questions on self-
identification and research methods in an oral history
interview, April, 1972, held at the University of Chicago
for students there. When I tried to get more specific infor-
mation and probed on their ability to know these things at
the time they were emerging as ideas and methods, he
gruffly replied: ‘Do you think we were a pack of idiots
who didn’t know what we were doing?” Herbert Blumer,
another Chicago ethnographer as both a student and a fac-
ulty member, verified this information as well.

3 The effect of W.I. Thomas, George H. Mead and John
Dewey is multidimensional and multigenerational. Thus
Burgess studied with Mead and Thomas, and the latter
studied with Dewey. Dewey trained Park, at the
University of Michigan, and Thomas mentored Park at the
University of Chicago. See a partial chart of these rela-
tionships in Deegan, 1988: 16 and a partial list of Mead’s
sociology students in Lewis and Smith, 1980: 192-3.

4 Throughout the text the use of square brackets denotes
citations of references to be found in Table 1.1 (introduc-
tions by Park), Table 1.2 (introductions by Burgess) or
Table 1.3 (studies related to the core ethnographies). The
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works listed in the Tables are not subsequently included in
the list of references at the chapter’s end.

5 Burgess sponsored a study of two- and three-year-
old children at play that was directed by Dorothy Van
Alstyne (1932). Burgess wrote a preface to this fascinat-
ing analysis that combined participant observation and
quantitative measurement of how small children play.
This project was not called sociology and was sponsored
by the Behavior Research Fund headed by Burgess. This
book is not included in the Tables here but fits the pattern
of Chicago school ethnographies.

6 Park’s larger number of ethnographic books can be
interpreted as an indicator of Park’s greater power, the
most common interpretation, or of a collegial division of
labor between Park and Burgess. In the latter case, they
divided the work into two parts with different, compatible
emphases.

7 The confused published record makes it difficult —
without further archival research — to state accurately
which authors in Tables 1.1 and 1.2 were Park’s or
Burgess’ doctoral advisees. There are errors even in the
more public records, such as catalogs or lists of staff. I err
on the side of caution and see both Park and Burgess as
interacting colleagues in the production of the core ethno-
graphies. For some, Park or Burgess may have been a
doctoral committee member, a classroom instructor, or
simply a like-minded colleague. In all cases, however,
Park and Burgess’ imprint and acknowledged influence is
clear. Lists of doctoral degrees granted at the University
of Chicago from 1893 to 1935 are found in Faris, 1967:
135-40 and from 1946 to 1965 in Fine, 1995: 387-403.

8 My theoretical analysis of the ritual collage across time
and space is more fully drawn in Deegan, 1998: 151-67.

9 I am using the term ‘conversations’ as Mead (1934)
used it. Conversations are part of the process of creating a
self, in this case a professional self (see discussion in
Deegan and Hill, 1991).

10 See numerous letters and documents to this effect in
the University of Chicago Press Records, Department of
Special Collections, University of Chicago.

11 The reference here is to Thomas’ concept of
‘wishes’ as the inborn impulses to have new experiences,
security, recognition and response. These wishes gene-
rated a large bibliography summarized and used in Park
and Burgess, 1921 (e.g., definitions, pp. 488-90; biblio-
graphy, pp. 500-1).

12 Park to Laing, 22 November 1928, University of
Chicago Press Records, box 154, folder 4.

13 Park’s antipathy to women as equals and colleagues
is analysed in Deegan, 1988 (discussion, pp. 213-16);
Deegan, 1992 (distortion in concepts); Deegan, 1991 (role
in generating the ‘dark era of patriarchal ascendancy’), and
summarized in Deegan, 1995.

14 See, for example, Park [1942].

15 More information on the theory and praxis of Hull-
House can be found in Jane Addams’ sociological auto-
biographies (1910, 1930). Charlene Haddock Seigfried
(1996) and I (Deegan, 1999) link this work to the ideas of
Mead and Dewey as well.

16 Anderson interview, 30 August 1979.

17 Some scholars might argue that some of these books
are ‘core’ Chicago ethnographies, too. Again, I took a
cautious definition where the core ethnographies are
widely recognized by many scholars, although I have
generated this particular term in this chapter.

18 E. Mowrer [1932: x] wrote in the preface of The
Family that: ‘For constant encouragement, stimulus, and
assistance the author is under obligation to Harriet R.
Mowrer.” The professional collegial status of his wife,
who specialized in the same area and was trained at the
same school, is not mentioned nor is her assistance speci-
fied. He [E. Mowrer, 1927: xv] wrote in the preface of
Family Disorganization that: ‘Harriet R. Mowrer, who
contributed to the case-study section both in analysis and
materials’. This is the substantive portion of the book,
pp. 127-265. The total book is 308 pp. long.

19 Many Meadian scholars interpret Mead’s thought
very differently from Blumer’s interpretation, and this is
only one of many controversies in Chicago scholarship
(e.g. Deegan, 1988; Lewis and Smith, 1980).

20 For a more detailed critique of Bulmer, see Deegan,
1985.

21 For a more detailed critique of Harvey, see Deegan,
1990.

22 Anthony Platt (1991) believes that Moynihan mis-
interpreted Frazier, but I do not (Deegan, 1992).
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Symbolic Interactionism
and Ethnography

PAUL ROCK

This handbook makes it clear how very many
different forms of ethnography there are. In this short
chapter it would be best if I focused upon symbolic
interactionism only as it bears upon ethnography,
and ethnography only as it bears upon symbolic
interactionism. In doing so, and mindful of the
contested history of interactionism, I shall recon-
struct a version of the theory which dwells upon the
activities of people in face-to-face relations. That is
a version which places interactionism on the borders
between micro-sociology and social psychology
where its ideas engender the fewest dilemmas and
contradictions (see Rock, 1979). And I shall draw
particularly heavily, but not exclusively, on work
that was written in the theory’s hey-day, the three
decades of the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s.

‘Symbolic interactionism’ was the ‘somewhat bar-
barous’ name (Blumer, 1969: 1) belatedly awarded
in 1937 to a distinctive style of sociological reason-
ing and methodology that had evolved in and about
the Department of Sociology of the University of
Chicago during the previous two decades. It was only
one of the many interconnected intellectual currents
that flowed out of the department at the time (others
included functionalism, subcultural theory, social
ecology, disorganization theory, social epidemiology
and survey research; see Bulmer, 1985) but it is on
interactionism alone that this chapter will dwell.

The department was an original, having been
founded in 1892, at the same time as the new uni-
versity and when sociology itself was only just
beginning to take form. There had been no earlier
generations of sociologists working professionally
in institutional settings in America or anywhere else
to establish what forms the discipline should take

(Robert Park, one of the pre-eminent early members
of the department, declared that he had never heard
the word ‘sociology’ whilst he was a student at the
University of Michigan between 1883 and 1887,
Rauschenbush, 1979: 78). A primal, large depart-
ment, well funded by monies supplied by the
Rockefeller family and by civic commissions pre-
occupied with the moral condition of a city under-
going rapid social change (see Reckless, 1933), it
was set within a university that was not only driven
by an insistence on the primacy of research
(MacAloon, 1992: 3) but which also held no settled
preconceptions about what sociology should be.
Leonard Cottrell, one of those who had studied in
the department at the beginning of the century,
recollected that ‘[we were] rejecting all the tradi-
tional answers and institutions that were allegedly
the stabilizers of society’ (Carey, 1975: 154).

The emphasis was on improvization and open-
ness, and, inter alia, the outcome was to be an
investigative tradition that was disseminated in a
bulky series of research monographs published by
the University of Chicago Press (Fine supplies a
near exhaustive list of those monographs, Fine,
1995); the founding in 1895 of what was to become
a major journal, the American Journal of Sociology,
that was unrivalled until the appearance of the
American Sociological Review in 1936; and the
editing of the standard American sociological text-
book, the Introduction to the Science of Sociology
(Park and Burgess, 1921), that became known col-
loquially as the ‘Green Bible’.

Sociology cultivated at the University of Chicago
bestrode the early history of the discipline in the
United States. It was to be eclipsed only in the
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1930s with the rise of social science at Harvard
University (and especially the publication in 1937
of Talcott Parsons’ The Structure of Social Action)
and the flight of German and Austrian intellectuals
to Columbia University and the New School for
Social Research (Krohn, 1993). It is significant that
it was precisely at that point, when it no longer held
sway, that it was christened. It was sociology for
many purposes (see Chapter 1 by Mary Jo Deegan).
In the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s, the University of
Chicago exported teachers and ideas to universities
throughout the United States, and especially
through the contiguous Midwest, to Northwestern
University and the State Universities of Indiana,
Towa and Minnesota, and from thence to the West
and the many branches of the University of
California, where it thrived in the 1960s. Inter-
actionism survives now, albeit in diminished form,
being celebrated in its own eponymous journal,
Symbolic Interaction, and learned society, the
Society for the Study of Symbolic Interaction.

So central was interactionism in its hey-day, so
intermeshed was it with the practical conduct of
empirical enquiry, that for a long while its students
professed not to be aware of contrasting ways of
conducting sociology. Faris observed of the time of
the inception of the theory, ‘Students at Chicago in
the 1920s never heard the term symbolic inter-
actionism applied to their social psychology tradition
and no member of the department either attempted
to name it or encouraged such naming. Every con-
sideration was given to open exploration, none to
naming or defending doctrine’ (Faris, 1967: 88). It
was only when they ventured out and encountered
others who did things differently that they became
fully conscious that they did, in fact, embody a dis-
tinct intellectual stance. Of a later period, one of the
department’s most eminent students, Howard
Becker, recalled that ‘although we fought a lot with
one another, without quite knowing it we all shared
that basic point of view and became more aware of
it as we got out into the world and met people from
Columbia, Harvard and other places who didn’t
seem to understand things the right way’ (in Debro,
1970: 162).

THE ORGANIZING ASSUMPTIONS
OF SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM

Symbolic interactionism has always been an open,
deceptively modest, loosely organized and self-
consciously unreflective practice, and it has never
been possible (or even deemed desirable) to lay
down precisely what it comprises. Indeed, as I shall
show, it is inclined to be theoretically self-silencing
because it has resisted systematization on systematic
grounds. Becker once told me that ‘it’s not an easy

position to understand ... partly, I think, because
(like Zen) it’s so simple’.

Perhaps the most forthright approximation to a
definition was that propounded by Herbert Blumer,
the man who had given it a name: ‘The symbolic
interactionist approach rests upon the premise that
human action takes place always in a situation that
confronts the actor and that the actor acts on the
basis of defining this situation that confronts him’
(Blumer, 1997: 4; emphasis in original).

Underpinning that seemingly straightforward
description are a number of discursive themes that
were current at the time when interactionism was
conceived (for a rather different, more structural
model of symbolic interactionism and the work of
the Chicago sociologists, see Deegan, Chapter 1).
There is idealism, which stresses the pervasive
importance of consciousness as an organizing
process in history, society and psychology. We do
not react to ‘facts’ as they ‘really are’ (how could
we ever do so?), but to our consciousness of those
facts, and that consciousness is necessarily inter-
pretive and experiential. Robert Park once reflected
that ‘the real world [is] the experience of actual
men and women and not abbreviated and shorthand
descriptions of it that we call knowledge’ (Baker,
1973: 255). There is, by extension, an opposition to
what might be called ‘academicism’, ‘the idea that
what is important is not messy experience but rather
the true nature of the world underlying its appear-
ances, as embodied in scientifically produced
knowledge’ (this statement is taken from the help-
ful observations of an anonymous referee of an
earlier draft of this chapter).

Consciousness is not static. It is held to move
dialectically, constituting itself synthetically stage
by stage as ideas are objectified into seemingly
external events and actions that confront a thinker
as alienated phenomena and which elicit responses
that can become alienated from their author in their
turn. Ironically, symbolic interactionism was itself
to become subject to just such a dialectical turn: at
first it was little more than an understated way of
pursuing enquiry; it was later to be reified as a
‘school” which could be discussed, taught and prac-
tised; it became subject to criticism and then, in the
eyes of some of its critics, it was displaced by later
postmodernist (Denzin, 1997) or radical theories
(Plummer, 1979).

The idealism underpinning interactionism was to
be counterbalanced by an empiricism which main-
tained that people are not quite free, in Ernest
Gellner’s expression, to ‘roll their own world’.
Reality is not a mere projection of the individual
imagination (Charles Peirce said ‘some things are
forced upon cognition ... there is the element of
brute force existing whether you opine it not’; in
Mills, 1964: 158). Neither is it infinitely malleable.
It constrains and informs because, in Blumer’s
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phrase, it ‘can “talk back” to our pictures of it’
(Blumer, 1969: 22). If facts do not imprint them-
selves photographically on a blank mind, and if
mind cannot liberally invent its own environment,
consciousness will unfold within a special process
that transcends both polarities, the ‘knowing—known
transaction’ that merges thinker, thought and things
known into a single dialectic. Put concretely, people
are held to confront problems in the world by acting
upon it. In acting, they will learn about the world
and so reformulate their ideas; and that reformula-
tion, in its turn, may induce them to return to the
world with new questions which can lead to yet
newer ideas; and on and on until the problem has
been solved for practical purposes, or until the ques-
tioner has retired because of boredom, satiation or
distraction. At each step, not only will the world
appear to change but so will those who question it as
they learn more about their environment and their
identity within it, their capacities and potentiality.

Descriptions of the structure of that process were
to be elaborated by Simmel’s neo-Kantian formal-
ism, which argued that the proper business of socio-
logy is not to attend to the unique and indescribable
contents of experience but to the more general forms
which consciousness employs to organize, interpret
and name experience (Levine, 1971; Ray, 1991). We
may never encounter the same situation twice, but,
as conscious members of society, we do deploy a
very general grammar, lexicon or logic of forms
which enables us to ascertain what kind (or form)
of situation lies before us and what kind (or form) of
response we might appropriately make. Instances of
such concepts are the career, hierarchy, conflict,
succession and symbiosis, and their use may be dis-
covered throughout interactionist writing.

Formalism echoes arguments about the dialectic
of the knowing—known transaction. Simmel also
held that, in their effort to break free from conven-
tion and constraint, people continually engender
new ways of doing and seeing things that can
become detached, fixed and constraining, only to
excite new responses that can themselves become
formalized. Each twist in that dialectical spiral will
incorporate and re-arrange some part of what has
gone before, the internal and the external, the sub-
jective and the objective, and each will transcend its
predecessor in a fashion that cannot be explained
merely by summing its parts. In art, for example,
one aesthetic school after another will surrender to
its successor, each being championed for a while as
a liberating new way of seeing the world, only sub-
sequently to be dismissed as a formalistic restraint
by the next generation. But, at the same time, each
school may absorb some part of the style of its pre-
decessors through borrowing and negation, through
what Hegelians would call ‘sublation’.

Those themes have a number of correlates. First,
thought is interpreted almost wholly as purposive,
practical and intentional: it is an activity, and a

symbol is itself defined by interactionists as action
towards an object which is rehearsed in the imagi-
nation. Secondly, thought is emergent: if it is con-
sidered to be part of a process of practical activity,
if it is dialectical, moving stage by stage, constitu-
ted as it reacts to itself and to features of the world
about it, it cannot be simply reduced down to its ini-
tial conditions. Neither, by extension, can it always
be predicted in advance because each stage will
incorporate and synthesize new elements in new
ways. Thirdly, thought entails a constant interaction
between mind and its environment in which each
constitutes the other: the dualities of mind and
matter were thought to have been quite superseded
in the forms of the knowing—known transaction.
Thinkers were no longer considered to be alienated
observers contemplating an external world. On the
contrary: facts, as Lafferty once said, ‘are bits of
biography’ (Lafferty, 1932: 206). Fourthly, and by
simple extrapolation, thought and action are situated:
they are always and everywhere directed by identi-
fiable thinkers towards specific problems located
within a discrete historical, autobiographical and
social context — and context is itself defined and
recognized by purpose, thought and action:

In actual experience, there is never any ... isolated sin-
gular object or event; an object or event is always a
special part, phase or aspect, of an environing experi-
enced world — a situation. The singular object stands out
conspicuously because of its especially focal and cru-
cial position at a given time in determination of some
problem of use or enjoyment which the total environ-
ment presents. (Dewey, 1938: 67)

Fifthly, thought is reflective: it can turn back on
itself, its acts and its setting. In so doing, it creates
selves by bifurcating consciousness into subject
and object, thinker and thing thought, namer and
thing named, ‘I’ and ‘me’. The ‘I’ in the language of
George Herbert Mead is that which thinks, sees and
names, and it can never be directly scrutinized
because it would then instantly cease to be an ‘I’
and become a ‘me’ in its stead. It evades inspection
and, by extrapolation, direct personal and social
control. Yet the ‘I’ is manifestly in conversation or
relation with its ‘me’, indeed with its many ‘me’s,
and it is constituted socially as they are.

The ‘me’, by contrast, is the self made visible,
audible and objective, and there are as many ‘me’s
as there are situations in which it can be displayed.
One is not quite the same with one’s lover,
employer, children, parents or strangers. Each of
those others summons up a modified or edited
performance which is considered appropriate to the
situation. Yet there is no simple determinism opera-
ting in this scheme. People inferpret the reality
about them. They do not respond as if they were
automata. If situations can elicit selves, it is held,
selves can also shape situations, and, in that
process, there may be variability, changefulness and
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ambiguity enough to permit opportunities for
improvization and innovation (Turner, 1962).

Intrinsic to the workings of social action, then, is
the very consciousness of the thinker as one who can
think about himself or herself thinking. What makes
human action distinctive is the capacity of people
not only to understand the world symbolically but
also to understand themselves and others as sym-
bolic and symbol-using beings. People respond to
themselves and others, and their responses are medi-
ated in part by a vicarious imagination of the other
and his or her responses, by what has come to be
called taking the role of the other. In that process not
only do gestures have a potential to bear meaning
for others, becoming significant, but self and other
can become synthesized in consciousness, and the
social is born. That idea of the ‘significant gesture’
is at the very heart of interactionism because it is in
the rehearsal of action that one anticipates the
other’s reaction and builds it into one’s own imma-
nent behaviour, becoming, as it were, symbolically
both self and other in the emerging act. Mead put it
that ‘It is through the ability to be the other at the
same time he is himself that the symbol becomes
significant’ (Mead, 1922: 161).

People thereby make sense of the world by
attempting to interpret themselves and others as
they are revealed through emerging, situated acts
on the social scene. They are obliged to try to deci-
pher the meanings and boundaries of gestures,
selves and situations that are in continual inter-
action with one another. Interactionists would claim
no sovereign powers for the intellects either of
themselves as observing sociologists or of the
people whom they describe. People, it should be
repeated, do not and cannot fully know themselves
and others ‘as they really are’. To the contrary,
selves and gestures are understood inferentially and
probabilistically, and definitions may be subject
continually to testing, revision and reversal as
action unfolds. For the most part, of course, people
do not have the time or curiosity diligently to check
every display before them. Much must be taken on
trust and much must be conventionalized. It is only
when they discover that they cannot understand one
another at all well or when encounters are particu-
larly fateful that people may become aware of the
indeterminate, tentative and fragile character of
interpretive work (Glaser and Strauss, 1965). And
interaction may then dissolve into an infinite
regress where one cannot fully know what the other
knows about what one knows about the other.

Those who count most in the formulation of the
significant gesture are, prosaically enough, called
‘significant others’, because it is principally to
them, through, with and before them that actions
are symbolically constructed: ‘the “other” forms the
self as the self forms the “other”. In all situations of
social life, the “other” is manifest, concretely or
abstractly. And as the “other” manifests itself, its

character and content become causally significant
to the emergence of the self and its nature and
content’ (Perinbanayagam, 1975: 502). Significant
others define acts and selves, and they are them-
selves situated: who is important in the phrasing of
one gesture (say, the writing of a book) may be
unimportant in another (the passing of a driving
test, buying a drink or completion of a tax return).
And they themselves have the ability to define situ-
ations: the appearance of a lover, adversary, hero or
employer on the social scene may not only trans-
form its significance but also the very meaning of
the people who populate it.

Being symbolically incorporated in the relations
of the self, part of the inner conversation which
phrases action, significant others are not required
physically to be present to affect gestures. It is
enough that some image of them plays a part, and
those images may have only the most tangential
connection with the embodied reality of another.
Significant others are editings of knowledge, con-
stituted for purposes of action, and they can be
idealizations or, indeed, fictions. Remember
Alexander who was under the spell of his ancestor,
Achilles, Joan of Arc and her angels or David
Berkowitz who believed himself to be possessed by
a demon called Son of Sam. Significant others may
not even be discrete others, but anonymized and
universalized distillations that have been com-
pressed into a ‘generalized’ other or symbolic com-
munity devised by the self, and instances would
include the family, neighbours, the nation, ‘people’
at large or, indeed, humanity itself. Whenever
someone wonders ‘what will people say?’, there is
an invocation of the generalized other.

SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM AND ETHNOGRAPHY

It is evident that any research grounded in symbolic
interactionism will be tentative, empirical and
responsive to meaning. The social world is taken to
be a place where little can be taken for granted ab
initio, a place not of statics but of process, where
acts, objects and people have evolving and inter-
twined local identities that may not be revealed at
the outset or to an outsider. It does not do to pre-
sume too much in advance. Knowledge, it is held, is
not won in the library but in the field, and it is for
that very reason that ethnographers conduct field-
work. In an important passage, Park and Burgess
argued:

It has been the dream of philosophers that theoretical
and abstract sciences could and some day perhaps would
succeed in putting into formulae and into general terms
all that was significant in the concrete facts of life. It has
been the tragic mistake of the so-called intellectuals,
who have gained their knowledge from text-books
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rather than from observation and research, to assume
that science has already realized its dream. (Park and
Burgess, 1921: 15)

‘Ethnography’ itself is a term that was somewhat
loosely borrowed from social anthropology, and it
alludes to the situated, empirical description of
peoples and races. There are other terms which also
cover the same procedure — fieldwork, qualitative
sociology, participant observation, what Geertz
called ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973) — and they
all aim at a method that is imbued with many inter-
pretive strands and layers, committed in some mea-
sure to reconstructing the actor’s own world-view,
not in a lordly way but faithful to the everyday life
of the subject. The precise terminology is not espe-
cially important: in symbolic interactionism these
words are worn lightly, not intended to signal very
firm differences and barriers between approaches.

The practice of interactionist ethnography flows
directly from the organizing assumptions of sym-
bolic interactionism itself. In following interactionist
epistemology, in what is inevitably a substantially
personal account of the relationship between sym-
bolic interactionism and fieldwork, my first pre-
sumption will be that useful social and sociological
learning is not a state but a matter of practical
exchange, a process (those who seek a more straight-
forward guide to practice could consult Lofland,
1971 or Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). I would
hold that knowledge is not a product of the scholar’s
intellect and reasoning alone because it addresses an
external world that contains properties and patterns
that may exceed the scholar’s imagination, behave in
ways other than those conceived by the imagination
or behave in just one of the many ways that the
imagination can conceive, a way that the imagination
cannot justifiably single out above all others. So it
was that Baszanger and Dodier summarized the
methodological requirements of ethnography as the
need for an empirical approach; the need to remain
open to features that cannot be listed in advance of
study; and the need to ‘ground’ phenomena observed
in the field (Baszanger and Dodier, 1997: 8).

Of course one does not go presuppositionless into
the social world each time, a complete innocent,
with no foundation of expectations or knowledge.
But it does not do to take existing writing and infor-
mation on trust. It is not as if reports, analyses and
data sets are wholly independent, objective sources
of knowledge about the world. They are themselves
social products, and the way in which they were
assembled — the meanings and assumptions they
incorporate, the patterns of activity that constituted
them, the things that were seen and were not seen
by those who compiled them — cannot be taken for
granted. They require some explication, decoding
or ‘unpacking’. After all, another author or
researcher may not have gone to research in the
same way, at the same time and in the same place,

and for the same reasons, asking the same questions
or using the same perspectives. And it will not do to
assume that, just because another piece of research
or data set uses familiar terms and classifications, it
is dealing with issues identical to one’s own. The
standardization or comparability of social pheno-
mena must always be in doubt. A university in
Colorado or Calcutta is not necessarily the same as
one in Cambridge, Massachusetts or Cambridge,
England; delinquents in Boston, Massachusetts, are
not necessarily the same as those in Boston,
Lincolnshire; delinquents in 1958 are not necessar-
ily the same as those in 1998. All that remains to be
demonstrated. There is, remarked Peirce, a disease
of language that presupposes quite unwarrantably
that things with the same names are the same in
essence. So the fact that books purport to touch on
one’s topic are no guarantee that they do so in ways
that are directly applicable, and without indepen-
dent enquiry one will never know how they might
coincide with or differ from what one would find
oneself. They provide at best no more than what
Blumer called the ‘sensitizing concepts’ that point
one in particular directions but cannot tell one what
one will find when one arrives.

If valid knowledge does not reside simply in the
intellect, it certainly does not reside wholly in the
world to be examined. Interactionist ethnographers
are not naive empiricists. Quite the reverse. They
argue that they cannot but plan, choose and have
purposes as they pick their way amongst the great
mass of events around them, and they must do so in
ways that will themselves change as they learn
more about them. Research is not passive or neutral.
It is interactive and creative, selective and inter-
pretive, illuminating patches of the world around it,
giving meaning and suggesting further paths of
enquiry. In this sense, it is a process that does not
start from fixed conditions and a clear vision of
what lies ahead but changes with each stage of
enquiry so that many important questions emerge
only in situ. It is virtually impossible to anticipate
what will be encountered, thought and conjectured
as a finely textured piece of research unfolds, and
it is not helpful to proceed as if one can do so.
Fetterman remarked that ‘ethnographic work is not
always orderly. It involves serendipity, creativity,
being in the right place at the right or wrong time, a
lot of hard work, and old-fashioned luck’
(Fetterman, 1989: 12). It is better only to make sure
that one is heading in the right way. One may have
a set of reasonable, informed anticipations, what
William James called ‘knowledge about’ the world,
but one will not be entitled to assume that one has
an expert, intimate understanding (James’ ‘knowl-
edge of” the world) until quite late in the history of
any project. It follows that to hedge oneself in with
firm hypotheses, research designs and instruments
will do little more than blind oneself to the world,
preventing oneself from responding effectively to
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what one might discover in what Agar has called a
learning role (Agar, 1986: 12).

Questions must then be formulated as research
advances, data collection and interpretation being
treated as interlaced processes (see Okeley, 1994:
21). Indeed, strictly speaking, data — things which
are given — is a most misleading term. Far better
would be capta, things which are seized. Symbolic
interactionist research itself is open-ended, provi-
sional and uncertain of its final outcome. By the
end, all being well, that process, that dialectic of
interrogation, that moving backwards and forwards
in a work of encountering negations and transcend-
ing them, only to produce new negations, will yield
some useful answers, but it would be foolish to try
to foreclose on them too soon. Indeed, premature
analysis may merely edit out possibly rewarding
lines of enquiry (see Silverman, 1993: 36).

The second presumption is this: by and large,
ethnographers attach considerable importance to the
practical knowledge that people on the social scene,
the actors or the subjects, employ to guide their own
actions. It is not only the ethnographer who goes to
the world and interprets it, who engages in the
knowing—known transaction, who synthesizes the
symbolic materials of everyday life. Subjects do so
too. They are importantly interpretive beings them-
selves and the social world they occupy is a world of
meanings, symbols and motives. They also con-
struct their lives purposefully and practically out of
the meanings they bestow on what is around them
and within an environment constituted by the mean-
ings and purposes of others. The social world is in
this manner preformed by the active intelligence of
its participants. One descends as a researcher upon a
society that is already interpretively at work,
actively prestructured by its occupants. To neglect
that is to neglect its proper character. But to heed it
can be a source of strength because there may be at
least some basic isomorphism or identity between
the interpretive practices of the ethnographer and his
or her subjects. One is not studying an alien entity,
but a process that may (as it were) be grasped from
within (see Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995: 2).
That deference to the special constitution of social
life, Blumer would maintain, is at the very centre of
interactionist methodology (Blumer, 1969: 27-8).

At almost every stage, then, the ethnographer will
seek to understand and reproduce the logic-in-use of
the subjects on the social scene because that is the
material of social life and of sociology, the motive
power that drives social action. The ethnographer
can only claim to have knowledge about others’
knowledge, interpretations of others’ interpretations,
models of others’ models. His or her secondary,
mediated knowledge may be useful, public, accessi-
ble and illuminating, but it is also necessarily depen-
dent and derivative. He or she may be obliged to
argue that, for many practical purposes, the ultimate
authority on a person’s life and actions must be that

other person, that the ethnographer will have but a
fleeting glimpse of matters known much more inti-
mately, intensely and extensively by him or her, and
that ethnography itself is a representation or imita-
tion that is not, in many respects, quite authentic and
certainly not the thing itself.

What ethnography can contribute is a disci-
plined unravelling of the breadth and complexity of
relations: it can ask questions unasked by actors on
the social scene; it can pursue problems of little
interest to those on the social scene; it can compare
and contrast in ways that insiders do not do; and it
can be rigorous as others are not. It furnishes
knowledge that is well worth having. But it is a con-
sequence that judgements about the adequacy of
the ethnographic account must be referred back
whenever possible to the subject; that ethnographic
knowledge does not claim to be immeasurably wiser
or cleverer than the subject’s knowledge; and that the
sociologist cannot and should not talk confidently
about manifest and latent functions, false conscious-
ness or rationalization. Sociological knowledge is
different, fit for different purposes, but it is not supe-
rior in every degree. In that difference, of course,
there may lie the source of a possible difficulty for
the ethnographer because his or her account may
contradict that which would be given by a subject or
subjects, and it is not easy for the interactionist to fall
back on the defence that his or her position rests on a
wider, better informed or more sophisticated appreci-
ation of what is happening.

There are limits to what can be known. I have
argued that knowledge is necessarily provisional,
bound temporally and contextually, shaped both
by the particular purposes and experiences of the
observer, and by the encounters which he or she had
with particular others in the field. It can lead to only
the most modest extrapolation of forms, offered often
without the assurance that the ‘same’ forms might not
be combined in quite unexpected ways elsewhere,
and it can certainly say little about what are called
‘macro-structures’, unless those macro-structures are
approached only in their local manifestation.

It must be said in parenthesis that those who do
not espouse such an epistemology tend to find such
a formulation unsatisfactory. It makes difficult any
attempt at replication or comparison of findings,
any systematic accumulation of learning, any inves-
tigation of questions about substantial historical and
social processes, or any significant advancement of
theory. It does not lend itself to the construction of
clear hypotheses or tests for assessing the adequacy
of theory. It can lead interactionist ethnographers,
in the eyes of their critics, to be almost wilful in
their emphasis on the importance of the biographi-
cal and contingent in research (see Farberman,
1975). Becker, for example, would insist that there
is no reason to suppose that different ethnographers
(or indeed the same ethnographer) visiting the
‘same’ site with different questions at different times
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should see and report the same things (1971: 40-1).
If a sociologist—ethnographer never steps into
the same field twice, if not even the sociologist—
ethnographer himself or herself is quite the same,
there is no need to insist on consistency over time,
and there is a companion risk not only that ethno-
graphy will lose discipline but that every criticism
can be sidestepped.

PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION

A duality of approach leads to a duality of role.
Powdermaker captured the distinction nicely by
describing ‘the way of an anthropologist’ as that of
‘stranger and friend” (Powdermaker, 1966: 115-19).
Interactionist research hinges on participant obser-
vation: participant because it is only by attempting
to enter the symbolic lifeworld of others that one
can ascertain the subjective logic on which it is
built and feel, hear and see a little of social life as
one’s subjects do (see Geer, 1964; Liebow, 1993),
but observer because one’s purposes are always
ultimately distinct and objectifying. As an observer,
one tries to stand back and analyse in a way pos-
sibly foreign to the subject, asking questions
deemed eccentric or irrelevant for practical pur-
poses by the subject, possibly, indeed, exceeding
the bounds of common sense and decorum. The
ethnographer must in this sense be sometimes a
little naive by design — becoming the outsider who
does not quite understand what is going on, asking
for information which everyone either knows
already or does not wish to probe. He or she may
have to spend a very considerable time in the field,
seeing what happens, doing what the subjects do,
reading what the subjects read, eating what the
subjects eat, noting, recording, thinking, learning
and gaining trust, being able eventually to replicate
some of the subjective knowledge of the world
under view, but knowing always that that repro-
duction will never be wholly ‘genuine’ because it
is an artifact produced by one who was not, after
all, a complete insider with the insider’s aims and
understanding.

Experiential accounts (if not every methodologi-
cal instruction manual) make it evident that there are
risks attached to both phases of participant observa-
tion. The first is that one will not leave the academic
world fully enough to see how one’s subjects view
the things they do and succeed in doing the things
they do — one will remain alienated, seeming to one-
self and others to be a stranger who does not fit
and cannot understand. The second risk is that one
will ‘go native’ and cease to think as an academic
altogether. Sociologists of religion have been con-
verted at evangelical crusades, and sociologists of
the police have enlisted. The matter has been dis-
cussed in fictional form in Alison Lurie’s Imaginary

Friends (1978), where the sociologist-hero ends by
leading the flying saucer cult he set off to study.

Much has been written about the balancing and
blending of the two roles of participant — learning
the experiential world from within — and observer —
analysing it from without. Some advocate periods
of withdrawal as an observer, withdrawal perhaps
to the study, the library and the university so that
one can clear one’s head and regain perspective
before returning as a participant. One can some-
times be candid with key informants, not conceal-
ing one’s academic preoccupations although
knowing that they cannot perhaps bring quite the
same perspectives to bear on those preoccupations
(if only because it is their lives and actions that are
being explored) and more likely, that they will not
find them as interesting as one does oneself. One
can try to remain private in the fastness of one’s
own head, seeking to be a little estranged, not
wholly immersed, although much has been and can
be made of the unauthentic performance and the
problem of bad faith, and there are times when one
is not allowed to be alone. Some groups play on
invading the self, attempting to break down the
divide between the private and the public, and
research in that instance may not permit an internal
retreat. I once had to comfort a distressed research
student who had been investigating a new religious
movement whose conversion technique consisted
precisely of refusing the would-be convert any
space or time in which to escape, badgering him
publicly hour after hour.

A NATURAL HISTORY
ofF ETHNOGRAPHIC WORK

Let me now try to recapitulate some of the main
stages of research. One begins characteristically
with a problem or the search for a problem. My
experience is that everything is engaging or can be
made so. There is no part of the social world that
will remain boring after the application of a little
curiosity. Sociologists have studied ‘Moonies’
(Barker, 1984) and Scientologists, environmental
health officers (Hutter, 1988) and traffic wardens,
civil servants (Rock, 1990) and homicide ‘survivors’
(Rock, 1998), crack cocaine dealers (Bourgois,
1995) and bartenders, gigolos and mistresses
(Salamon, 1984), taxi-dancers and cabdrivers
(Davis, 1959), card players and coquettes, janitors
(Gold, 1952), and all to good effect, conveying the
densely nuanced, intricate and artful character of
social life. What chiefly renders a problem signifi-
cant and interesting is the analytic capacity of the
ethnographer rather than any ‘intrinsic’ merit of the
phenomenon at hand (although some would criticize
that catholicism of approach for its alleged propen-
sity to trivialize; see Liazios, 1972).
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Perhaps selection is best ruled by criteria of
practicability. Ethnography is intense, lengthy and
‘data-rich’, and it cannot and probably should not
embrace too many people and too wide a field of
activity (see Fielding, 1993: 155). Many ethno-
graphers will spend a considerable time studying
the doings of only a handful of people. Secondly, it
is prudent to search for a problem that is an exten-
sion of the known, a logical next step from territory
that is familiar. Embarking on research is something
of an adventure and it can be lonely, taxing and baf-
fling. No one will ever be as interested in one’s work
as one is oneself. One will spend long periods living
with problems in a condition of intellectual solitude,
and it is a great comfort to know that one is, as it
were, near land, not too far out, not out of one’s
depth. Yet it would not do to engage simply in repe-
tition of an earlier piece of research (although
strictly speaking, of course, one can never undertake
the same research twice) because repetition is
tedious and liable to be flawed by the inattentiveness
that stems from the assumption that one has seen it
all before, that one does not have to look too hard,
that there is little to learn, that one knows it already.
On the other hand, venturing into terrain that is too
alien will be disconcerting because it offers no paths
and little reassurance that one is looking around
oneself with an intelligent and informed eye. The
new and the strange which is not too new and
strange may be the best compound, if only because
ethnography demands a coming-together of the
insider’s understanding with the outsider’s puzzle-
ment, a state most often accomplished where the
new is a little old, and the untoward familiar, where
one may learn from perspective through incon-
gruity. The sociologist of the civilian police might
then look at private detectives or at the military
police but he or she might be unwise to look at tin
miners or priests.

The textbooks and colleagues sometimes give one
a heroic image of the sociologist—ethnographer as a
man or woman with clear eyes and penetrating
vision who can, from the first, see ahead and under-
stand what is to be seen, who can plan and act
purposefully, striding out into the field like Indiana
Jones (see Bryman, 1988: 8-9). One’s own experi-
ence tends to be quite different. It is of an initial con-
fusion and muddle, a lack of purpose and direction,
no sense of one’s bearings but a reluctance to say so.
One begins with very little useful knowledge of the
research problem and the research site, only a sense
acquired at some point that there may be something
interesting to be found. The prime ethnographic
maxim is that one cannot know what one is explor-
ing until it has been explored. Everyday knowledge,
knowledge about the problem, is really not quite
good enough for purposes of research.

One usually feels transparent at first, purporting
to do research about something but actually knowing

little about it, an authority without expertise, a fraud
(Atkinson, 1996). And if one does not know what to
do, why on earth did one embark on a career as a
social scientist? Of course, those with some experi-
ence of research will know that this phase will
come and that it will go, that it is an inevitable pre-
cursor of understanding, and that one should bear it
with fortitude. But those without experience may
find it frightening.

The usual thing to do at first is build up an initial,
tentative appearance of intellectual command by
immersing oneself in reading. Ethnography charac-
teristically begins not in the field at all but in the
library, although libraries may not really be of
much help. There seems very often to be nothing of
interest written about one’s subject area, although
one is mindful that there may always be a book
covering everything that one proposes to research
on the very next shelf, a book that is written in a
masterly style that will render one’s entire project
nugatory.

One reads avidly in and around an area, alternat-
ing between believing that nothing of importance
has been written and that there is absolutely nothing
to add. Yet, little by little, one does find that one
does begin to learn something, that one is no longer
quite so fraudulent, that one knows a little of what
to say. Little by little, too, the very business of
being in a library tends to become autonomous and
self-sustaining. It is something that one is doing
quite well, one begins to feel comfortable there, one
knows what one is doing, rewards become appar-
ent, ideas emerge, and there are new intrinsic satis-
factions and new beguiling problems. One becomes
interested in the history of ideas and the history of
the phenomenon, and in what others as yet unread
may have to say (there is always another important
book that one must read). Libraries are warm,
familiar places, and there is a reluctance to quit
them. It may, after all, be best to do a bookish study.
Why not? That is what most scholars do. It is per-
fectly respectable, indeed more respectable than
field research, and one’s grasp of bibliography and
the history of scholarship is much firmer. Why
wander off into the as yet untried terrain of field
research which may be less hospitable, where acade-
mics are not at home, where the world is not predi-
gested for the academic’s consumption, where there
is no certainty that anything will be brought off, a
world that is colder and wetter, where results are
gained much more painfully, and where one might
make a fool of oneself?

The choice of a social world is a matter of cardi-
nal importance. Unlike the bookish researcher or
the macho-economists with their big data sets, one
has to spend long periods with one’s subjects and
one had better like them a little and they had better
like one too (see Fielding, 1993: 158). One has to
build up trust, confidence and friendship so that one
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sees and hears something of the inner life of a social
group. One cannot do so with everyone. Not every-
one would let one in. The white, middle-class,
middle-aged male sociologist would have difficulty
in finding acceptance in any number of worlds.

How does one begin? Cold calling is not easy. It
is usually best to begin with those at hand, the
people who may repose enough trust in one to allow
access to their private lives. After all, unless a
group is committed to allowing the free entry of
strangers, there is usually no good reason why they
should embrace an outsider. Choice may then be
affected by a set of elementary questions. Is one
a member of the group oneself? Does one know a
member? Does one know someone who knows a
member? Networks are important and much ethno-
graphy actually turns out to be the social anthropo-
logy of one’s own kind (an eminent sociologist of
deviance, summarizing his own research, was once
heard to say sotto voce, after all, we were only talk-
ing about ourselves’).

When one does eventually drag oneself into the
field, a number of matters strike one immediately.
First, an academic or a research student is not
always a very important person. One may indeed
have no situated identity or an imputed identity
which obstructs the practice of research, being
regarded perhaps as a plainclothes police officer in
a world of drug dealers (Bourgois, 1995) or a man-
agement spy amongst employees. Besides, people
are often very busy with their everyday affairs and
one has very little in the way of a moral, practical or
social claim on them; there is no reason why they
should help one, and any assistance will look
remarkably like charity, leading eventually to a
sense of debt and an anxiety about betrayal when
the writing begins. Secondly, the world is a buzzing
confusion and one doubts one’s capacities as a
sociologist anew. The world is not laid out as an
analytic landscape: to the contrary, it abounds with
language and actions that seem at once mysterious
and banal. In such a position, it is best to look and
see what can be seen, to try to get some sense of the
regularities of what is before one. It would be fool-
ish to plunge in too soon with naive questions. Such
a step might only expose the sociologist’s lack
of understanding, and exhaust whatever limited
goodwill there may be. Busy people will not
consent to be interviewed repeatedly by the mani-
festly inept.

It is better to remain on the margins at first, avail-
able, just about visible, but not too demanding.
Show interest. See who the others about one are.
Observe those whom they deal with. Be available.
Observe and chart everyday routines. Listen to
others: being prepared to listen is a rare enough
asset in social life and it will be rewarded (La
Rochefoucauld once defined a bore as someone
who talks about himself when you want to talk
about your self).

INFORMANTS

Very typically at this stage, someone will emerge,
deus ex machina, like a fairy godmother, to help the
forlorn ethnographer. Such a one will become an
informant, a helpmeet, a source of introductions and
commentary. The informant is often both sociable
and knowledgeable but one should be beware of the
consequences of the flood of relief that washes over
one’s dealings with such a guide. The informant can-
not offer more than a single, embedded perspective
on the complexities of the world, his or her account
will be situated, limited and motivated, and it will
always have to be qualified by conditions as yet
unimagined. Why, one will come to wonder, are
they telling you all this? Is theirs a self-serving nar-
rative? One must search out others for qualifying
perspectives, even if those others are not as friendly
or accessible as the informant. One must observe as
many parts of the social setting and as many partici-
pants as one can. One must sample the world theo-
retically for its systematic contrasts. One must
engage in what Denzin called triangulation, check-
ing everything, getting multiple documentation,
getting multiple kinds of documentation, so that
evidence does not rely on a single voice, so that data
can become embedded in their contexts, so that data
can be compared.

In pursuing this stage of data collection, and
indeed every other stage, it is imperative to engage
in a written conversation with oneself. Imagine
yourself sitting at a desk in a year or so, actually
beginning to write, more confident then than now,
having a firmer sense of the patterning of things,
perusing all the notes, transcripts and documents
that you have gathered. Those materials are, in
effect, messages to a future self, and they will lose
some of their immediacy and context. What is clear
now will not be so clear later on. Patiently explain
to a future self what you are doing, why you think
it is interesting, why you have chosen to record
what you have, what relevance it will have. Later,
much of that will appear strikingly commonplace,
but it ensures that notes will retain their utility
(Becker, 1986).

At this stage, too, it is advisable to be omnivorous
(Becker, 1998). One is not in a position to judge
what is useful and what is not, what will be used and
what will not. How can one assess future meaning?
One is building up a skein of materials whose import
is emergent and changing, whose significance will be
determined by things as yet unseen and unthought,
which may form a critical mass whose significance
will become clear, but one cannot now make much
sense of them. One is so busy that one often does not
have time properly to absorb or analyse them.
Fieldwork cannot always be reflective. Indeed, it
may be difficult enough to sustain a conversation
without attending simultaneously and in alienated
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fashion to the forms of experience. Do not try, in
consequence, to preclude or censor anything that
might be germane. In my own work, on every occa-
sion, without fail, it is only when I sit and write that
I discover what I seem to have been seeing all
along. It is only then, when ideas have been objec-
tified on a screen, that one can begin to answer
Graham Wallas’ question, ‘How do I know what |
think until I see what I say?” (Weick, 1995: 12). 1
have never ever asked precisely the right questions
in situ or followed exactly the right tracks. Instead,
it was by asking the wrong questions that I came to
see that the questions were wrong but only after the
event and frequently too late to undertake adequate
methodological repairs. Subsequent analysis is
always in this sense something of a botch, a matter
of making good with what one has at one’s dis-
posal. It never takes place in ideal circumstances. [
have now resigned myself to the inevitability of that
process. What earlier research does, in effect, is to
establish the preconditions for a later understanding
that could never have been anticipated at the time.

There is a further imperative that will then flow
out of the research process. One must be prepared to
live with uncertainty for long periods. One may have
a dawning sense that things are becoming clear but
the owl of Minerva, Hegel told us, flies at twilight.
Resign oneself to living through a long Arctic day
where nothing is clear and everything is distorted.

The process in these early and middle stages is
not unlike trying to construct a jigsaw or mosaic
whose overall design can only dimly be seen but
whose configuration changes with each new piece
found or offered. In effect, each new piece alters the
picture and the emerging whole alters and directs
the search for each succeeding piece. That is
another guise assumed by the dialectic of research,
a guise in which everything moves in response to
everything else, in which multiple interpretations
seem to abound, and in which each episode brings
a new analysis, a new answer and a new question.
Little words and phrases can trigger an avid curio-
sity: Blanche Geer and Howard Becker learned a lot
from medical students’ use of the word ‘crock’, for
example. It pointed to the students’ quest for clini-
cal cases that would be educationally useful — a
crock was one from whom nothing could be learned
and was therefore worthless for purposes of medi-
cal training (Becker et al., 1961).

Sparks of understanding occur in the field or
when the mind is allowed to mull over what it has
seen and heard, when one is in the bath or shower or
walking, sparks that will need instant enquiry, that
clamour for attention because everything before will
suddenly seem deficient and exposed until they have
been investigated. William Foote Whyte wrote
‘most of our learning in [the field] is not on a con-
scious level. We often have flashes of insight that
come to us when we are not consciously thinking
about a research problem at all” (Whyte, 1951: 510).

Those are the beginnings of theorizing and they
cannot be forced or made methodical or systematic.
Theorizing will come, and it comes out of the inter-
play between a receptive and curious mind and a
world explored over time and with diligence.

A closer examination of those flashes, intuitions
and insights will sometimes show them to be
threadbare, but one can never be sure at the outset.
It is only when one has mined a vein for what it will
offer that uncertainty will give way to the rejection
or acceptance of a once bright idea, and acceptance
itself will often devalue inspiration. How could one
have not seen what is now so apparent and banal,
what anyone could have known, that is not really
very interesting? The insight-turned-platitude will
then be superseded by another insight that will
demand exploration in its turn. It is as if one were
making a series of intellectual forays into the terrain
around one, and each foray will consist typically of
a series of linked questions, a lattice of problems
that lead into one another, that will be pursued until
one is satisfied that one knows enough, that there
are no remaining mysteries substantial enough to
justify being detained further. And what emerges is
the groundwork of a book or a report. It is a process
that Howard Becker called ‘sequential analysis’
(Becker, 1971).

As that process attains a kind of pulse, as it gains
pace and rhythm, so the most exciting period
begins. Uncertainty alternates with certainty. One
moves backwards and forwards between what is
becoming an embryonic theory and the social
world, asking new questions, returning to change
the theory, going back to the world with new ques-
tions, and so on in a series of ricochets that build up
one stage after another. In what Hammersely and
Atkinson have likened to a funnel (Hammersley
and Atkinson, 1995: 206), there is a progressive
sharpening of focus and a growing sense of struc-
ture which dispel uncertainties and pare away
irrelevances.

There is a point in research where a kind of intel-
lectual monomania takes over. Everything seems to
touch on the research at hand. Where once nothing
was written, now everything has a bearing on one’s
interests. People’s every conversation is rife with
significance for one’s work. One is forever scrib-
bling little notes before one forgets what has been
said or read. The whole universe becomes Ptolemaic,
revolving around one’s special problem. What could
be more important than the moral career of the debtor
or the rebuilding of Holloway Prison? Why do
people waste their time writing or thinking about
anything else? It is at that point that one starts draft-
ing prefaces in the imagination, prefaces that one
will almost certainly come to regret later, lamenting
the blindness of others who could not see the over-
whelming importance of debtors, of black women, or
white women, of police sergeants or stipendiary
magistrates, or of prison architecture. Decades have
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gone by and the fools have not appreciated how
criminology must hinge around the crimes commit-
ted by farmworkers. The discipline is flawed and will
not be whole until one’s own research is published.

CONCLUDING PHASES

With that great surge of power one typically leaves
the field. One is driven by a powerful, driving urge
to write, to spread understanding, defuse the feeling
of urgency and get on with analysis. No more is to
be learned in the field. Indeed, quite often people in
the field now come to one and seek advice, revers-
ing the roles of subject and observer.

Quitting the field is not easy. The field may have
become a second home, a place where exciting and
pleasurable things happened, where one came alive,
where people were helpful. People call Ottawa dull.
For me, after an ethnographic study of the Ministry
of the Solicitor General of Canada, it was and is a
City of Light. Once, in an unguarded moment, I
declared that I would not be seen dead in Wood
Green, an unprepossessing suburb of north London.
Wood Green may not be a City of Light but I cer-
tainly now regard it with affection. And there is
another kind of problem. Recall that one invested a
deal of oneself in cultivating people and building
relations that are now about to be shed, exposing
their instrumental and exploitative character. The
ethnographer who courted others, who had seem-
ingly limitless time to listen, is now revealed as a
person who can no longer be bothered and is in a
hurry to be off. And he or she is off to expose what
has been learned to the world. It is patent that one
has used people (although friendships can remain,
and should remain, if only for research purposes that
I shall explain). Some have become very vexed about
the ethics of observation and of ethnography, worry-
ing about their predatory character. The problem
is probably best resolved, as Jack Douglas once
suggested, by applying the morality and common
sense of everyday life. But one should certainly be
reluctant to describe or quote named or identifiable
figures without obtaining their permission, and I
have found that seeking comments on description
and quotation can often be illuminating, forming
the foundation of another stage in the research
process.

The next phase should be appropriately chasten-
ing, a fall from hubris, consisting of long periods
spent patiently editing all those materials so eagerly
found. It is often boring, an apparent time out of
play, an unwanted interval between the intoxication
of fieldwork (what Jules Henry called passionate
ethnography) and the mastery of writing. Editing
will follow the pattern of the groundwork con-
structed in sequential analysis, and it will itself be
an anticipation and early articulation of the writing

process. The headings and subheadings under
which one classifies materials, the headings that
came increasingly to organize one’s searches in the
field, will then prestructure the final argument, the
order of classification being itself the order of argu-
ment to come. In short, the manner in which one
lays out data for report is itself an early mirror of
that report. It is at that point that one begins to
notice odd gaps, deficiencies, things not covered as
well as they might have been, questions not asked,
responses not made to answers by respondents. One
begins to carp a little at the stupidity and myopia of
that earlier incarnation of oneself, the person who
had flattered himself or herself to be analytically in
control of everything about him but was actually
purblind. It may not be too late to return to the field
to retrieve some of the losses, but it is inevitable
that one will proceed to writing with a conscious-
ness that one does not know quite everything, that
there was neglect, that omissions will have either to
be glossed over or, better, openly admitted.

At first, one is daunted by the sheer difficulty of
reducing all that one has learned and seen to a uni-
linear argument that cuts a path through what is
invariably sensed as a totality with parts that are not
separate at all but features of a fused and simultane-
ously interacting whole. One will be all too con-
scious, too, that it is difficult to translate a vivid
world of noises, sights and smells, a world of embod-
ied people where the visual is as important as the
oral, to writing which is confined to the oral alone.
There is a sense of future betrayal, that what was so
exciting and dramatic may become unfaithful, mono-
chromatic and dull, very unlike the original.

Writing itself may not be so difficult, it is what
academics are supposed to be able to do, and it has
its dangers. Any competent and intelligent person
will be able to concoct persuasive narratives that
make sense of the edited data lying before him or
her. The problem is that that analysis may become
a little oo much like story-telling, a kind of game
which is detached and sui generis, and in which the
imagination is allowed to become sovereign again.
After all, the plausibility of a story concocted in the
study, a story that elides some of the mistakes and
gaps of fieldwork, is not necessarily the same as
something one might very tentatively and diffi-
dently call truthfulness. Verisimilitude is in part
artfulness and one must be constantly beware of
imagining that the first attempts to give coherence
to data are the same as a reproduction of the social
world itself. One is looking at partial reports, frag-
ments and traces that are not at all (as Max Weber
warned us) the same as society itself. Verisimi-
litude, too, is usually obtained by simplifying,
forgetting, neglecting the difficult anomaly, and
making everything coherent and orderly. The abil-
ity to write must be recognized also as an ability to
deform and censor, and anomalies are best con-
fronted rather than circumnavigated.
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TESTS OF ADEQUACY

At some point one should return with one’s analy-
sis and present it to one’s subjects because it is their
lives that one is reporting and one may have got
things ‘wrong’. It is the case that one has only been
a fleeting visitor to a world and that one will have
remained something of a stranger. One can never
have the insider’s competence and it is useful and
courteous to enlist that competence to peruse what
one says. Of course, insiders may be too busy,
bored, baffled or polite to give proper attention to
what one has written, but they are, in a sense, exis-
tentially authoritative about their own lives, and |
have always found it valuable to listen to them.
Their comments are often helpful and one’s text can
now serve, in effect, as an accumulation of ques-
tions that one did not have the understanding to put
when in the field. Sometimes, of course, insiders
will be overly swayed or converted or too polite to
contest what one says. Sometimes, they will deny
the very right of an outsider to analyse their doings.
Denzin observes that ‘We do not have an undis-
puted warrant to study anyone or anything. Subjects
now challenge how they have been written about ...
Those we study have their own understandings of
how they want to be represented’ (Denzin, 1997:
xiii). My most recent piece of work studied homi-
cide ‘survivors’, the families of homicide victims,
some of whom certainly took it that an outsider’s
cool analysis is little more than another form of
revictimization.

At the same time, it would not do to accept those
others as the final arbiter of an account. Theirs is
only one voice, and the depth and length of their
experience may have to be offset by the breadth of
ethnography, by the different aims and interests of
sociology, and by the capacity of analysis to con-
textualize, annotate, compare and contrast — to tran-
scend — the particularities of any single perspective
(Silverman, 1993: 199). At the very least, a consi-
deration of contradictory responses may lead to a
transcending sense of the structured and time-
bound distribution of perspectives. And there is
another test of analysis.

Each social world seems to have its own distinc-
tive logic-in-use, aesthetic or pulse, and once one
cultivates an ear for that pulse, once one knows the
patterning of processes, analysis comes (see
Becker, 1998; Vaughan, 1986). Indeed, the aes-
thetic structure of a world is what many seek
chiefly to understand. It links together different
acts, people and processes and gives them coherence
and intelligibility, driving them on, generating events
in a fashion that can seem simple, powerful and
pleasurable. It is their principle of unity (Bittner,
1965: 252-3). It is a little like the quest for the line
of beauty, the search for the aesthetic at the heart of
things. Recall what Crick and Watson said about

the double helix: they would know the structure of
DNA because it would be beautiful (Watson, 1970).
Poincaré said much the same about mathematics
(Poincaré, 1913). Ultimately, it is probably an inde-
fensible criterion but it is intuitively convincing, a
Keatsian test. Knowing that aesthetic, that sense of
the musicality of the social world, and being able
to convey something of it to others is the end of
research for many. And it does resonate with the
symbolic interactionist quest for an understanding
of the logic-in-use deployed by people as they
define themselves and the situations that confront
them.
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Currents of Cultural Fieldwork

JAMES D. FAUBION

In The Savage Mind, Claude Lévi-Strauss declares
the method of the historian a method ‘with no distinct
object’ ([1962] 1966: 262). With only slight exag-
geration, much the same might currently be said of
fieldwork in cultural anthropology. At the very least,
such fieldwork has an increasingly unstable object,
or if not even quite that, an increasingly indefinite
plurality of objects. The notorious, long-standing
polysemy of ‘culture’ notwithstanding, matters have
not always been so wrought with ambiguity. A
heuristic ‘oscillograph’ of cultural anthropology
might register three distinct methodological phases,
three currents of methodological formation and
reformation. The first of these — call it the ‘constitu-
tive’ current — commences with the work of Franz
Boas and his extraordinary coterie of students —
Edward Sapir, Ruth Benedict (cf. Geertz, 1988;
Caffrey, 1989; Modell, 1983), Elsie Clews Parsons
(cf. Deacon, 1997; Rosenberg, 1982), Robert Lowie,
Zora Neale Hurston (cf. Plant, 1995), and Alfred
Kroeber, among many others. It culminates with
Lévi-Strauss and such American cognitivists as
Charles Frake, Harold Conklin, Ward Goodenough,
and the young Stephen Tyler. It persists, but as only
one of many other disciplinary alternatives. The
second — call it the ‘critical’ current — commences
roughly with the publication of Rethinking Anthro-
pology (Hymes, 1972), and gains momentum with
the publication of Anthropology and the Colonial
Encounter (Asad, 1973), Toward an Anthropology of
Women (Reiter, 1975), Orientalism (Said, 1978),
Writing Culture (Clifford and Marcus, 1986) and
Women Writing Culture (Behar and Gordon, 1995).
It, too, persists, but is showing recent symptoms
of exhaustion or, in any event, self-repetition. The
third — once designated an ‘experimental moment,’
but by now a distinctive current in its own right —
commences with the reflexive turn in the later 1970s

(see Rabinow, 1977; cf. Stocking, 1983), coalesces
for a while into ‘anthropology as cultural critique’
(see Marcus and Fischer, 1986), and includes much
of the most eye-catching (and controversial)
research of the past decade. Summarily, if a bit
reductively, one might characterize the general drift
as follows: if previously, culture was the field-
worker’s question, it has increasingly become his,
or hers, to put into question.

CONSTITUTIVE MODELS:
PATTERN, LANGUAGE, TEXT

It must be noted at the outset that ‘cultural anthro-
pology’ is no less crisp or constant a category than
‘culture’ itself. Though institutionally more promi-
nent in the United States than in either France or
Great Britain, it is not the exclusive province of any
one of them. In contrast, say, to prehistory or lin-
guistics, it has very few procedural rules or tech-
nologies properly its own. The opening chapter of
Malinowski’s Argonauts of the Western Pacific
(1922: 1-25) has become as central to its methodo-
logical tradition as to that of its ‘social” counterpart.
Both traditions have brandished the standard of
‘participant observation,” however paradoxical
that standard may be. Both have demanded that
fieldworkers gain some measure of fluency in the
languages which their interlocutors natively speak.
Both have demanded that they spend time enough
among their interlocutors to acquire a sense of what
Malinowski called ‘the imponderabilia of everyday
life,” and both have demanded that they attend to
what their interlocutors say, to what they profess to
believe and value, and to what they actually do.
Cultural anthropologists can hardly dare to be blind
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to institutional processes. Social anthropologists
can hardly dare to be blind to symbols. More than a
few cultural anthropologists have been ardently
scientistic. At least a few social anthropologists
have been resolutely idiographic. Indeed, many
anthropologists are neither cultural nor social, but
rather both at once.

If cultural anthropology is methodologically dis-
tinctive, it is so first of all because of what it grants
topical or thematic pride of place, not because of
what it defines fieldwork to be. Among such
nineteenth-century anthropological pioneers as
Edward Tylor and Henry Louis Morgan (and still,
indeed, for Malinowski) ‘culture’ was, well, just
everything, from hunting implements to chiefdoms;
there was nothing yet to distinguish it from
‘society’. Only when Boas’ protégés began to notice
that their professional lexicon and their professional
interests were palpably at odds with the lexicon
and the interests which A.R. Radcliffe-Brown
was beginning to champion in England did a sub-
disciplinary divide emerge (see Kroeber, 1935; cf.
Radcliffe-Brown, [1940] 1952). Yet if that divide
was, in one respect, an anthropological latecomer, it
was, in another, anthropologically long overdue.
The Boasians had a healthy respect for the natural
sciences. Yet the thinkers and theorists from whom
they derived their understanding of culture had pre-
ceded Tylor, and were almost all Germanic, historic-
ist and (what one would now call) hermeneutical.
Radcliffe-Brown, for his part, looked for theoretical
inspiration not much farther back than to Emile
Durkheim, but took from Durkheim a distillate of
French positivism well suited to his own taste at
once for formalism and ‘hard data’. The Boasians
and those who would join Radcliffe-Brown as pro-
perly social anthropologists predictably found them-
selves disagreeing over the causative weight to be
assigned to such phenomena (or epiphenomena) as
beliefs and values, but only derivatively. True to
their theoretical precursors, they disagreed more
fundamentally over the very nature of the supra-
psychic, the supra-individual, or what they were
alike inclined to designate the ‘superorganic’. Though
with many twists and turns, their disagreement has
endured. So, too, has its methodological fallout.

Lowie is well known for having cast culture as ‘a
thing of shreds and patches’. Yet with the rest of his
Boasian colleagues, he persisted in casting it also as
a synergistic totality, an integral whole. Tylor had,
of course, himself written of culture as a ‘complex
whole’, but the Boasians were not simply reproduc-
ing his precedent. For the anthropologists of the
nineteenth century, ‘culture’ was a near synonym of
‘civilization’, and civilization was itself a grand
human unity, low or crude in its ‘primitive’ mani-
festations, high and refined in its modern ones. It
evolved; and general principles governed its evolu-
tionary development. For the Boasians, in contrast,
‘culture’ was more importantly plural, not one but

instead many things, if sometimes more simple,
sometimes more complex. Its manifestations were
discrete. They could be counted. They were spa-
tially distinct. For the social anthropologists, there
were ‘societies’. For the Boasians, analogously,
there were ‘cultures’. Yet if societies perhaps
evolved, if they could be disposed into evolutionary
‘types’, cultures were another matter entirely.
Above all, they were particular; they were diverse.

Was the presumption of the plurality of cultures
brought to fieldwork, or rather a product of it? A dif-
ficult question. On the one hand, it is worth noting
that the longitudinal and diffusionist research of the
‘ethnologists’ and the German Kulturkreis school,
from which Boas and Lowie took their initial inspi-
ration, was informed less by spatial than by tempo-
ral conceptions of culture. Nor did its primary aim
lie in the explication of the integrity of one or
another cultural whole. On the contrary, its aim —
post-structuralist avant [’heure, as it were — lay in
the tracing of the flow of artifacts and traits from a
putative or actual cultural ‘center’ outward to its
always shifting ‘peripheries’. On the other hand,
‘holism” had already become the methodological
signature of research in the Germanic Geisteswis-
senschaften (‘mental’ or ‘spiritual sciences’, liter-
ally), with the most prominent examples of which
Boas took pains to familiarize his students. In any
event, only once the Boasians took to the field did
holism cease to refer to the immanent coherence of
distinct periods in the historical past and begin
instead to refer to the coherence of ‘cultures’ subsist-
ing in an effectively timeless ‘ethnographic present’.

Holism in fact became the methodological
byword of both social and cultural research, and has
remained so until quite recently. The models of
society which Radcliffe-Brown acquired from
Durkheim, and which would prevail within social
anthropology even after John Beattie’s objections
(1964: 56-60), came ultimately from zoology and
biology; they cast society as an organism, or as
‘organismic’, a synergistic totality built of various
parts which served, jointly and severally, to sustain
the whole. Cultural anthropologists have, however,
found little if any use for ‘organismic analogies’.
Seeking other models for the qualitative hallmarks
of cultural integrity, or the integrity of cultures, they
borrowed not from biology but instead from the
Geisteswissenschaften themselves. Malinowski
came to conceive of cultures as vast instrumental
repertoires, a melange of institutions and tech-
niques, beliefs and values, all of which served the
satisfaction of what he thought were a universal set
of primary, and a more variable set of secondary,
human ‘needs’ (1939). Such ‘pure functionalism’
has had many methodological cousins, especially
among ‘cultural materialists’ (see Harris, 1979) and
among ‘cultural ecologists’ from Julian Steward
(1955) to Roy Rappaport (1968) and the young
Clifford Geertz (1959, 1963). For the majority of
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them, ‘adaptation’ is methodologically central, and
the investigation of the relations among customs and
given physical environments the regulative idea of
fieldwork itself. Though vulnerable to the complaint
that might be lodged against functionalisms of any
other sort — that they encourage the telling of just-so
stories rather than the discovery of genuine explana-
tory connections — they are hardly yet beyond the
methodological pale. It is nevertheless somewhat
paradoxical that Malinowski should himself have
advocated a mode and program of research which
leads no more often toward the ‘native’s point of
view’ than away from it, to customs about whose
‘latent’ or ‘disguised’ functions natives might not
have any point of view at all (see, for example,
Codere, [1956] 1967).

The Boasians were perhaps the more consistent
cultural theorists, even if they were not the better
fieldworkers, and even if they promulgated ambi-
guities of their own. Benedict probably deserves to
be ranked first among them, though her thinking
owed much to Boas and to Edward Sapir. Her
Patterns of Culture (1934) is in any case the most
systematic and intellectually the most sophisticated
of the early Boasian manifestos, and its impact is
still evident, some forty years later, in Geertz’s theo-
retical and methodological writings (1973: 3-30;
1983: 55-70; cf. 1988). For Benedict, cultures were
both logically and causally prior to individual per-
sonalities, but still ‘psychic’. Their most telling and
instructive analogues resided in psychic processes
and psychic structures, and especially in those
structures which certain German psychologists had
designated Gestalten — ‘patterns’ or ‘schemas’
which organized and mediated human perception
and human feeling, and without which human
experience would be little more than a confusion of
kaleidoscopic sensations (1934: 51-2). For Benedict,
cultures were ‘like that’: patterns or schemas which
organized and mediated on the collective or inter-
subjective plane what the psychologists’ Gestalten
did on the subjective plane. They were inherently
selective: no culture could possibly accommodate
every perception, every feeling; every culture had
its experiential canon, its experiential marginalia,
its experiential trash bin.

Benedict largely confined herself to research into
‘personality’ or ‘character’ (see also Benedict, 1946;
cf. Mead, 1930; Gorer and Rickman, 1949; Hsu,
1953; Whiting and Child, 1953; DuBois, 1955;
Gorer, 1955; Kluckhohn and Leighton, 1962; Lee,
1976) — to what later anthropologists would come to
think of as ‘ethos’ (dispositions and motivations) and
‘ethics’ (codes of conduct). She would leave research
into ‘world-view’ (the term is still used to designate
understandings of reality or the nature of things) to
other colleagues. Yet she recognized both character
and world-view to be equally patterned, even if they
sometimes manifested their boundaries in qualita-
tively distinct ways. Seeking their boundaries, she

put into practice those methodological directives
which would guide cultural fieldwork throughout its
constitutive phase, however many amendments they
might have acquired. On the one hand, she looked to
acts of disapproval, of punishment and rejection
which would reveal the limits of the culturally per-
missible, the culturally established divide between
the ‘deviant’ and the ‘normal’ (1934: 257-70).
(Durkheim could approve.) On the other hand, as
both the pretext and the on-going stimulus of
research, she loooked to instances of incomprehen-
sion, of bafflement which would reveal the limits of
culturally constituted ‘common sense’ (1934: 237).
Benedict’s patterns were, however, analytically
(and so methodologically) ill-defined in at least one
crucial respect. Her distinction between ‘Apollonian’
and ‘Dionysian’ cultures is merely the best-known
case in point (1934: 78-9). On the face of it, the
distinction enframed what seemed to be straight-
forward descriptions of modalities of character which
one people or another self-consciously embraced.
So the Apollonian Hopi esteemed the pacific, intro-
verted, retiring, withdrawn man (1934: 98-101).
The Dionysian Kwakiutal, in contrast, esteemed
the bellicose megalomaniac, acutely sensitive to
insult and quick to defend his honor — if need be, by
committing suicide (1934: 190-220). Yet the
‘Apollonian’ was hardly a part of the Hopi vocabu-
lary, nor the ‘Dionysian’ even a remote gloss of any
explicit Kwakiutal value. Benedict followed
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche in what was in fact a
technical usage of both, which not even the ancient
Greeks would readily have comprehended, however
dear Apollo and Dionysus might have been to them.
Moreover, she employed psychologistic termino-
logy with intentional irony. ‘Withdrawal’ was
symptomatic of pathology for her Western readers —
but the very height of virtue among the Southwest
pueblos. ‘Megalomania’ was a neurosis — but not
among the indigenes of the Northwest Coast. Was
the interpreter sacrificing ethnographic accuracy in
the name of object lessons? Was she imposing
rather than ‘discovering’ her diagnostic categories?
Considering reports of Hopi elders frightening
and thrashing the youth over whom they presided
during ceremonies of initiation, John Bennett was
led to ask how Benedict could ever have deemed
the pueblos an Apollonia (Bennett, 1946). Nor is
Benedict alone in having been taken to task for an
alleged excess of interpretive license. Robert
Redfield and Oscar Lewis famously disagreed over
the character of the residents of the barrios of
Tepoztlan (Redfield, 1930; Lewis, 1951). Derek
Freeman raised doubts about Margaret Mead’s sus-
piciously ‘instructive’ assessment of adolescence in
Samoa (and continues to do so: see Mead, 1928;
Freeman, 1983, 1999). Lévi-Strauss himself has
been called to account for ‘inventing’ more than a
few of the myths which he has so assiduously pro-
ceeded to decrypt (cf. Leach, 1970: 64-6). Geertz



42 HANDBOOK OF ETHNOGRAPHY

has been called to account for having extrapolated
an iconic Balinese cockfight from the inconsistent
proceedings of several particular cockfights
(Dundes, 1994). And so on.

Virtually all cultural anthropologists would now
agree that interpretations are inherently indetermi-
nate, that two (or more) interpretations of the same
evidence might be equally ‘correct’, that interpre-
tive conflicts are thus practically unavoidable.
Questions of what might control interpretive extra-
vagance nevertheless remain. Benedict’s answer
was — as all such answers must be — hypothetical. It
rested in the presumption that the cultural produc-
tion of personality or character must always work
with a common human store of psychological
materials — perceptual faculties, emotional drives
and responses, and a finite array of basic tempera-
ments or temperamental proclivities (1934: 253-4).
Cultural interpretation thus had the psychologies of
perception and of motivation (or whatever their
abiding facts would turn out to be — more Freudian
than Gestaltist, for example) as its ultimate descrip-
tive resource and its ultimate hermeneutical con-
straint. However hypothetical, Benedict’s position
was persuasive. But then again, she offered it to
those who were, for the most part, already con-
verted. At least until the 1950s, it would have been
rare to find a cultural anthropologist who begged,
au fond, to differ with it (cf. Geertz, 1973: 37-43).

Yet language was soon to have its day —
suggestively at first, and then as a virtual culturo-
logical juggernaut. In 1936, Benjamin Whorf had
hypothesized that languages played much the same
role that Benedict had assigned to Gestalten ([1936]
19564a). In his later restatement of it, the hypothesis
(if it can be called that) became even stronger: that
the syntactic and semantic categories of any particu-
lar language in fact comprised the actual Gestalten
through which its native speakers saw, felt and
thought about the world ([1941] 1956b). The notion
was in fact Romantic: Friedrich Schlegel had enter-
tained it seriously more than a century before. Yet
the ‘Sapir—Whorf hypothesis’, as it came to be
known, was generally received not simply as novel
but also as so radically relativistic as to be self-
paradoxical. Lévi-Strauss would articulate a more
rationalist and — during the constitutive phase of
cultural anthropology, anyway — far more influen-
tial alternative. Enter ‘structuralism’ — a theory of
culture which, in its inaugural formulation, owed
something to Immanuel Kant, something to Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, something to Karl Marx, even
something to Boas, but most of all to the linguists
Ferdinand de Saussure and Roman Jakobson. Lévi-
Strauss conceived of structuralism as a psychologi-
cal theory, but unlike Benedict, he sought not to
borrow from psychology but rather to rectify it.
What was culture? At least in its originary and uncor-
rupted modality, it was the immediate outcome of
the human mind’s spontaneous drive to render into

discrete quanta and qualia the unbroken continuum
of raw sensation. Benedict’s Gestalten were thus
not entirely off the theoretical mark, but were never-
theless derivative of more primordial operations.
The key to the logic of those operations lay with
phonemes — the atomic elements out of which the
words and sentences of every spoken human lan-
guage are composed. Phonemes are what white
noise is not; they are communicatively functional
units of sound. Every spoken language has its own
phonemic system, and every phonemic system
resolves into a matrix of binary oppositions
between units of sound which do, and units of
sound which do not, exhibit a particular sonic fea-
ture (voiced vs. voiceless, for example, or sibilant
vs. non-sibilant). Phonemes can thus only be identi-
fied through their differences from one another, and
within the larger matrix to which they belong.

The atomic elements of culture are ‘signs’ —
words, but also whatever else that, upon being
heard or seen or touched or tasted, ‘makes sense’
(Lévi-Strauss, [1962] 1966: 18). For Lévi-Strauss,
the analysis of signs and the analysis of phonemes
are closely parallel — or would be, were the matrices
are which signs are situated not considerably more
vulnerable to historical wear and tear than phone-
mic matrices, and were signs thus not considerably
more likely than phonemes to drift into increasingly
accidental, increasingly arbitrary, and increasingly
unreadable relationships to one another. The con-
temporary world confronts the anthropologist with
an insular sign system here and there, still more or
less intact; but for the most part, it is a world of
semiological ruins, of the scattered shards of sys-
tems long since fallen victim to the double assault
of historical change and the insensate scrutiny of
scientific and technical reason. The anthro-
pologist’s first task is for Lévi-Strauss thus one of
salvage — as it was, indeed, for Boas. Among the
extant remnants of the ‘primitive’, the fieldworker
was first obliged to collect what he could of the sur-
viving fragments and still accessible memories of
an older language, an older cosmos, in which nature
and culture, the physical and the spiritual, were still
part of the same ultimate order. Boas himself had
set a methodological standard in his supervision
of the meticulous elicitation and recording of what
was left of the mythologies of the native North
Americans. Affirming much the same standard, a
later generation of researchers, the cognitivists, had
undertaken to retrieve the classificatory principles
and lexical components of ‘primitive science’ —
botany, zoology, physiology, and so on — in North
and in South America, in Asia and the insular Pacific.

Yet for Lévi-Strauss (who famously preferred to
leave fieldwork to others), the anthropologist was
not yet done. Indeed, he had barely begun. What
remained was the analytical reassembly or recon-
struction of proper sign systems out of the signi-
ficative bits and pieces which the fieldworker had
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brought home. In such monographs as The Savage
Mind ([1962] 1966) and the four compendious
volumes of The Mythologiques ([1964] 1969; [1966]
1973; [1968] 1978; [1971] 1981), Lévi-Strauss
himself has provided the grandest examples of what
the latter task would seem to demand. The Mytho-
logiques especially have reminded more than a few
readers of Frazer’s Golden Bough (1922), an even
grander compendium of ‘primitive beliefs’ now
widely disparaged for its insensitivity to context
and the impressionistic whimsy of so many of its
comparisons. More aptly, and more fairly, however,
the project of The Mythologiques might be com-
pared to the hunt for ‘proto-Indo-European’, that
ancient and lost language in which living languages
from Hindi and Bengali to French and English puta-
tively have their common source. Seeking not the
prototypical myth but rather the prototypical gram-
mar of myth, Lévi-Strauss begins as near as possi-
ble to the present. His data are such myths as
fieldworkers (some of them not anthropologists but
missionaries) have been able to gather from their
primitive interlocutors in the past two centuries or
so. Yet he insists that any particular myth demands
an initial decryption in light of the specific commu-
nity to which its teller belongs.

Hence, a minimal analytical unit which in fact
looks very much like ‘a culture’, construed as a
group of people who share, and mutually under-
stand, the same systems of signs. Its boundaries are
thus cybernetic; they mark those limits beyond
which information cannot flow (without transla-
tion). Its rough linguistic analogue is that of the
speakers of any particular living language. Yet like
the linguist in the hunt after proto-Indo-European,
Lévi-Strauss presumes a historical connection
between any one culture and all the others in its
region — and so, a connection between the myths of
one and the myths of all the others. The linguist
looks to cognate terms and cognate syntactic rules
as evidence that different languages share a com-
mon origin. Lévi-Strauss looks to cognate charac-
ters and cognate stories as evidence that two myths
derive from what was once the same sign system.
Were evidence rich enough, the linguist might ulti-
mately succeed in gleaning the basic grammar of
proto-Indo-European from its various offspring.
Were evidence rich enough, Lévi-Strauss might
ultimately succeed in gleaning the basic grammar
of myth — and with it, the basic and originary gram-
mar of culture as such.

Alas, the evidence is not sufficiently rich, and
Lévi-Strauss’ project is consequently highly specu-
lative. It is also highly formalistic. Much less the
formalist — indeed, somewhat anti-formalist —
Geertz would gradually assemble a third model of
culture, in initial opposition not to Lévi-Strauss but
to the Boasian legacy itself. His early point of
attack is the search for substantive cultural univer-
sals (the substantive elements which every

marriage, say, or every religion has in common),
the misguidedness of which he locates in a long-
standing failure to appreciate the evolutionary
thrust of cultural dynamics (Geertz, 1973: 43-54).
Against the view (which was Boas’, though by no
means his alone) that culture is the last of human
acquisitions, sitting on top of or ‘capping’ a species
already biologically, psychologically and socially
‘complete,” Geertz asserted what the majority
(though not all!) of contemporary cultural anthro-
pologists could easily approve. His thesis was dou-
ble: first, that human evolution had involved the
influence of the cultural on our various other vital
dimensions no less than the reverse; and second,
that cultural capacities came not simply to replace
an ever-diminishing store of instincts, but to trans-
cend them, freeing us from having to find our par-
ticular environmental niche and enabling us instead
to learn how to adapt to an indefinitely wide variety
of niches, from the Arctic to the tropics. That the
key to culture might subsist in what was substan-
tively constant could thus not be farther from the
truth. What was key about culture for Geertz was
precisely the indefinite, perhaps endless, diversity
of its substantive realizations.

So far, the Geertzian position is functionalist, and
indeed, it owed much to the (more or less)
Durkheimian functionalism of Talcott Parsons. Yet
for all his respect for Parsons, Geertz would soon
begin to have his doubts about the adequacy of
conceiving culture simply, or primarily, as a sort of
collective life support. In his celebrated essay on
religion, he would lend far more intellectual weight
to (Germanic, hermeneutical) Weberian than to
(positivist) Durkheimian sociology (1973: 87-125).
In his later work, he would increasingly favor
interpretive diagnosis over functionalist analysis.
There is more than a hint of the Boasian here, which
the admiring portrait of Benedict in Works and
Lives (Geertz, 1988) only underscores. Yet Geertz’s
mature model of culture is not psychologistic, and
less Boasian than Parsonian in its emphasis on sym-
bols in action, or symbolic action. It borrows two
crucial presumptions from Ludwig Wittgenstein’s
Philosophical Investigations (1953): one, that
words and other signs and symbols can have or con-
vey meaning only if there is some intersubjectively
available means for deciding upon their correct use
(in short, that there can be no such thing as a ‘pri-
vate language’); and the other, that words and other
signs and symbols have or convey meaning only
within intersubjectively recognizable practical con-
texts (in short, that meaning is a matter of usage)
(see Geertz, 1973: 12—13). It borrows its governing
analogies from Paul Ricoeur (1971): cultural inter-
pretation is like textual interpretation; cultures are
like texts (see Geertz, 1973: 448; cf. Geertz, 1983:
68-70).

Texts, for their part, are of many kinds.
Following Ricoeur, Geertz rejects the analogical
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merits of those ‘radically symbolic’, free-floating,
inexhaustibly reinterpretable sorts of texts cele-
brated in the writings of such literary theorists as
Roland Barthes (1977) and such philosophers as
Jacques Derrida ([1967] 1974). Cultures aren’t ‘like
that’. They resemble more such texts as Charles
Dickens’ Tale of Two Cities or Mark Twain’s
Adventures of Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn:
of convention-laden form, more or less tidily self-
enclosed, susceptible to plural but not an infinite
number of plausible interpretations, good reads. Yet
even this analogy is imperfect, because cultures are
not narratives. Their primary medium is not print
but action. This aside, for Geertz as for ‘symbolic
anthropologists’ from Victor Turner (e.g., 1974)
and David Schneider (e.g., 1980) to Nancy Munn
(1973), Sherry Ortner (1974b) and James Fernandez
(1986), they are constituted of interwoven figures
(of speech and of action); they have prevai-
ling motifs (‘sacred’ and ‘key’ symbols); and they
embody perspective — what Geertz repeats
Malinowski in calling ‘the native’s point of view’
(1983: 57-58).

What, then, of fieldwork? It rarely requires the
ferreting out of the underlying logic or depth gram-
mar which allegedly informs the ways in which
people use whatever words or other signs and sym-
bols they do. The fieldworker should attend first to
the lineaments of the various contexts in which
people say and do particular sorts of things — buy
and sell, christen their children and bury their dead,
place bets and fall into trances, and so on. The
‘logic’ of such action-contexts is typically messy,
and with rare exceptions, largely informal; and the
logic which ties one action-context to another more
messy and informal still. Yet for Geertz, it is pre-
cisely such messiness that prevails in the less than
ruly, everyday goings-on of a culture, and precisely
what an excessively formalist approach to culture
could only distort, if not positively misrepresent.
The fieldworker hardly dare ignore the language of
his or her native interlocutors, but should address it
not as an autonomous system but rather as so much
significative potential, not as a map or predictive
‘rulebook’ of cultural practice but rather as a reposi-
tory of orientations which might as often be bent or
broken as obeyed. Particularly telling are those
words and other signs and symbols which fre-
quently recur within or across action-contexts, and
among such words and signs and symbols, those
above all which have the greatest organizational
effect, whether semiotic or practical. Such motifs
are not, however, Benedict’s patterns. They are not
the fieldworker’s but the natives’ creation — hence,
the Malinowskian restriction which Benedict did
not (consistently) incorporate into her own program
of research. How might the fieldworker know
whether his or her determinations of context, of
meaning, of subsidiary and key symbols is correct?
There is no other proof but the ability to talk and to

interact gracefully with the natives themselves. The
proof is performative.

FroMm PracTiCAL ONTOLOGY
TO THE PrACTICAL CRITIQUE OF ONTOLOGY

It would be a mistake to downplay the divergences
among Benedict’s, Lévi-Strauss’ and Geertz’s
models of culture, or indeed to downplay the diver-
gences of their methodological consequences. Yet it
would be just as much of a mistake to downplay the
ontological presumptions — presumptions about the
very nature, the very being, of culture — on which
they mutually depend. At the risk of running some-
what roughshod over more minute details, one
might remark three hallmarks or properties which,
disagreements aside, virtually all of the major con-
tributors to the constitution of cultural anthropology
would in fact have recognized as properties of
culture as such. The first of these allows for the shift
from talk of culture to talk of cultures. Call it the
property of boundedness. It has its strongest — and
least plausible — expression in the ‘insular conceit’:
the presumption that each culture, if not literally
confined to an island, could be approached as if it
were. Yet very few researchers in fact embraced
such a conceit as anything more than a methodo-
logical convenience, an artifice which, if not alto-
gether innocent, served to endow fieldwork (and
ethnographic writing) with manageable limits. For
most, the boundaries which cultures possessed were
at once permeable and ‘fuzzy’. Even while they
continued to write in the ethnographic present, most
were perfectly well aware that cultures were histori-
cal formations (if not always historically in forma-
tion), that it was frequently difficult to determine
precisely just where one culture ended and another
began, and that among geographically proximate
cultures, there was likely to be just as much evi-
dence of intermixture as of isolation (cf. Firth,
1959). Hence, if cultural research had its specific
site in one or another community or village or literal
island, it had its broader locus in a ‘culture area’.
Exhibiting shared traits or cultural complexes,
culture areas nevertheless had boundaries of their
own, and boundaries no different in kind from geo-
graphically more restricted boundaries which they
encompassed. What could be said of an individual
culture could thus be said of a culture area as well.
For Benedict, both revealed their edges at those
(usually fuzzy) interfaces at which one complex of
norms and values gave way to another. For Lévi-
Strauss, both revealed their edges as precipitous
drops in the level of the flow of information. For
Geertz, both revealed their edges as the sometimes
abrupt, sometimes gradual ebbing of conversational
(and experiential) familiarity. But in every case,
edges were presumed to ‘be there’; no culture wor-
thy of the name could exist without them.
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The second presumptively natural property of
any culture worthy of name was the property of
integration. Benedict once again produced the foun-
dational argument (1934: 45-56), and very little
would be conceptually added to it, even if for each
new model, a somewhat different vocabulary would
need deploying. Consistently, Benedict’s own terms
were those of Gestalt psychology, and her basic
claims distinctly Gestaltist in tenor. Even if a thing
of shreds and patches, a culture had always also to
be a thing of stitches and seams, a quilt or tapestry,
however ragged or threadbare. It could perhaps
absorb its share of paradoxes. Yet it could not be so
blatantly rife with paradox, or inconsistency, or
incoherence, that the people whose culture it was
were left bereft of stable channels of experience or
stable guidelines of action. Too much in the way of
what would later come to be called ‘cognitive’ or
‘affective dissonance’ (Wallace, 1956) was
humanly intolerable. Cultures were just those sorts
of entities which — for most people, most of the
time — kept such dissonance at an acceptable mini-
mum. They were matrices of expectability. Without
them, human beings would be forced to take up
every experience, every practical option, as a
novelty — which is to say, as Geertz would later
have it, that they would simply be reduced to the
condition of ‘basket cases’ (1973: 49). Lévi-Strauss
was inclined to think integration a more palpable
quality of the cultural past. Benedict, Geertz and most
everyone else were very much inclined to think it a
necessary quality of any variety of ethnographic
presents, if a quality perhaps more evident outside
than within the borders of the modern West. Lévi-
Strauss conceived of integration as an ‘aesthetic’
property, or in any event as a property which resulted
from the same sorts of digital and analogical mental
operations as did the structural ‘economy’ of a Clouet
oil ([1962] 1966) or Mozart symphony ([1964]
1969). Geertz (1973: 345-59) would be joined by
Pierre Bourdieu ([1972] 1977) and many others in
rejecting the putative intellectualist exaggerations
of Lévi-Strauss’ reconstructions of culture before
the fall, though Geertz, too, would come increas-
ingly to conceive of integration itself as aesthetic —
if only more roughly so.

Neither quite the same as its boundedness nor
quite the same as its integration was culture’s pre-
sumptive systematicity. Unsurprisingly, Lévi-
Strauss’ formulation was the most exacting. Cultural
systems were ‘mechanical’ — closed rather than
open, of an only finite number of variables, and each
variable of which stood in definable relation to
every other (Lévi-Strauss, [1953] 1973: 378-82).
That the fieldworker would virtually never
encounter such systems face-to-face, that he or she
would virtually always be sifting among shards, was
neither here nor there. It was in their (lost)
mechanicity that the only intelligibility of cultural
systems as systems lay. A daunting formulation,

indeed — and it has had only a very occasional
adherent beyond Lévi-Strauss himself. Yet the sort
of holism which the Boasians imported to the study
of culture was only slightly more modest, and no
less methodologically suggestive. It, too, encou-
raged a program of both research and textual repre-
sentation for which each symbol served as the
interpretive ‘context’ for every other, and each cul-
tural ‘part’ (from dietetics to religion) as the inter-
pretive context at once for every other part and for
the totality that comprised them. Poetically speak-
ing, culture was a matter of metonyms and synec-
doches. Methodologically and textually, it might
thus be approached from two quite distinct vantages.
One of these was an interpretive survey of a culture
(or a cultural system) as a totality. Malinowski’s
Argonauts afforded one classic example; some half
century later, the four volumes of Lévi-Strauss’
Mythologiques would afford another, even more
prodigious. Yet as totalistic surveys, the Argonauts
and the Mythologiques are in fact methodological
exceptions. Far more often, cultural (and for that
matter, social) research would adopt not the whole
of a culture but rather one or another of its parts as
its primary object — from the potlatch of the native
Northwest coast of America (Codere, [1956] 1967)
to the ‘dreamings’ of the Australian desert (Stanner,
1958; cf. Clifford, 1988: 314; cf. also Geertz, 1973:
21-2). What separated such a strategy of research
from its nineteenth-century forerunner — the collec-
tion and analysis of ‘traits” — was precisely its poeti-
cal rationale. If, indeed, cultures were metonymic
and synecdochic, the fieldworker could be reason-
ably confident that each cultural part would in fact
reveal something of the cultural whole, if not as an
epitome then at least as a refraction. In principle,
only participant observation, only sustained empiri-
cal enquiry, could render such confidence legiti-
mate; only empirical enquiry would enable the
fieldworker further to select, among an array of
potential analytical foci, those which were in fact
most ‘representative’. The quest for the representa-
tive animated Boas (who tended to seek out the age-
ing repositories of lore and mores, the wise men and
wise women of a culture) as much as his students
(who tended to seek out the interactive nexuses of
cultural acquisition — parent and child, teacher and
apprentice, and so on). In their aftermath, it contin-
ued to animate a cultural anthropology which,
throughout its constitutive period, was increasingly
likely to elevate to an axiomatics of research those
sorts of partitive types or categories already com-
paratively established to be the most culturally
dense — whether as epitomes, or as refractions, or
as both.

These are, in short, the ontological postulates
which reigned over what has been called cultural
anthropology’s ‘golden age’ — between the 1920s
and the 1950s — and even beyond it, to the early
1960s. By the later 1960s, however, something of
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an interregnum had begun to have its day.
Especially in the United States, cultural anthropolo-
gists of a younger generation would come together
to voice collective worry over their disciplinary
legacy, and to call for disciplinary reformation. The
dominant tenor of their malaise was of the same
pitch as that of the broader protests of the period; it
was not ‘metaphysical’ but rather political and
moral. Kathleen Gough may have been the first to
level an accusation which many others would reit-
erate in the next decade: anthropology was a ‘child
of imperialism” which had failed utterly to come to
terms with its parentage (Gough, 1968; cf. Asad,
1973). For Gough herself, as for many other neo-
Marxists (see Caulfield, 1972; Wolff, 1972), the
corrective lay first in the inauguration of an anthro-
pology of imperialism, and more specifically, of an
anthropology which would leave behind its preten-
sions to objectivity in favor of a normative enquiry
into the relative benefits and vices of capitalist and
socialist regimes. Only thus could anthropology
attain contemporary ‘relevance’ (Gough, 1968). It
would, however, only attain maturity when it had
further come to take full reflexive account of its
own situation within the past and present world-
system. General critical consensus had it that
anthropologists would thus have to pursue a four-
fold examen de conscience. Politically, they needed
to interrogate the role which anthropology had
played, and continued to play, in sustaining and
reinforcing domination, whether by providing ‘useful
information’ to colonizing powers, lending legiti-
macy to inherently conservative and hierarchical
models of social and cultural life, or cultivating
professional ignorance of the dynamics and techno-
logies of power (Nader, 1972; Willis, 1972; Wolf,
1982; Wolff, 1972). Morally, they would need to
interrogate anthropology’s professional values, and
particularly to ask whether its polished relativism
resulted less in the nourishment of cosmopolitan
tolerance than in quiescence to injustice and vio-
lence (Clemmer, 1972; Diamond, 1972). Ethically,
they would need to interrogate the quality and conse-
quences of their own curiosity, the extent to which
their ways and means of knowing and understand-
ing less respected than exploited other human
beings. Epistemologically, they would need to re-
examine anthropological knowledge itself: its actual
empirical basis; its actual subjects and objects; the
actual scope and impartiality of its claims (Scholte,
1972). As Bob Scholte put it, anthropologists
could no longer put off undertaking the ‘ethnology
of anthropology’ (1972: 431; cf. Bennett, 1946;
Berreman, 1966).

If in more roundabout fashion, a practically moti-
vated critique thus arrived at much the same theo-
retical threshold at which Pierre Bourdieu ([1972]
1977) was arriving in France; and neither the onto-
logical edifice nor the methodological apparatus of
the culturological golden age would ever be quite

the same again. Were cultures naturally bounded,
after all? To repeat, even during the golden age,
such a postulate had never been taken entirely for
granted, and social anthropologists from Radcliffe-
Brown forward (Radcliffe-Brown, [1940] 1952; cf.
Leach, 1954: 17-18) had registered consistent sus-
picion of it. Moreover, many cultural researchers
had studied such processes as ‘acculturation’,
‘assimilation’, and ‘syncretization’, which had as
much to do with the breaching and shifting of cul-
tural boundaries as with their endurance (e.g.,
Linton, 1940; cf. Spicer, 1961). The neo-Marxists
of the 1960s wished, however, to press the issue
much further. Mina Caulfield, for example, drew
upon Fredrik Barth’s analysis of ethnicity (1969) in
arguing that the border between one culture and
another might, sometimes at least, be the result of a
strategy of resistance rather than of an intrinsic ten-
dency toward the insular (Caulfield, 1972: 202).
Richard Clemmer (1972) seconded her conclusion.
Neither was quite prepared to execute the complete
ontological erasure of the ‘perimetric’ culture. Yet
both were harbingers of two theoretical trends.
One of these has cast ‘cultures’ not as naturally
bounded wholes but instead as artfully constructed
differentia — sometimes found, sometimes invented,
from one case to the next (cf. Hobsbawm and
Ranger, 1983; Spooner, 1986). The other has
increasingly cast the cultural not as spatial but
rather as temporal and processual. In its neo-
Marxist version, it has stressed a dissemination of
‘ideology’ from the centers to the peripheries of a
world-system which no longer permits any neat
division between one culture and another, between
what is culturally ‘inside’ and what is culturally
‘outside’ (e.g., Comaroff, 1985; Nash, 1979;
Ong, 1987, 1990; Schneider et al., 1972; Spindler,
1977, Taussig, 1980). In other versions — especially
those ‘post-colonialist’ versions which, following
Weber more than Marx, give as much weight to
‘ideal’ as to material motives and interests —
the second trend has clevated the exilic, the dias-
poric and the hybrid to the status of culturological
primi inter pares at which most of the anthropolo-
gists of the golden age would have scoffed. A certain
diffusionism has consequently made a comeback —
but an interpretivist and nominalist diffusionism,
lacking any implication that it might uncover the
universal laws of cultural dissemination, or of inter-
cultural imporosity or osmosis (e.g., Appadurai,
1991; Basch et al., 1994; Hannerz, 1996; Ossman,
1994; Tsing, 1993).

If not naturally so bounded, then might cultures
not naturally be quite so integrated, either? Few if
any anthropologists have been tempted to board that
impetuous (or as it is sometimes also known, ‘post-
modernist”) bandwagon which would trumpet flux
and incoherence as our true cultural lot. And sensi-
bly enough: Benedict’s position cannot plausibly be
turned altogether on its head. Yet, before the 1970s,
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cultural complexity and cultural differentiation
were relegated to something of a disciplinary side-
line, and a sideline largely inscribed within the con-
ceptual strictures of Robert Redfield’s distinction
between ‘Little’ and ‘Great’ traditions (Redfield,
1955; Srinivas, 1966) or the programmatic evolu-
tionism of one or another grand theory of ‘modern-
ization’ (Singer, 1972; cf. Geertz, 1973). Among
the contributors to Hymes’ volume, William Willis,
Jr seems in retrospect to have been the most elo-
quent harbinger of a critical corrective which would
rapidly transport the treatment of both complexity
and differentiation to the very center of cultural
research. An African American, Willis put together
a full-scale assault on the racism which he detected
in even the most generous-minded of the practition-
ers of a discipline that had, after all, specialized
in the study of ‘dominated colored peoples — and
their ancestors — living outside the boundaries of
modern white societies’ from its earliest beginnings
(Willis, 1972: 123; cf. Deloria, 1969). ‘Color-blind-
ness’ was not a solution, but part of the problem; so,
too, that ‘liberal’ relativism which granted the ‘sav-
age’ his nobility but maintained a scrupulous ‘neu-
trality” in the face of his ‘distress and misery’
(Willis, 1972: 126). If solution there was, it might
come in some measure through the inauguration
of a systematic ethnography of the urban ghetto
and the poor (cf. Valentine and Valentine, 1970).
It might come in even better measure through
the systematic recruitment and training of ‘black
and other colored anthropologists’ (Willis, 1972:
147). And liberalism had to go; ‘political radical-
ism’ would have to come to stand in its place
(1972: 148).

Willis” vision is yet to be realized (to put it
mildly). Yet, his voice was far from being lost in
the wilderness, not least because it benefitted and
has continued to benefit from the reinforcement of
many others — ‘colored’, ethnic, international and
transnational, gendered and sexed (or sexualized),
whether alone or in combination. They continue to
be too disharmonic to constitute a single chorus.
Willis claimed allegiance to a ‘nationalism’ for
which Franz Fanon was the proximate, but
Marxism the ultimate, theoretical precedent
(Fanon, 1968, 1969; Clark, 1991; Maddox, 1993;
cf. Nkrumah, 1964). Feminists could — and in the
1970s often did — claim Marxism as their own
precedent (Etienne and Leacock, 1980; Sacks,
1974; Siskind, 1973; cf. Engels, [1884] 1975). The
primary object of their critical attention was, how-
ever, very much their own: ‘patriarchy’, or more
generally, the suzerainty which men have long
and — it would seem — everywhere enjoyed within
the sexual division of labor and the division of
sexual labor (Coward, 1983; Millett, 1971; cf. de
Beauvoir, [1949] 1975). Unsurprisingly, feminist
cultural anthropologists tended to focus at least as
much upon the symbolic as upon the sheerly material

organization of patriarchy. Virtually none found the
classic Marxist conception of ideology adequate to
the phenomena they encountered. Most would con-
sequently join anthropologists of nationalism and
ethnicity in seeking a more serviceable critical and
analytical apparatus among the symbologically
most sophisticated of Marx’s successors. Georg
Lukacs (e.g., 1964, 1970), Herbert Marcuse (e.g.,
1968), Raymond Williams (1958, 1981), and the
theorists of the later Frankfurt School, were the ear-
liest of their discoveries, but none of these would
prove to have quite so broad and enduring an
influence as Antonio Gramsci, whose concept of
‘hegemony’ — the exercise of domination through
purely ‘civil’ means — has become a contemporary
byword not merely of the discourses of cultural (and
sociocultural) anthropology but also of those of the
rather broader discourses of ‘ethnic studies’, ‘sub-
altern studies’ and ‘post-colonial studies’ (Deloria,
1995; Agarwal, 1994; Alexander and Mohanty, 1997;
de Angulo, 1990; Anzaldta, 1987; Comaroff, 1985;
Gandhi, 1998; Gregory, 1998; Guha, 1997; Gupta,
1998; Johnson, 1992; Kaplan and Grewal, 1994;
Kaplan et al., 1999; Kondo, 1990, 1997; Limon,
1994, 1998; Loomba, 1998; Lowe, 1996; Spivak,
1987, 1990, 1999; Spivak and Guha, 1988; Turner,
1993; Vigil, 1997, 1998; cf. Gramsci, 1959, 1988).
There has been much life outside of Marxism as
well. In the 1970s, the ‘political’ was becoming
increasingly ‘personal,” and such embodied diacri-
tics as race, ethnicity, gender, sex and sexuality
increasingly conceived as diacritics not of ‘class’
but rather of ‘status’ and ‘identity’. The latter cate-
gories were already central to Barth’s ‘construction-
ist” account of ethnicity (1969), which has remained
without any real culturological rival. They were
central as well to both of the paths along which the
feminist anthropology of patriarchy has continued to
unfold. One of these paths is a cobblestone of ethno-
graphic challenges to the presumptive uniformity
and universality of male suzerainty (Dubisch, 1986;
Fernea, 1969; Guttmann, 1997; di Leonardo, 1979;
MacCormack and Strathern, 1980; Rogers, 1975;
Seremetakis, 1991; Strathern, 1988; Visweswaran,
1994; Weiner, 1976; cf. di Leonardo, 1991: 10-19).
The other has led toward the reformulation of such
suzerainty as a matter of the control of ‘prestige’ or
‘symbolic capital’ (Douglas, 1966; Ortner, 1974a;
Ortner and Whitehead, 1981; M. Rosaldo, 1974 (but
cf. M. Rosaldo, 1980); Yanagisako and Collier,
1987; cf. Bourdieu, [1972] 1977, 1998). Status and
identity have also been the prevailing rubrics of the
culturological investigation of sexualities, from
Gayle Rubin’s extraordinary supplement to Lévi-
Strauss’ theorization of the prohibition of incest to
more recent studies — much indebted to Michel
Foucault, and beyond him, to Judith Butler — of the
‘performance’ and ‘performativity’ of masculine
and feminine expressions of self (Carrier, 1995;
Cohen, 1995; Epple, 1998; Herdt, 1991a, 1991b;
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Herdt and Stoller, 1990; Herzfeld, 1985; Jacobs and
Cromwell, 1992; Lancaster, 1992; Lancaster and di
Leonardo, 1997; Murray, 1992, 1997; Parker et al.,
1992; Roscoe, 1991; Rubin, 1975; Weston, 1991; cf.
Foucault, [1976] 1978, [1984] 1985; and Butler,
1990, 1991, 1997).

No chorus: but it is precisely the multiplicity of
this still growing serial which lends its repeated
demonstration of the systematicity of the relation-
ship between the embodied diacritics of cultural
complexity and asymmetries of power such incon-
trovertible force. If Willis might regret that it is not
consistently ‘radical’, he might still take heart that it
can still drop, or be threatened with, the occasional
bombshell. Two examples must suffice. Nancy
Scheper-Hughes’ Death Without Weeping (1992), a
study of infant malnutrition among the Brazilian
poor, has garnered several awards, but just as many
vehement rebuttals, especially from those who have
taken umbrage at its insinuation of the Brazilian
state’s role in promoting ‘infanticide’. Anastasia
Karakasidou’s Fields of Wheat, Hills of Blood
(1997), an enquiry into ethnic consciousness among
Greek Macedonians, appears to have inspired a
bomb threat which induced its prospective pub-
lisher, Cambridge University Press, to execute a
cautionary reversal of plans. Two members of the
editorial board of the Press temporarily resigned in
protest. (For the record, the subsequent release of
the monograph under the imprint of the University
of Chicago did not meet with any violence.)

A note, finally, on systematicity itself. A glance at
virtually any contemporary journal of cultural anthro-
pology might foster the impression that the discipline
is now split between ‘modernists’, who continue to
believe in the systematicity of everything from cog-
nition to consumption, and ‘post-modernists’, who
allegedly believe only in semiotic ‘play’ and interac-
tive ‘virtuality’. In small measure, such a split is gen-
uine, but less dramatic than it is often portrayed to be.
Cultural anthropologists may not know it, but they
are in broad accord about the basic nature of cultural
systematicity, if not always about its secondary elab-
oration. Lévi-Strauss aside, the rest have arrived at a
tacit unanimity: the cultural is not in fact ‘mechani-
cal’; it is not by nature a closed but rather an open
system. For better or worse, it thus permits only of
what Lévi-Strauss himself was happy to cede to his-
torians (and sociologists): ‘statistical” description, at a
scale inevitably different from that of the thing itself,
and whether quantitative or qualitative, inevitably
incomplete (cf. Bourdieu, [1972] 1977: 3-9).

FIELDWORK AT LENGTH AND AT LARGE

Perhaps, however, disciplinary unanimity does end
there. At the very least, the critical current in cul-
tural anthropology has met with anything but a

uniform response. Some reject its ontological
skepticism and cleave to the old order. A considerable
number have taken its skepticism to heart; yet no
shared ontological alternative, no common replace-
ment model of culture unites them. In its absence, a
growing legion of cultural anthropologists have
come to stake their claim to disciplinary distinction
not on the object of their rcsearch but instead on
their procedures — on fieldwork itself. Such an argu-
ment may keep such rivals as those who profess to
specialize in ‘cultural studies’ at a convenient dis-
tance, but it is not without an air of paradox. Lacking
secure ontological footing, cultural fieldwork seems
fated to dissolve into one of several equally unsatis-
factory self-caricatures. Executor of a method gen-
uinely without object, or at least without a stable
object, the researcher might, like Lévi-Strauss’ his-
torian, simply invent one, to each researcher her
own; but then ethnography would simply be an aes-
thetic exercise, an ‘art’ in the strictest sense of the
term. Or she might resort to the established ethno-
graphic record, extracting the misplaced assump-
tions, undefended presumptions and hidden biases
of one or another project of the past or near-present.
The critical current in anthropology indeed contin-
ues in much this vein; but were it the sole discipli-
nary current, anthropology would simply have
devolved into nothing more than the sort of decon-
structive or destructive textual commentary for
which cultural studies is often berated. Or, finally,
she might turn entirely inward, offering herself up as
a cultural object even without being able to specify
where the cultural in her or about her begins or ends.
Here, ‘fieldwork’ would run the risk of falling back
into the armchair — or the psychoanalytic couch —
and dragging the cultural along with it.

If the going state of disciplinary affairs is not yet
so dire, that is in part because the thematics of cul-
tural complexity are themselves still being devel-
oped, expanded and refined (see, e.g., Comaroff
and Comaroff, 1991; Gupta and Ferguson, 1997b;
Ortner, 1989; Savigliano, 1995; Tsing, 1993;
Verdery, 1996). Moreover, among those anthropol-
ogists dissatisfied with the constitutive models of
culture — as pattern, or as language, or as text —
there are increasingly many for whom disciplinary
critique has given way to experiments in renova-
tion and reconstruction which at least try to avoid
falling either into mere fiction or mere navel-
gazing. They remain ‘experiments’ because they
lack any common methodological a priori. In other
words, they manifest little if any agreement on
what new and improved model of culture might
serve better than past contenders. Or, to put it more
positively, they suggest a turn toward an increas-
ingly resolute methodological pluralism, toward
the common conviction that cultural analysis
demands not one but many different ways and
means. They remain experiments as well because —
like the avant-gardist art and writing of the first
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half of this century — they manifest as much
willingness to violate the conventional limits of
their discipline as to respect them.

For all this, the experimental current in cultural
anthropology has limits of its own, which ulti-
mately derive less from ontological than from epis-
temological criteria, less from a consideration of
what culture definitively is than from a considera-
tion of how we might begin to know or to under-
stand anything about it at all (cf. Gupta and
Ferguson, 1997a; Stewart, 1991, 1996, Strathern,
1991). Once again, the later 1960s are a watershed,
and Reinventing Anthropology the programmatic
commencement of more substantive things to
come. Invoking an existentialist or neo-Marxist
humanism, many of that volume’s contributors cas-
tigated their anthropological predecessors for treat-
ing their informants and interlocutors as specimens
or cases — a simultaneously epistemological and
political gesture which in effect demoted fully
fledged human subjects to the lowly status of ‘pre-
conscious’ scientific objects (Diamond, 1972; cf.
Fabian, 1983; Price, 1983; R. Rosaldo, 1980; Wolf,
1982). Its final contributor was left to pose a posi-
tive methodological reform. Relying closely upon
Johannes Fabian’s synopsis of the work of Habermas,
Bob Scholte urged an anthropology that would at
last adjust itself to what the intersubjectivity of the
cultural fully implied (see Fabian, 1971). Such an
anthropology could no longer present fieldwork as
an encounter between subject and object, nor even
between one subject and another. It would instead
have to present it as the encounter between (at least)
one intersubjective order and another — that which
the anthropologist, as an enculturated being,
brought to the field, and that (or those) with which
her informants and interlocutors confronted her.
Three corollaries followed. First, the generative
‘site’ of anthropological understanding was not ‘a
culture’ but rather the dynamic interface between
divergent intersubjectivities; its temporality not an
eternal present but the inescapably historical ‘here’
and ‘now’ of the intersubjective encounter (or con-
frontation). Secondly, the basic data of anthro-
pological understanding were not simple or
absolute but rather relational — the ‘differences’
between one intersubjectivity in the light of or in
contrast to another. Thirdly, a fully mature anthro-
pological understanding would have to be grounded
as much in self-analysis as in the analysis of the
other, in a reciprocal elucidation of others in light of
or in contrast to the self and of the self in light of or
in contrast to others. Hence, Scholte’s call for a
‘critical and reflexive’ reorientation of the disci-
pline (1972).

The call would be repeated several times: from
outside anthropology, in James Clifford’s ‘On
ethnographic authority’ (1983); and within it, most
constructively in George Marcus and Michael
Fischer’s Anthropology as Cultural Critique

(1986). Marcus and Fischer still write as if the
interregnum of the previous decade remained in
force. The discipline they describe is ‘between para-
digms’, in ‘transition’ from its functionalist and
structuralist past to a future of paradigms regained
and suffering a ‘crisis of representation’ along its
way. In retrospect, however, Anthropology as
Cultural Critique — which has become a standard
textbook in the United States — seems less a perusal
of the ‘experimental moment’ to which its subtitle
refers than the disciplinary consecration of an
experimental current which has since only grown in
measure and force. Marcus and Fischer could
already cite several exemplary monographs — not
all of them “cultural critiques’, perhaps, but all textu-
ally and thematically against the constitutive grain
(cf. Abu-Lughod, 1991, 1993b). A great many more
such monographs could be cited at present.

Textuality and thematics aside, the experimental
current has also been a confluence of methodologi-
cal innovations, at least some half dozen of which
seem likely to endure. The first of these might be
called ‘situation analysis’, though it should not be
confused with the only superficially similar analy-
ses of such interactionists as Erving Goffman or
such ethnomethodologists as Harold Garfinkel.
Paul Rabinow’s Reflections on Fieldwork in
Morocco (1977) and Jean-Paul Dumont’s The
Headman and I (1978) are its pioneer texts, and of
the two, Reflections brings most fully to fruition the
principles of ethnographic practice which Scholte
had earlier advocated. Within it, participant obser-
vation has a thoroughgoing translation into her-
meneutical enquiry. Yet the outcome is neither a
revival of Boas nor a reaffirmation of the classic
hermeneutical engagement between a subject and a
text. Rabinow’s is a more Hegelian perspective, a
vantage from which fieldwork appears as a series of
encounters between subjectivities in contest, the
transcendence of which demands the researcher’s
continuous reassessment of place, of self, of other,
and of the structural background which enframes
and, at least in part, determines them. Demurring
from Hegel, however, Rabinow envisions no ulti-
mate synthesis, no ultimate fusion of intersubjec-
tive horizons. Fieldwork cannot result in the erasure
or overcoming of intersubjective difference. It must
end rather in the reflexive recognition of the possi-
bility of that always partial, always limited fusion
of horizons which he calls ‘friendship’.

Yet another vector of experimental situation
analysis less lies between than intersects the former
two. On the one hand, it acknowledges the political
situation of research, but substitutes for the antago-
nism or agonism of dialectics an agenda which
recalls Kurt Wolff’s dictum that the ethnographer
must surrender himself or herself to the sovereignty
of the other (Wolff, 1964). On the other hand,
though it resists appealing to the speaker’s or
writer’s unique privilege (as kin, as a national, as
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sexed, as oppressed) to legitimate its claims to
ethnographic or anthropological insight or author-
ity, it forges what for all intents and purposes can
only be a rapprochement with what the nineteenth-
century founders of hermeneutics declared to be the
a priori of cultural understanding: projective empa-
thy; the capacity to put oneself into the emotional-
ity or sentimentality, into the aesthetics — the
structured feeling and experience — of the other. At
least a few of the recent virtuosi of such empathy
deserve mention: Marjorie Shostak (1981), Lila
Abu-Lughod (1986, 1993a), Ruth Behar (1996),
and Julie Taylor, whose Paper Tangos (1998) is
among the most eloquent — and among the most
successful — of attempts to forge an intimate textu-
ality that brings the other and the self into micro-
cosmic commensurability against the backdrop of a
world-systemic macrocosm.

A second experimental branch leads, whether as
an alternative hermeneutics or as an alternative to
hermeneutics, to ‘practice analysis’. In 1984, Sherry
Ortner put forward ‘practice’ as the ‘key symbol’ of
anthropology since the 1960s. She had both social
and cultural anthropology, both Bourdieu and
Geertz, equally in mind. Fifteen years later, her
intentionally sweeping characterization of practice
as just about anything that has a political twist
seems to conflate more than it elucidates, and is far
from delimiting the specificity of the theoretical
role which the concept of practice was designated to
fulfill. First for Bourdieu, then for de Certeau
([1974] 1984), and Sahlins (1985), and many
others, practice was that which stood between, and
mediated, individual agency and supraindividual
structure (whether social, or cultural, or both). For
Bourdieu especially, it has been the fulcrum of an
account of the ‘unwitting’ but active reproduction
of social and cultural structures of domination. For
de Certeau, it brought into resolution the scope and
the modalities of tactical resistance to social and
cultural structures ‘in place’ (cf. [1974] 1984:
xix—xx). For Sahlins, it has operated as a sort of
switching-post for the dynamic interplay of the
structural determination of ‘interest’ and the ‘inter-
ested’ (if still often unwitting) inducement of struc-
tural change (cf. Kirch and Sahlins, 1992).
Yeoman’s service, indeed: yet for all its diverse
utility, the theoretical centralization of practice
effects a planar shift: from selves and others to
‘habitus’, ‘subject positions’, heterogeneous ‘appa-
ratuses’ and conflictual ‘fields’; and from a
hermeneutics of situation to an analytics of the log-
ics of sociocultural process.

In cultural anthropology, ‘practice’ now looms as
the banner of several methodologies, each prescrib-
ing somewhat different plans and foci of research.
Sahlins highlights the referential use of signs, and
the risks which such usage can occasionally pose to
the integrity of an already constituted cultural order.
Recovering Vico, Michael Herzfeld (1987; cf.

Herzfeld, 1991) highlights instead the rhetorical
force of signs in circulation, and the double and
antagonistic meanings they often acquire in the his-
torical course of their embattled absorption into
cultural politics and the politics of culture.
Rhetorical force and rhetorical practices are at a
methodological premium in several less Vichian
agenda as well, from Jean Comaroff’s (1985),
Sherry Ortner’s (1989), John Borneman’s (1992) to
my own (Faubion, 1993). As cultural anthropolo-
gist, Bourdieu himself scrutinizes the field of
ostensibly trivial but symbolically portentous dis-
criminations which preserve the sovereignty of an
aristocracy of ‘good taste’ over the mass of ‘cruder’
commoners ([1979] 1984). De Certeau also urged
scrutiny of apparent trivia, from channel-surfing to
cooking, not for the stratification they sustain but
rather for the structural interstices and structural
hiatus they expose. In the United States, however,
neither Bourdieu nor de Certeau has had as decisive
an impact on methodologies of practice analysis as
Michel Foucault, whose transverse scanning of the
‘discursive’ and the ‘extradiscursive’, of ‘knowl-
edge’ and ‘power’, sets the standard for a host of
recent ventures into everything from development
in Latin America (Escobar, 1995) to the colonialist
erotics of race (Stoler, 1995), from medical entre-
preneurialism in China (Farquhar, 1994) to lan-
guage revival and ethnic separatism in the Spanish
Basque country (Urla, 1993), from pronatalism
(Horn, 1994) to the architecture of colonization
during the fascist administration of Italy (Fuller,
1988; cf. Lindenbaum and Lock, 1993; and cf.
Foucault, [1961] 1965, [1963] 1973 and [1966]
1973, [1969] 1972).

Foucault’s methodological impact is further evi-
dent in a small but noteworthy number of forays into
‘gencalogy,” the retrospective unraveling of the
social and cultural ancestry of some contemporary
artifact or artifactual complex (cf. Foucault, [1971]
1998, [1975] 1977, [1976] 1978 and [1984] 1985).
Many practice analyses include a genealogical com-
ponent; all acknowledge the historicity of practice.
Yet genealogy leaves the fieldworker no option but
to traverse the terrain of the past as well as the ter-
rain of the present, to include the dead among her
interlocutors. Moreover, though it must always
address practices, discursive and extradiscursive, its
methodological scope is broader. The artifacts
which might serve as its point of departure belong to
no restricted class. Once again, Rabinow has been a
pioneer. His French Modern: Norms and Forms of
the Social Environment (1989), a veritable socio-
cultural genomics of the blandly functional urban
planning which transformed the landscape of Paris
and many of its far-flung satellites in the wake of the
Second World War, is still the most complex token
of its type (cf. Asad, 1993; Born, 1995). Genealogi-
cal approaches have the heuristic virtue — though not
everyone might regard it as such — of bringing to the
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forefront a conceptual ‘deregulation’ which practice
analyses sometimes achieve, but often leave in the
background. Often emphasizing disruption, crisis,
accident, contradiction and problematization rather
than ‘order’, virtually always emphasizing the
diachronic over the synchronic, they effectively do
without any of the models of culture on which the
constitutive current of the discipline has so far
relied.

Their lesson is not that tradition is always
‘invented” (cf. Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983;
Wagner, 1980). Nor is it simply that tradition may
just as often be the product of unintended conse-
quences as of intentional design. It is further that
the traditional, the cultural, the social — the domain
of the artifactual in general — is multi-scalar, if not
down to every last artifact, at least down to a great
many of them. Grasping for familiar metaphors,
one might be tempted to revive yet again Lowie’s
‘shreds and patches’. But such an image won’t quite
do; it misleadingly suggests a substance of common
cloth. Lévi-Strauss’ ‘bricolage’ is a somewhat
closer approximation, though only once disbur-
dened of the ‘bricoleur’ and the mythologic that
thinks itself through him (Lévi-Strauss, [1962]
1966: 16-21; [1964] 1969: 4-15). Ruminating over
the implications not of genealogy but of chaos
theory, Marilyn Strathern has wondered whether
Donna Haraway’s (1991) ‘cyborg’ — multi-scalar
by definition — might preserve the metaphorical
trenchancy of bricolage without dragging along all
its formalist trappings in train (Strathern, 1991). It
might — but the cyborg still suggests a maker, a
‘cyborgeur’, a mind behind the machine. Genealo-
gists from Foucault forward have demonstrated
convincingly enough that this need not be so. The
artifactual may be cyborgic; but the cyborgic may
be authorless.

Three further methodological innovations flow
from the same conclusion which Strathern has in
any event herself reiterated: enquiry into the cybor-
gic is not mere wandering through fragmentary rub-
ble; it is rather a scouting for ‘partial’ and often
ad hoc connections, neither the form nor the sub-
stance of which can be known in advance. One of
these latter innovations amounts to a sort of ‘team
effort’. The teams at issue, however, no longer count
only anthropological experts among their members.
They include ‘lay observers’ as well. Defended
sometimes in the name of the empowerment of the
native voice, sometimes in the name of ‘dialogue’,
sometimes in the name of generating Bakhtinian
‘polyphony’ (cf. Clifford, 1983), the team effort has
had variable success, but even (or perhaps particu-
larly) at its most awkward — as with Kevin Dwyer’s
Moroccan Dialogues (1982) — has confirmed the
typically multi-scalar texture of intersubjectivities in
contact. At its most distilled, such teamwork contin-
ues to take shape in the unstructured interview, at
the anthropologist’s bidding though not always

under his control (see, for example, Marcus, 1993).
Tools other than the tape recorder have, however,
produced compelling and unexpected results of their
own. So, for example, Faye Ginsburg has trained her
Australian aboriginal companions in the use of film
and video cameras, and has witnessed the produc-
tion of ‘documentaries’ quite different in scale and
editorial composition than those she might have pro-
duced herself (see Ginsburg, 1993, 1994). As team
member, moreover, Ginsburg is one of many
anthropologists who have found themselves in what
Marcus has deemed the role of the ‘circumstantial
activist’ (1998: 98-9), a role in which the canonical
relation of ‘rapport’ between ethnographer and
informant may be transmuted into something much
more like ‘complicity’ (Marcus, 1998: 105-31).
Andrew Shryock has written in just such terms of
his research among rival Palestinian historians
(1997: 30-3). Michael Fischer and Mehdi Abedi’s
Debating Muslims (1990) and William Smalley,
Chia Koua Vang and Gnia Yee Yang’s Mother of
Writing (1990) express a similar complicity in the
joint signature, the textuality of multiple authorship
(cf. also Bulmer and Majnap, 1977).

Geertz’s ‘Ritual and social change: a Javanese
example’ (1973: 142-69) is an exquisite epitome of
the constitutive ethnography of events; its experi-
mental offshoot might be called the ‘event-
chronicle’. Though there is nothing to prevent such
a chronicle from being a team effort, it might still
be the enterprise of a sole investigator, and have its
end in a (more or less) conventional monograph.
Geertz’s essay remains within the model-theoretical
parameters of ‘modernization’. In contrast, the event-
chronicle lacks general parameters. It is nominalist,
even if the structural horizons to which it attends
are at times no less expansive than those of the
world-system itself. It is inherently unfinished,
since only hindsight would permit its decisive clo-
sure. Its monographic tense is appropriately past,
but its field methodology less that of a genealogy of
the multi-scalar present than that of a genealogy in
it. Crapanzano’s Waiting (1985), a report on White
South Africa at the verge of the fall of Apartheid,
reflects a chronicler’s practical wisdom in its sus-
pension of climax. Some of the best of recent work
in political (Das, 1995; Gal, 1991) and economic
anthropology (Offe, 1985, 1996), and in the bur-
geoning anthropology of science (Fujimura, 1996;
Hess, 1995; Latour and Woolgar, 1979; Rabinow,
1996, 1999; Traweek, 1988; Zabusky, 1995), shows
similar methodological restraint. Yet that Waiting
was originally published serially in The New Yorker
points to a certain slippage of genres in which even
some event-chroniclers themselves detect a disturb-
ing trace of methodological wantonness (cf.
Hannerz, 1998; Malkki, 1997; Marcus, 1998,
1999). Margaret Mead might have delighted in the
chance to write for The Ladies’ Home Journal, but
never doubted that her ethnographic authority was
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the superior of its journalistic counterpart. As for
Mead, so, too, for her disciplinary successors: field-
work lent ethnography an epistemic density, a
‘thickness’ which journalism — always under the
pressures of newsworthiness and press deadlines —
could never rival. Between such journalists as Joan
Didion, however, and anthropological event-
chroniclers, any hierarchy seems hair-splitting.
Perhaps this is because Didion’s journalism is espe-
cially dense. But might it rather be that the fieldwork
of the chroniclers has become increasingly thin?
Suspicions of methodological wantonness, or
anemia, or both, also plague the last — and the most
popular — entry in the contemporary roster of field
experiments. Its affinate topics include exile, the
diasporic and the hybrid, but also reception and
consumption (Douglas and Isherwood, 1996;
Miller, 1994), also globalization and localization
(Friedman, 1992; Miller, 1995). Its lexicon features
‘flows’ and ‘scapes’ (Appadurai, 1991), the ‘inter-
national’ (Lee, 1995) and the ‘transnational’ (Glick
Schiller et al., 1992; Gopinath, 1997; Kaplan et al.,
1999; Puar, forthcoming Verdery, 1996, 1998;
Yang, 1999), ‘pluralism’ and ‘post-pluralism’
(Strathern, 1992). Its methodology is what Marcus,
the most trenchant of our monitors of the experi-
mental current, has christened ‘multi-sited” (1998:
79-104), and its proceduralism one of artifactual
‘following’ or tracking. Too literalist a parsing of
‘multi-sitedness’ would do violence to the spirit of
Marcus’ coinage. The ethnographer in pursuit of the
mobile career of an idea, an object, a sentiment, or
a population need not actually retrace every step her
analysandum has taken, or actually set up camp at
each stop it has made. Yet she must still have com-
mand, direct or indirect, of the multiple points of
reference of each of the scales which it has retained,
or acquired, or lost, along its particular way.
Though the justification for such research seems
plain — after all, we live in a world of exiles and
hybrids, transnational flows, post-pluralist partiali-
ties — the criteria of its adequacy would, at least at
first sight, seem exhausting, if not simply beyond
reach. One need consider the time (and funding)
required in our busy contemporary economy to
chart the course of even a single film or popular
song, a single technological invention or blueprint,
in order to understand why the majority of ethno-
graphic monitoring and tracking remains multi-
sited only in the abstract. Short of having to be in
more than one place at the same time (impossible
even for the ethnographer), fieldwork might pro-
ceed cross-sectionally and sequentially, as a ‘sam-
pling’ of the valency of an artifact in selectively
diverse arenas. Arjun Appadurai suggested such a
methodological solution in The Social Life of
Things (Appadurai, 1986). Emily Martin adopted
it in addressing the topos of ‘flexibility’ in the
contemporary United States (Martin, 1994).
Ethnographers of objets d’art have adopted similar

solutions in addressing the circulation of luxuries
transnationally (e.g. Myers, 1992; Price, 1989;
Steiner, 1994). A bit of thinness might creep in
here, but perhaps within the limits of constitutive
tolerance. In principle at least, a team effort — per-
haps only anthropological, perhaps anthropological
and lay — might prove a feasible strategy, and its
results more satisfyingly dense. So far, however,
tracking teams are very few and far between, and
very little published.

The constitutive current in cultural anthropology
is still with us; the critical current still vigilant; and
the experimental current still doing what it can to
explore, describe and diagnose emergent and unfami-
liar cultural territories and temporalities. Even
within the latter current, fieldwork is certainly not
just what anyone might make of it; the constitutive
‘old guard’ and the critical new guard continue to
hold the would-be avant-gardist to an unnegotiable
minimum of professional propriety (as those who,
like Carlos Castaneda, have breached the minimum
have had to learn — often the hard way). Indeed,
they should do so. Yet for all that it might disap-
point those shopping for a methodological organon,
such a minimum must suffice. The further determi-
nation of good methodological behavior can only
come through the nostalgic or dogmatic refusal to
countenance the possibility that the cultural might
permit — might even demand — not fewer but rather
an ever-greater assemblage of models and theories
and proceduralisms in order to do it justice.
Disciplinary and methodological matters would
perhaps — one must stress, perhaps — have remained
simpler, and less divisive, were anthropology (cul-
tural and social) still restricted to the provinces of
the ‘primitive’. But in that case — presuming for the
sake of argument that the ‘primitive’ has any cate-
gorical cogency whatsoever — it would simply have
had less and less to do. Though it can appeal to a
few constitutive precedents (Powdermaker, [1939]
1968; Mead, 1942), the experimental current has
taken up precisely where the constitutive current of
cultural (and social) anthropology — dutifully
reproducing the conventional parceling of inves-
tigative and intellectual labor between specialists
in ‘the Rest’ and specialists in ‘the West” — largely
left off. It has increasingly taken up ‘the West,” and
‘the modern’, if not as its only site, or complex
of sites, then as one site or complex of sites among
many others. Thus relocated, thus multiply re-sited,
it has endowed with ever-more concrete substance
the hypotheses, or proto-hypotheses, which such
social theorists as Reinhard Bendix have pressed
since the early 1970s. One might state such proto-
hypotheses straightforwardly: modernity is not
one but culturally (and socially) many things; and
it is up the cultural (and social) fieldworker to
explore, describe and diagnose at once what such a
multi-scalar assemblage of artifacts is, or what it
might be.
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British Social Anthropology

SHARON MACDONALD

British social anthropology is generally said to have
begun in the 1920s when the Polish-born, but British-
claimed Bronislaw Malinowski (1884—1942) articu-
lated its distinctiveness from the more general
anthropological project which preceded it and set
about establishing it in the academy. At the heart of
Malinowski’s definition of the ‘new’ discipline was
‘ethnography’ — detailed, first-hand, long-term, par-
ticipant observation fieldwork written up as a mono-
graph about a particular people.'

For Malinowski, and indeed for most social
anthropologists today, ethnography is more than a
‘method’ or ‘methodology’ (cf. Miller, 1997: 16),
and certainly more than ‘participant observation’
alone. The term ‘ethnography’ was then, and is now,
used to describe both ethnography as practice —
fieldwork in which participant observation is central
but which may also include other approaches such as
interviews and quantitative surveys (such as collect-
ing genealogies or demographic data); and ethno-
graphy as product — the written text or ethnographic
monograph. According to Daniel Miller, in a recent
ethnographic study of capitalism (to which I return
below), ethnography in social anthropology involves
‘a series of commitments that together constitute a
particular perspective’ (1997: 16). And, of course,
carrying out ethnographic fieldwork remains, as
Malinowski established, a professional ‘rite of
passage’ for British social anthropologists: in the
1998 Directory of the Association of Social Anthro-
pologists (the professional association of British
social anthropologists) only a handful out of nearly
600 members have no entry for ‘fieldwork’.?

But why is ethnography so central to British
social anthropology and what does it entail? s the
minimum year’s ethnographic fieldwork more than
an initiation trial for membership of what is widely
seen as one of the most elite of social and cultural

disciplines? Are charges of empiricism and colonial
complicity, so often levelled at British social
anthropology, legitimate? What are its ‘ethno-
graphic commitments’, what ‘particular perspec-
tive’ do they enable and is this different from the
perspective of those many other disciplines also
conducting ethnography? And to what extent has
this changed since the 1920s, especially in light of
ramifying changes in anthropology’s traditional
subject matter (supposedly ‘unchanging’, ‘distant’
cultures) and in challenges both from within British
social anthropology and from outside it?

A note here is necessary on what is meant by
‘British social anthropology’. The term has come to
be used for a particular ‘intellectual tradition’ begin-
ning in the 1920s: ‘a set of names, a limited range of
ethnographic regional specialities, a list of central
monographs, a characteristic mode of procedure, and
a particular series of theoretical problems’ (Kuper,
[1973] 1975: 227). Not all members of this ‘tradi-
tion” were British by birth — indeed only a minority
were in its first two generations. The movement
was never closed to international influences — for
example, the French Année Sociologique school was
a major source of theoretical inspiration. And while
certain particularly (though not exclusively) ‘British’
obsessions — especially the ‘two cultures’ (science
and arts) of which C.P. Snow wrote, and the related
distinctions between ‘intellectuals’ and ‘practical
men’, and ‘the ideal’ and ‘the empirical’ — have
undoubtedly been played out in, and around, the dis-
cipline, it is not possible to identify a cardinal set of
defining characteristics. Adam Kuper, anthropologist
and historian of British social anthropology, says that
as a distinctive intellectual movement, British social
anthropology was over by the early 1970s (1996:
176). Certainly, anthropologists in Britain today are
more diverse, both in the immediate anthropological
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ancestors they claim and in the range of anthro-
pological research (theoretical and empirical) which
they conduct — partly an outcome of their consider-
able expansion in number. Rather than stop my
account in the 1970s, however, I have sought to press
it up to the present, to look at those who are members
of the anthropological association established by
‘the British school” and of British university depart-
ments of social anthropology, to see what anthropolo-
gists in Britain are doing now, and, in particular,
how the inheritance of the ethnographic project is
bearing up.

This chapter, then, is a condensed account of the
establishment, and later contest and partial reconfigu-
ration, of the British social anthropological ethno-
graphic project. My schematic story begins with
Malinowski’s contribution in order to highlight the
legacy he provided for later generations in terms of
a model of ethnographic practice and production,
positioned within a set of tensions or ambivalences.
I then follow this through to subsequent generations
of British social anthropologists, examining various
attempts to prise the ethnographic project away
from its Malinowskian theoretical baggage, and
from its original focus on ‘simple societies’. This
has entailed considerable challenge to that project —
to the doing and writing of ethnography — and, in the
process, to social anthropology. Not surprisingly,
perhaps, the period since the 1970s has been one not
just of expansion and diversification but also of con-
siderable self-critique and ‘introspection’ (cf.
Jackson, 1986). Yet despite the pronouncements of
‘crisis’ and even the ‘end of social anthropology’
(e.g. Banaji, 1970) that have been issued periodi-
cally since the 1970s, social anthropology and social
anthropological ethnographic fieldwork continue in
Britain today, and indeed do so, I suggest in the final
part of this chapter, with renewed — though not
unthreatened — vigour.

In this account, I orient my discussion around a
small number of ethnographies which have (for the
earlier periods at least) an iconic status in the disci-
pline. Ethnographies, I should note, tend in social
anthropology to be the vehicles through which
major theoretical contributions are made or, per-
haps more accurately, retrospectively attributed,
and this is itself an indication of the centrality of the
ethnographic monograph to the discipline. While
selecting certain canonical texts risks reifying the
status of heroes whose pedestals have come to seem
wobbly, and of ignoring many other interesting
contributions, I do so partly because this helps
avoid crude caricatures of ‘British social anthropol-
ogy’ and also because such texts continue to be a
focus for debate about the nature of British social
anthropology (as well as frequently being required
reading for students) and, as such, are an important
and continuing aspect of British social anthropolo-
gists” academic consciousness and self-definition —
however they relate to them.

MAaLINOWSKI’S CHARTER

Malinowski’s Argonauts of the Western Pacific: An
Account of Native Enterprise and Adventure in the
Archipelagoes of Melanesian New Guinea is one
such canonical text (and Malinowski is a hero
whose pedestal has probably been eroded more than
that of any other British social anthropologist).
Published in 1922, it is conventionally taken as
marking the beginning of British social anthropol-
ogy and, more specifically, of establishing it as a
discipline based on what he called ‘scientific ethno-
graphic fieldwork’.> Although Malinowski exag-
gerated the extent of his innovation, and although
the publication of his diaries in 1967 led some
to question his credentials as a fieldworker, his
remains one of the most important manifestos for
the intellectual movement that was to become
known as British social anthropology. Just as
Malinowski argued that myth established a charter
for social action, he attempted to create a charter
for what anthropologists in the future would do
(“scientific ethnographic fieldwork® written up in a
characteristic format), and for putting this into prac-
tice by training, and campaigning for institutional
recognition for, the next generation of social
anthropologists.

While others had undertaken anthropological
fieldwork previously, Malinowski’s was at the time
of unusual length (two years in the Trobriands) and
intensity — not merely ‘a sporadic plunging into the
company of natives [but] being really in contact
with them’ (1922: 7) as he put it. Moreover, in
Argonauts he presented this personal experience as
a ‘scientific’ approach, capable of going beyond
amateur accounts of ‘native peoples’ by providing
‘concrete, statistical documentation’ (1922: 24) of
particular instances gathered together to illuminate
‘general laws’ invisible to a society’s members
themselves. Although Malinowski suggests in the
conclusion of Argonauts that ‘there is room for a
new type of theory’ (1922: 515) which will empha-
size how ‘aspects of culture functionally depend on
one another’ rather than explaining them in terms of
their historical evolution or ‘transmission’ from
other societies, this is not much developed in
Argonauts, though it does, nevertheless, exemplify
many of the ideas that he was later to present as his
‘new functional theory’. As Stocking has remarked,
this ‘new theory’ was ‘less a reflection of theoreti-
cal reconsideration than a by-product of a new
mode of ethnographic enquiry’ (Stocking, 1984:
156). Nevertheless, and despite its shortcomings,
Malinowskian functionalism helped to crystallize
what was different about the kind of ‘social anthro-
pology’ that he was trying to promote vis-a-vis ear-
lier British anthropology.

First, his emphasis on the present, often today
criticized as an unfortunate ahistoricism, was a
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counter to evolutionist and historical ways of
understanding native life which sought explana-
tions for contemporary social practices in the past.
Malinowski’s argument was that any social practice
must have some social significance in the present
and that it was the ethnographer’s role to elucidate
this through direct observation rather than to engage
in historical speculation. Malinowski later expressed
this as an attempt to elucidate the function of all
social practices and argued that these were ulti-
mately reflections of more basic biological and psy-
chological needs (1944). Secondly, his insistence on
‘holism’ — that social practices be analysed within
their overall social context (‘in all [their] aspects’;
1922: 11) — challenged the common approach of his
predecessors, such as James Frazer, to discuss cul-
tural practices from diverse societies with little
information given about the original social context.
While Malinowskian ‘holism’ tended to lead to an
unfortunate bounding of societies as islands unto
themselves and to a proclivity to ramble from one
thing to another in an almost ‘stream of conscious-
ness’ fashion, it also meant that ethnographers had
to try to understand societies ‘in their own terms’
and, as such, it helped question conventional
analytical categories and distinctions. Thirdly,
Malinowski maintained that a central goal of
ethnography was ‘to grasp the native’s point of
view, his relation to life, to realize his vision of his
world’ (1922: 25; emphasis in original). While not
a formal aspect of his ‘functional theory’, and
underestimated in its potential, this was crucially
important in moving away from the predominant
attempt to view native life ‘from afar’, and attempt-
ing not just to see those studied but to see as them.

The objectives of ‘functional theory’, as
Malinowski defined it, then, could not be achieved
without undertaking ethnographic fieldwork; and
this made divisions between ‘data’, ‘method’ and
‘theory’ more seamless than in many disciplines.
Moreover, Malinowski’s ‘participant observation’
entailed not simply a particular methodological
technique but a new way of relating to the object of
anthropological study.* This direct first-hand
engagement with the researched — this abolition of
‘the gap between the library and life’ (Grimshaw
and Hart, 1993: 15) — opened up in new measure a
potential to challenge orthodoxy and to throw the
spotlight back onto the observers’ cultural and dis-
ciplinary assumptions. In Argonauts this is evident,
for example, in Malinowski’s ridiculing of eco-
nomists’ fiction of ‘Primitive Economic Man’
which served as a counterpoint to ‘Civilized Man’
in various economic theories at the time.

However, the break with the broader anthro-
pological approach which preceded, and to some
extent coexisted with, social anthropology was not
total. In particular, the new anthropology retained
the subject focus on peoples who were still often
termed ‘primitive’ (indeed, one of Malinowski’s

later books was salaciously titled The Sexual Life
of Savages, 1929); and no doubt some of the suc-
cess of the fledgling discipline in becoming institu-
tionally established was a continuing popular and
academic thirst for accounts of ‘others’ which were,
among other things, grist to the mill of both tri-
umphant and nostalgic renditions of the allegory of
‘Western’ or ‘European’ ‘civilization” (MacClancy,
1996).

As far as the anthropological monograph was
concerned, there was already an established genre
of books about ‘exotic’ peoples and Malinowski
sought to marry this with his ethnographic perspec-
tive. This produced a form which claimed to be
‘scientific’ and was certainly full of ‘concrete docu-
mentation’ but which also, as Malinowski specifi-
cally comments in Argonauts, borrowed writing
techniques from ‘amateur’ accounts in order to cre-
ate a lively and readable description which would
appeal to the general public as well as scholars
(1922: 17). Techniques which he employs include
‘the presentation of intimate touches of native life’
(p. 17), analogies with examples that might be
familiar to his readers (for example, the Crown
jewels, Hamlet), commentary on his own feelings
and responses, invocations to the reader to imagine
themselves in his place, polemical calls for the
‘understanding of other men’s point of view’
(p. 518) and, of course, a title which alludes to a
popular classic. This set a model for the ethno-
graphic monograph as a publicly accessible literary
text rather than an abstruse scientific report.’

The calculated positioning between the literary
and the scientific, and the academic and popular,
and the play between depicting difference and illu-
minating humanist universalism (showing how
Trobriand practices were not so strange as they
might at first appear), was undoubtedly crucial to
Malinowski’s success in putting British social
anthropology on the map. So too was his labour as
an advocate for social anthropology. Here he sought
to promote the discipline as both timely — the
description of peoples whose ways of life would
soon cease to exist (‘Alas! The time is short ... ’;
p- 518) — and as timeless (like the classics), and as
both ‘impartial” and ‘useful’ (that is, with potential
government application).® The seminar which he
established at the London School of Economics
(LSE) became the hub of the developing discipline
and the majority of those who came to hold the new
chairs of anthropology in Britain had been students
of Malinowski’s at the LSE or had attended his
seminar. Moreover, Malinowski actively sought out
research funding for social anthropology — vital if
anthropologists were to be able to undertake field-
work overseas — and successfully persuaded foun-
dations, especially the US-based Laura Spelman
Rockefeller Memorial — to provide funding for
fellowships and for university posts (including
Malinowski’s own) in the new discipline and for an
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International African Institute which became a
base for much subsequent social anthropological
Africanist research (established in 1926; Goody,
1995: 12-15; Kuklick, [1992] 1993: 56).

By the time of the outbreak of the Second World
War, social anthropology remained, as Meyer
Fortes, himself a member of Malinowski’s seminar
and later professor at Cambridge, put it, ‘only a
minority intellectual movement, almost, from some
points of view, a lunatic fringe’ (1978: 4). Never-
theless, it was a movement with a defined subject
matter, approach and output, and, by then, an insti-
tutionalized position in the LSE, University
College, London, Oxford and Cambridge. Given its
size, a creditable body of ethnographic work had
been produced, work with both scientific and liter-
ary aspirations, capable of capturing the public and
academic imagination in its production of ‘others’
who could serve as an altar to the industrializing
ego but who could also challenge some then popu-
lar fictions. Thus the framework of British social
anthropology, and also some of the key ambi-
valences which were to fuel much of its continuing
dynamic, were in place.

CONSOLIDATION AND CONSENSUS?

The period from the 1940s to the end of the 1960s
is often regarded as one of ‘consensus’ (Ardener,
1989: 194) or ‘routine’ (Kuper, [1973] 1975: 150):
ethnographic production settled into a standard pat-
tern, and the discipline became more concerned
with its own professionalization and internal acade-
mic debates and politics than some of the most
striking realities about the worlds it was studying
(Ahmed and Shore, 1995: 16). According to others,
however, the period was part of a more fertile
‘expansive moment’, in which ‘theoretical ... con-
tributions became increasingly wider in scope’
(Goody, 1995: 117), and in which British social
anthropologists — many of whom were ‘left-leaning’
(1995: 155) — were more likely than not to support
moves towards national independence in the
countries they studied (1995: 155). Probably the
two most common later criticisms of anthropolo-
gists in this period (criticisms often generalized to
anthropologists fout court) are those of ‘empiri-
cism’ and ‘colonial complicity’ (cf. Goody, 1995).
1 will deal with the first of these below, and turn to
the second in the following section. First, however,
1 outline the growth of anthropology up to the 1960s.

Social anthropology expanded considerably in
the post-war period, though it remained small com-
pared with more established disciplines (and even
with other relatively ‘new’ disciplines such as socio-
logy).” In 1946 an organization of professional
social anthropologists was established — the Asso-
ciation of Social Anthropologists® — and registered

twenty-one members. By 1961, the same organiza-
tion listed 142 members who fulfilled its requirement
that they ‘hold[ing] or have held a teaching or
research appointment ... in social anthropology, and
either have a postgraduate degree in social anthro-
pology or have published significant work in the
field” (ASA List of Members Rules, 1961, quoted in
Ardener and Ardener, 1965: 312, n. 7).° New depart-
ments of social anthropology were established: at the
School of Oriental and African Studies and at
Edinburgh in 1946, and at Manchester in 1949.
Social anthropology found its way into other depart-
ments too: a 1953 survey listed twelve universities in
which the subject was taught and thirty-eight teach-
ers involved in doing so (Kuper, [1973] 1975: 151).

The 1961 Directory of Social Anthropologists
provides an interesting overview of the discipline
up to this point (only seven members listed in the
1946 directory had died by then). Fieldwork seems
to be a sine qua non of membership; and the
Directory analysis shows Africa to be overwhelm-
ingly the most popular location for ethnographic
study, with South Africa the most ‘fieldworked’
part of Africa prior to 1940, and East Africa from
1950.'° The Pacific, the favoured fieldwork area in
the early days, maintains the same numerical level
of interest (which was by then considerably lower
than the African total); and the Indian sub-continent,
while less popular than the Pacific, shows a slow
but steady increase in fieldwork presence. The most
remarkable of the statistics on fieldwork area, how-
ever, is that of Europe, which shows virtually no
fieldwork being carried out before the Second
World War, but thereafter a steady climb to being
outstripped only by Africa.

In terms of ‘Chief Interests — Theoretical’, the
most popular entries to the Directory (as aggregated
by Ardener and Ardener, 1965) are, listed in order
of frequency of citation:

1 ‘politics, government’;

‘ritual, religion, mythology, belief, symbolism,
witcheraft’;

3 ‘social change’;

4 ‘social structure, structure, social systems,
social organization’; and then, crowding in at
equal fifth

5 ‘methodology, theory’; ‘social stratification,
status, caste, class, age-groups’; ‘jural relations,
law’; and ‘kinship’."

Of course, such a list can only be a rough guide, and

we might question the way in which the authors of

the study have grouped certain topics (for example,
separating ‘prescriptive alliance’, ‘marriage stabil-
ity’ and ‘family’ from ‘kinship’). Nevertheless, it
is interesting in highlighting what some of the
popular categorizations were; and it shows that
anthropological interests at the time were fairly
wide-ranging (though not nearly so extensive as in
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1998, see below). The high ranking of ‘social
change’, for example, illustrates that the synchronic
focus of ethnography inherited from Malinowski
had not prevented this becoming one of the main
‘chief interests’ of anthropologists in the period.'
The list is also interesting for its omissions, as the
authors of the study note. They draw particular
attention to ‘linguistics’. From the vantage point of
the 1998 Directory, we might also note the absence
of ethnicity and gender. Of course, these ‘omis-
sions’ may be partly matters of nomenclature: in
some cases, for example, what is now called ‘gender’
might have crept in under such categories as
‘kinship’; though the changing terminology is itself
a function of changing theoretical inflections.

The ‘period of consensus’ is identified with the
theoretical stance known as structural functional-
ism. This theory, named so as to distinguish it from
Malinowski’s more easy-going, ‘so-called’ func-
tionalism, was promoted particularly by Radcliffe-
Brown (1881-1955), often regarded as the other
‘founding father’ of British social anthropology.
Based on a somewhat impoverished reading of
Durkheim, it casts societies as ordered systems
whose constituent parts play a role in maintaining
equilibrium. The task of the social anthropologist is
to elucidate the ‘social structure’ — the pattern of
‘real relations of connectedness’ (Radcliffe-Brown,
1957: 45) — by which this occurs in a given society,
something which Radcliffe-Brown hoped would
lead to a comparative sociology of types of social
structure. Instead, however, it often resulted in
rather turgid ethnographies organized around a
rather predictable set of chapters, each based on a
different social institution — kinship, economics,
politics, religion/magic, law/social control (a model
which outlived the original theoretical framework
and also found its way into standard British social
anthropological textbooks). And while there were
some gestures in the direction of the comparative
project which Radcliffe-Brown had envisaged (for
example, the collection on African political systems
by Fortes and Evans-Pritchard, 1940), it never
materialized in the form in which he had hoped.

If Argonauts had some literary affinities with
Joyce’s Ulysses (despite Malinowski’s attempt to
cast himself as Conrad), also published in 1922, the
analogy for Radcliffe-Brown’s approach was the
anatomy textbook. Where Malinowski conceptual-
ized society rather as one of the Kula necklaces he
wrote about — a chain of one thing leading to
another, which could potentially continue round in
circles for ever — Radcliffe-Brown was clear that it
was a rather mechanically conceived ‘organism’.
And where Malinowski had provided anthropology
with a claim of a privileged vantage point derived
from experience, Radcliffe-Brown added another
key aspect of modern ways of seeing — a ‘diagnos-
tic’ technique for analysing society into ‘elements’
which, the claim went, provided unique access not

just to a ‘way of life’ but to an underlying orderly
reality."

This was a significant shift from the veni, vidi,
scripsi empiricism of Malinowski. The transposi-
tion of experience into science was now seen to
require more than orderly documentation. It needed
a guiding diagnostic technique to get at what was
really there beneath the surface. The route from
experience to science, then, was problematized —
and with it, the route from ethnographic observation
to the construction of the monograph. As Evans-
Pritchard put it in The Nuer: ‘facts can only be
selected and arranged in the light of theory’ (1940:
261). However, what was neglected was attention to
the epistemological status of observation, experi-
ence and the identification of ‘facts’ themselves.
Empiricism, then, largely remained at the coming
and seeing level; although at the same time the
‘conquering’ — both epistemologically and in terms
of monograph-construction — of experience-derived
facts was given much attention, at least among
those who sought to move the discipline forward
theoretically.

However, there was more sophisticated grappling
with the question of what constituted a fact; and
Pocock has argued that Evans-Pritchard’s classic,
The Nuer. A Description of the Modes of Livelihood
and Political Institutions of a Nilotic People (1940),
was original in precisely this way (1971: 75),
though it is commonly regarded as archetypically
structural functionalist. One of the most canonical
of ethnographies, it has also been the subject of
debate about the extent to which it illustrates com-
plicity with colonial interests, and about the politics
of its textual style. This makes it a useful mono-
graph through which to examine some of these
broader debates; and I will say more about it in the
following section on colonial complicity.

Based on about a year’s difficult fieldwork, car-
ried out between 1930 and 1936, The Nuer is at one
level oriented around the question of how a leader-
less, apparently ‘anarchical’, group like the Nuer is
socially ordered. At 266 pages, it is a relatively com-
pact ethnography for the time and in addition to the
chapters on the political, lineage and age-set sys-
tems, only includes a short introductory chapter
(incorporating the drily witty account of the field-
work which was enough to cause ‘Nuerosis’), a
chapter on Nuer interest in cattle, one on ecology,
and one on time and space (that is, not your check-
list chapter monograph). Despite the implied com-
prehensive portrait of the book’s main title,
Evans-Pritchard sets out specifically to include only
material relevant to his thesis about Nuer political
structure. This is not, however, to say that the book
is primarily a theoretical account with description
only brought in to make particular points. On the
contrary, as in all his ethnographic work, ‘theory
was never spelled out” (Douglas, 1980: 24) but was
left for the discerning reader to detect.' Stylistically,
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this is Hemingway: tautly crafted pretend reportage
in which the ‘bigger’ messages are left implicit.'

Yet despite the ‘Akobo realism’, the appearance
of transparency, as Geertz dubs it (1988: 61),
Pocock argues that Evans-Pritchard’s analysis is
much more sophisticated than Radcliffe-Brown’s
X-ray technique. Instead of thinking that analysis
can have direct access to ‘structure’, Evans-
Pritchard’s account recognizes ‘that the words used
and the things or behaviour to which they refer are
to be understood in their relatedness’ (Pocock,
1971: 75) — this is part of the broader metaphoric
point of the otherwise surprising inclusion of a
chapter on time and space. Moreover, these are
themselves relative rather than fixed, as Evans-
Pritchard emphasizes, for example, when he shows
how the word ‘home” can mean something different
depending on whom you are talking to and where.
‘The system’ for Evans-Pritchard, then, is not so
much like a real body as a set of abstract, dialecti-
cal principles: in other words, it is not just about
‘masses and a supposed relation between these
masses ... [but] relations, defined in terms of social
situations, and relations between these relations’
(Evans-Pritchard, 1940: 266). In relation to society,
then, human meaning-making, and not just behav-
iour, becomes crucial; language — the mastery of
which is already regarded as technically crucial to
good ethnography (Ardener, 1971a: xiv) — is now
shown to have ‘deeper relevance’ (Pocock, 1971:
79). Though only retrospectively, and only some-
times acknowledged, Evans-Pritchard’s contribu-
tion can thus be claimed as the rolling pebble which
would be followed by a stealthy landslide in British
social anthropology which Pocock calls the ‘shift
from function to meaning” (1971: 72).'¢

There were others in the period who also
addressed themselves in various ways to the impli-
cations of language for understanding society,
though this often panned out less subtly as an
either—or materialist versus idealist debate. One
interesting case was Edmund Leach’s unconven-
tional and intellectually adventurous Political
Systems of Highland Burma (1954). This described
a number of very different social systems which he
alternated between saying (a) really did swing from
one to the other over a long period of time (150
years as he specified in one of his let’s-get-real
moments), (b) were ‘fictions’ conjured up by the
Kachin themselves in language and ritual, or (c) —
in a moment of unsustained daring — were just an
‘as if” created by the anthropologist for presenta-
tional convenience. Perhaps Leach’s willingness to
even contemplate that ‘it is’ might only be ‘as if’
was partly a function of the loss of his own personal
veni, vidi testimony: his fieldnotes. This was also
part of the reason for his use of historical materials —
materials which made an account of static equili-
brium impossible to maintain. His struggle to create
a fiction of some sort of regular system, though, is

an indication of the compulsion of the organistic
model in anthropology at the time.

Some of the other relatively experimental ethno-
graphies of the period showed the same ultimate
caution. Various members of the Manchester
School (the mainly Africanist group working with
Max Gluckman), for example, attempted to put in
the rich detail of individual presence that was typi-
cally eliminated in Radcliffe-Brown’s clinical diag-
noses of the body social. Victor Turner’s use of
‘social dramas’ or ‘extended case studies’ — detailed
narrative accounts of specific events with named
individuals — in his Schism and Continuity in an
African Society (1957) is the most famous example
of this. However, even though this often focused on
conflict rather than self-evident health, it was done
within the broader medicalized project of elucidat-
ing the (ultimately functioning) ‘system’. Individual
agency seemed to be introduced but, as with stage
actors, it was just a part in a bigger script. Talk of
process, too, was also subsumed to the overriding
project of illuminating the orderly principles ulti-
mately at work. This was one way in which ‘social
change’ was denied in ‘non-modern’ societies (cf.
Wolf, 1982). The other, probably more common,
approach entailed screening off modern change
from traditional stability (cf. Asad, 1991: 318), thus
making ‘history’ another European speciality.

Even the more adventurous of ethnographies in
this period did not push such reflexivity as there was
about what to put into an ethnography to more
extensive questioning of the ethnographic enterprise
itself. There was, throughout, the assumption of a
privileged vantage point from which ordered reality
could be perceived. And despite the fact that the
claim to this privileged vantage point lay in having
‘been there’ (Geertz, 1988: Ch. 1), the ‘certainty of
representation’ entailed a detachment of viewer and
viewed (Mitchell, 1988: 7; after Heidegger). So
while ‘being there’ could, and indeed should, be
mentioned in the ‘preface’ or another inessential
organ such as an ‘appendix’ (e.g. Evans-Pritchard,
1937), in order to establish the privileged vantage
point, marks of the observer were eliminated from
the main body of the text. This was called ‘objectiv-
ity’. Despite all the sophisticated theorizing, obser-
vation itself, and the relationship between observer
and observed, was left relatively untouched.

CoLoNIAL COMPLICITY?

The lack of attention to these aspects of ethno-
graphic research created what came to be seen as a
particularly glaring blind-spot over the colonial
dimensions of anthropological ethnography in this
period. The ‘colonial critique’ is generally said to
have begun with Talal Asad’s 1973 edited volume
Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter,"” though
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since then there has been further important scholar-
ship and also a tendency, especially in some cultural
studies commentary, to rather stereotype accounts of
anthropology as a ‘colonialist discipline’. There is
not the space here to analyse this in detail but I hope
to be able to indicate that the issues are more com-
plex and subtle than they are sometimes presented as
being. I do so by looking at the two main charges
levelled against anthropologists of the ‘consensus’
period (charges often extended to anthropology in
general): that they explicitly provided help to colo-
nial regimes — that they were “handmaidens’ of colo-
nialism; and that at a more implicit level they gave
support to the colonial project through the silences,
foci and style of their monographs.

Although many anthropologists of the consensus
period worked in British colonies, colonialism was
by no means an unquestioned political order. Britain’s
colonial empire had expanded massively in the late
nineteenth and into the early twentieth centuries;
but by the time the ‘period of consensus’ began,
there were moves towards decolonization and inde-
pendence. India and Burma became independent in
1947, and moves towards African independence
were also under way — for example, the Sixth Pan-
African Congress, held in Manchester in 1945, was
a significant articulation of nationalist sentiment —
though independence was not achieved for most
African countries until the 1950s and 1960s. That
many British anthropologists chose to work in
British colonies is not surprising, given that this
afforded easier access. Moreover, particularly after
the Colonial Social Science Research Council was
founded in 1946, funding was easier to gain for
such areas; and the channelling of funding via the
International African Institute had already helped
make Africa a favoured fieldwork venue. In a
minority of cases, there was funding to be had from
colonial governments too — Evans-Pritchard’s Nuer
research, funded by the Anglo-Egyptian govern-
ment of the Sudan, being an example.

But did these funding arrangements hold anthro-
pologists in thrall to colonial demands? And how
useful was anthropological research to colonial
administrations? While there was a constant attempt
by those (for example, Malinowski) involved in try-
ing to garner funding for anthropology to argue that
it was potentially useful, this was counterbalanced
by many anthropologists’ greater interest in the
theoretical questions — especially the search for
social structure — of the day, and a scientific model
of ‘pure’ research which made many reluctant to get
involved in the ‘dirtier’ business of ‘applied’. (This
distinction was sometimes expressed in terms of the
‘scholar’ versus the ‘practical man’, see James,
1973; university posts went to the former.)'® Given
that the most popular ‘chief theoretical interest’
listed in the 1961 Directory was ‘politics, govern-
ment’ and that structural functionalism was con-
cerned with questions of social ordering and

conflict resolution, anthropologists were well
placed for work of practical relevance to colonial
administrations. In practice, however, most com-
mentators seem to agree that they rarely made much
impact. Asad, for example, concludes: ‘the knowl-
edge they [anthropologists] produced was often too
esoteric for government use, and even where it was
usable it was marginal in comparison to the vast
body of information routinely accumulated by mer-
chants, missionaries, and administrators’ (1991:
315). In part, the unenthusiastic uptake of anthro-
pological insight was due to the fact that post-
Malinowskian anti-evolutionism ran counter to the
world-view of most colonial administrators who
had ‘developed a distinctive variant of evolutionist
anthropology to rationalize and guide their consis-
tent managerialist practices’, a world-view which
allowed them to see themselves as ‘merely the
agents of inexorable historical forces, whose deci-
sions constituted obedience to scientific laws of
social evolution’ (Kuklick, [1992] 1993: 183). The
predilection of anthropologists for showing how
‘native custom’ ‘made sense’, and even that appar-
ently ‘mediaeval’ practices such as witchcraft could
be regarded as ‘rational’ (as Evans-Pritchard did in
his study of Azande witchcraft, 1937), was funda-
mentally at variance with this."

The complexity and ambiguity over anthropolo-
gists’ roles can be usefully examined by turning
back to The Nuer. As Pnina Werbner observes,
Evans-Pritchard ‘is singled out in anthropological
cultural-studies discourse as the symbol of colonial
oppression’ (1997: 44);%° and insofar as the Nuer
research was specifically requested by the colonial
government for defined ends, we might expect it
to be an unequivocal example of anthropologi-
cal ‘complicity’. In the 1920s, the Nuer had been
involved in a long war with the Anglo-Egyptian
colonial government and the latter was clearly con-
cerned that violence could easily erupt again in what
seemed to it a particularly lawless and conflict-prone
tribe. Evans-Pritchard’s focus on political institu-
tions and the maintenance of order was one which
fitted the governmental remit aimed at finding ways
to control the Nuer more effectively. However, the
account he produced surely would not have assisted
their task in any straightforward way. Contrary to
prevailing imagery of the time, Evans-Pritchard
depicts the Nuer as a relatively well-organized
people despite their lack of identifiable political
institutions. Moreover, he presents conflict as an
integral, and rather well-regulated, part of this social
organization. While some have argued that Evans-
Pritchard’s depiction of Dinka captured by the Nuer
as willing subjects, or of the Nuer themselves main-
taining human liberty in their colonial situation,
might be seen as a metaphor for support for the colo-
nial system (Kuklick, [1992] 1993: 276; Rosaldo,
1986: 96), others have suggested that Evans-
Pritchard may have purposefully shaded his account
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of Nuer life in order to help prevent colonial intru-
sion (Arens, 1983). Minimizing status differences
among the ‘deeply democratic’ (Evans-Pritchard,
1940: 181) Nuer and failing to identify even vesti-
gial leaders would not have helped the Sudan
Political Service’s ambition of ‘indirect rule’; and
the lack of historical depth in his account may also
have helped to play down what a later anthropolo-
gist described as the Nuer’s ‘insatiable appetite for
conquest’ (Sahlins, 1961, quoted in Kuklick, [1992]
1993: 275), an ‘appetite’ which could have been
used to justify more thoroughgoing ‘pacification’.

Obviously The Nuer is but one, albeit notorious,
case in point but it illustrates ambiguity even in an
instance where we might expect matters to be clear-
cut. Recent scholarship has also emphasized that
we should not reduce ‘colonialism’ to a single pat-
tern but should recognize the variations and speci-
ficities in different contexts and for different
players involved (for example, administrators, mis-
sionaries, different groups of ‘colonized’) (e.g.
Thomas, 1994). But what of arguments that at more
subtle levels the social anthropological ethno-
graphic project helped to shore up colonial ways of
seeing? Many of these, I suggest, are also more
equivocal than they are generally presented as
being. The structural functional representation of
unchanging, stable societies, for example, while it
fed into popular assumptions about fundamental
differences between ‘the West and the Rest’
(Sahlins, 1976), also helped to show that such socie-
ties could and did work perfectly well in their own
way without colonial ‘assistance’. The use of the
‘ethnographic present’ (the convention of writing
ethnographies in the present tense), on the one hand
also contributed to an appearance of stasis, but on
the other could help to caution readers against
assuming such ways of life were over.?! And distin-
guishing between a ‘traditional’ state of affairs and
modern change, was more likely to depict the latter
as disruptive than as a change for the better.

While I suggest that functionalist representations
were more politically ambiguous than they tend to
be depicted as being, this is not to say that they are
unproblematic. The maintenance of a pristine
observer—observed dichotomy and the neat identifi-
cation of institutions were part of colonialist power-
knowledge relations between ‘the West’ and ‘its
others’ which rendered the latter passive to the
former (Mitchell, 1988). This entailed considerable
violence to the empirical — observation of which
was supposed to be the ethnographic forte — as
many kinds of participants (for example, colonial
officials, missionaries), many aspects of life (such
as change, dealings with government) and many
complexities (sub-group differences, individual
voices and relations with the ethnographer, for
example) were blanked out. These exclusions were
not a necessary consequence of the ethnographic
approach — although it is sometimes blamed — but

were a function of the politically ambiguous (and
then, of course, thought politically neutral) theoreti-
cal models employed. The empirical needed to be
given more, not less, space to challenge a priori for-
mulations. Theoretical perspectives needed to be
expanded to allow anthropologists to tackle matters
which, at ground level, they were well placed to
tackle: for example, relations between colonial
administrations and their subjects (cf. Feuchtwang,
1973). This was the challenge for ethnographers in
the following decades.

CRisis?

The colonial critique contributed to growing talk of
‘crisis’ and ‘disintegration’ in British social anthro-
pology in the 1970s. So too did the more general
sense of losing the tight-knit coherence of the con-
sensus project. This latter was partly due to the fact
that those who had formed the core group of British
social anthropologists in the first generation
reached retirement age between 1969 and 1972
(Kuper, [1973] 1975: 154). It was also, ironically,
an outcome of an increase in the number of social
anthropology staff and graduates as a result of the
expansion of higher education in Britain in the
1960s. Although the 1960s universities were much
more likely to open departments of sociology than
social anthropology, quite a number of social
anthropologists took up posts in sociology (some-
thing which itself contributed to the attention to
questions of disciplinary identity). By 1968, when a
survey of the discipline was undertaken, there were
240 members of the Association of Social Anthro-
pologists, about a third of whom held teaching posts
in Britain; and ‘about 150 British postgraduate
students in training, perhaps half of them proceeding
to the doctorate’ (Kuper, [1973] 1975: 152).

A number of new theoretical developments,
beginning in the 1960s, inspired mainly by French
anthropology, also seemed to offer some very dif-
ferent approaches to the subject and while on the
one hand these suggested some revitalizing new
directions, they also caused self-searching anxiety
about the nature of social anthropology. Lévi-
Straussian structuralism and structural Marxism
both offered analytically powerful diagnostic tech-
niques (the former setting itself up as a vantage
point of vantage points) which addressed idealist—
materialist concerns in what felt like innovative
ways. Neither, however, seemed to necessarily
demand ethnographic fieldwork — at least not the
kind of detailed fieldwork that had become the
hallmark of British social anthropology. As
Ardener put it, they ‘represented a consumption of
anthropological texts, rather than a creation of them ...
Anthropology not as life, but as genre” (1989: 205).
As such, while on the one hand structuralism in
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particular gave anthropology a Left-Bank style
intellectual kudos, the French influences also caused
alarm among some British social anthropologists
who saw in them a downgrading of fieldwork,
a tendency towards abstract theorizing (very differ-
ent from the ‘say it through ethnography’ British
style), and a somewhat retrograde move towards
a kind of evolutionism (Marxism) or cognitivism
(structuralism). What developed in the more
empirically oriented British context, however,
were some very fruitful less-aggrandised uses of
structural and Marxist techniques for exploring
particular ethnographic cases and for suggesting
comparative schemes rooted in specified sociologi-
cal constellations or patterns within defined domains
of life. In the case of structuralism, Victor Turner’s
analysis of Ndembu ritual (1967) and Mary
Douglas’ important corpus of work were notable
examples.”> More generally, structural techniques,
largely divested of their universalizing dimensions,
became part of the analytical armoury for dealing in
particular, though not exclusively, with ritual and
belief. Notable Marxist-influenced ethnographic
works included those of Maurice Bloch (e.g. 1986);
and Marxist insights came to articulate with (to use
Althusser’s term) the Manchester School’s empha-
sis on conflict, a growing interest in history
and political-economy and the colonial critique
(Bloch, 1983).

Although French anthropological technique and
insight was brought home to British social anthro-
pology via ethnography, ethnography itself was not
an unequivocally safe haven or unchallenged badge
of disciplinary identity. Working in departments with
sociologists, anthropologists become increasingly
aware of the use of ethnographic methods by other
disciplines. Moreover, the colonial critique had
opened up a whole can of wormy questions about the
politics of ethnographic fieldwork and the methodo-
logical editing out of history and ‘the bigger picture’.
At the same time, anthropology’s traditional empha-
sis on fieldwork carried out in ‘distant’ locales was
no longer a justifiable self-definition; and nor,
increasingly, was it such a feasible possibility as for-
merly. Not only were ‘distant’ peoples increasingly
hard to find as time-space compressed (Harvey,
1989); those who had been defined as ‘distant’ were
increasingly vocal about refusing the appellation and
also sometimes anthropological attention altogether.
This, together with funding for fieldwork becoming
harder to obtain, led still more anthropologists to turn
their gaze towards Europe (see below). Moreover,
the 1970s were a lean period financially in British
academia and in search of new funding sources, new
legitimacy and new job prospects, there were also
concerted moves to promote anthropology as pub-
licly and practically ‘relevant’ and ‘useful’ (leading
most notably to the establishment in the early 1980s
of the Group for Anthropology in Policy and
Practice; Wright, 1995: 68).

The colonial critique, the increased attention to
anthropology close to ‘home’, and the need to argue
anthropology’s ‘relevance’, all contributed to
heightened levels of disciplinary introspection
(Jackson, 1986) and self-critique. What was social
anthropology and did it have any point in the con-
temporary world? Struggling with this inevitably
also raised questions about ethnography. How could
ethnography be ‘sold’ to agencies more comfortable
with ‘quick-fix’, ‘objective’ quantitative research?
Could anthropologists accept the time limits and
specific remits that applied work outside the aca-
demy often entailed? And, indeed, was it possible to
be an anthropologist without doing fieldwork at all?
These questions also contributed to new attention to
the power relations and ethics of ethnographic
research as, among other things, anthropologists
struggled with questions of to whom their work was
to be ‘useful’ (governments or ‘the people’?); and
with different approaches to research in multidisci-
plinary teams.

Ethnography was also put under the spotlight by
two other important and interrelated developments
in the 1970s: the anthropology of women, and ana-
lytical and ethnographic reflexivity. In an article
which did not mark the beginning of these move-
ments but which inspired a good deal of debate,
Edwin Ardener (1972) suggested that ethnographers,
female as well as male, had tended to talk mainly to
men and to take men’s ‘world-views’ as the equiva-
lent of the society’s ‘world-view’; and thus had
ignored women’s possibly different (and less directly
expressed) perspectives. His own suggestive analy-
sis of Bakweri women’s ritual, which drew fruit-
fully on structural techniques, argued that ‘society’
could not be taken as singular and that ethnography
was a potentially fertile means of reaching the
voices of what came to be called ‘muted groups’
(Ardener, 1975). This had significant general impli-
cations for ethnography, both in its highlighting of
past failure but also in its challenge to homoge-
neous models of society and its identification of
ethnography — and detailed attention to meaning —
as a way of getting at versions of experience that
were not necessarily expressed directly and ver-
bally. Ardener’s approach was very much part of
the broader movement that Pocock had referred to
as the ‘shift from function to meaning’ (1971: 72) in
its careful moving between indigenous classifica-
tions and experience and dissection of analytical
categories. Interestingly, that approach — which can
be seen in a good deal of stimulating anthropologi-
cal work from the late 1970s on — never really
acquired a name, though, perhaps too early or too
audaciously, Ardener tried to call it ‘the new
anthropology’ (1971b), an ASA volume edited by
David Parkin used the term °‘semantic anthro-
pology’ (Parkin, 1982a; after Crick, 1976), and later
the term ‘postmodern’ was, controversially, sug-
gested (see Ardener, 1985).% Central to it was an
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attempt to consider both the ‘subjects’ of anthropo-
logical research and anthropologists themselves as
‘active meaning-maker[s]” (Parkin, 1982b: xiii),
something which entailed ‘extending the ethno-
graphical sensitivity to include the anthropologist
him/herself” (1982b: xiii). This was ‘reflexivity’ —
a term that gained much currency in the 1980s,
though it was often understood, and sometimes dis-
missed, as referring only to the influence of the per-
sonal identity of the ethnographer on the research,
rather than the wider business (of which attention to
the personal was an important part),* of ‘anthro-
pologizing® every aspect of the anthropological-
ethnographic enterprise itself.

It was not coincidental that the ‘semantic’,
‘reflexive’ approach was gaining ground alongside
questions about how women had been studied, and
the contribution that women ethnographers had or
had not made, for both raised questions about the
‘privileged vantage point’ and the universality of
the ethnographic experience.” In an influential arti-
cle published in 1975, ‘The self and scientism’
(1975; reprinted in 1996: Ch. 2), Judith Okely drew
on her own gendered fieldwork experience among
traveller-gypsies in Britain and on issues raised by
the publication of Malinowski’s diaries (in 1967),
to argue that the excision of the personal was based
on a ‘false notion of scientific objectivity’ ([1975]
1996: 27) and that subjectivity should be acknowl-
edged and explored. Influenced by feminism,
Okely’s perspective was part of a broader feminist
critique of objectivism in the social sciences (see,
for example, Harding, 1987 and Beverley Skeggs’
chapter (Chapter 29) in this volume). Less explic-
itly feminist, but nevertheless shaped by ethno-
graphic attention to gender, is the work of Marilyn
Strathern, which exemplifies the semantic/reflexive
application of anthropological insight and meaning-
dissection to anthropological and what she some-
times calls ‘Euro-American’ categories and
practices.” This is illustrated, for example, in the
influential co-edited volume, Nature, Culture and
Gender (MacCormack and Strathern, 1980), and
especially her own contribution (Strathern, 1980),
which draws on ethnographic specificity to chal-
lenge Lévi-Straussian universalizing nature:culture
dichotomies.

By the early 1980s, then, the established anthro-
pological project of ‘scientific ethnography’ was
under critical fire from many directions. ASA
Decennial conferences have become a venue for dis-
ciplinary stock-taking and the 1983 Decennial, held
in Cambridge (which was the first major anthro-
pological conference that I, as a new graduate student
in anthropology, attended), was marked by a sense
of anxiety about the future, especially a concern
about the demographic maintenance of the disci-
pline, its fragmentation into different specialisms,
and worry that auto-critique would dissolve it alto-
gether (Rivicre, 1989). At the same time, however,

especially among younger participants (and outside
the main plenary sessions), there was also a feeling
of excitement and potential generated by the chal-
lenge to redefine the discipline.

TowARDS THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

In the decade following the 1983 Decennial,
questions about anthropology’s role and relevance
in a changing world, and the nature of the
anthropological-ethnographic endeavour — includ-
ing the politics and ethics of fieldwork, the place of
the personal, and reflexivity — remained very much
on the agenda. The ASA volumes published in that
decade highlight both the wide range of interests
and also some of the predominant directions of the
discipline.”” The concern with contemporary world
issues rather than conventional anthropological
categories is evident, with volumes on Social
Anthropology and Development Policy (Grillo and
Rew, 1985), Migrants, Workers and the Social Order
(Eades, 1987), Contemporary Futures (Wallman,
1992), Socialism (Hann, 1993) and Environmen-
talism (Milton, 1993). The semantic, reflexive cur-
rent is exemplified in many of the contributions to
the other ASA volumes of the period: Reason and
Morality (Overing, 1985), Anthropology at Home
(Jackson, 1986), History and Ethnicity (Tonkin et al.,
1989), Anthropology and the Riddle of the Sphinx
(P. Spencer, 1990) and Anthropology and Autobio-
graphy (Okely and Callaway, 1992).

In the second half of the 1980s, the debates
which followed the publication of the Writing
Culture collection (Clifford and Marcus, 1986a)
in the United States (see Jonathan Spencer’s
chapter (Chapter 30) in this volume) fuelled further
the expanding critique of ethnographic practice
and of objectivity in British social anthropology.
There were, however, some interesting differences
between the American position (as exemplified in
that volume and those associated with it) and much
of the British response. Asking, ‘what is one of the
principal things ethnographers do?’ and giving the
answer, ‘they write’ (Clifford and Marcus, 1986b:
vil), Writing Culture took up the metaphor of
culture as text current in American interpretivist
anthropology to provide a critique of writing styles
in ethnographic monographs (Malinowski and
Evans-Pritchard were two who came under the
lens). Contributors highlighted, among other things,
the ways in which many ethnographers made their
work appear authoritative through ‘an ideology of
transparency of representation and immediacy of
experience’ (Clifford, 1986: 2). ‘Experimental’
writing strategies — such as personalized accounts
and the use of dialogue — were advocated (e.g.
Marcus and Fischer, 1986). Among the mixed
British responses were three main related claims:
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1 that feminist anthropology, ignored in Writing
Culture, had already made many of the same
points as part of a more extensive epistemo-
logical critique;

2 that the writing culture approach narcissistically
focused too much on the ethnographer and too
little on those among whom ethnographers had
worked; and

3 that an overemphasis on ethnographic writing
deflected important concern from ethnographic
practice and the wider politics of ethnographic
production (e.g. Fardon, 1990; James et al.,
1997; Moore, 1994; Okely and Callaway, 1992;
Spencer, 1989). And while there have been
experiments with more personalized and ‘multi-
vocal’ ethnographies,”® some British anthro-
pologists have suggested journalism (Ahmed
and Shore, 1995: 23) and popular writing
(MacClancy, 1996) as appropriate models,”
arguing that in their greater accessibility to non-
academic audiences (increasingly likely to
include those written about) these styles may
encourage greater public engagement and thus
more effectively challenge academic authority
than esoteric experiments (cf. Grimshaw and
Hart, 1993). Already engaged, then, in critical
examination of itself in the wake of colonial and
feminist criticism, and as a consequence of its
own institutional and policy context, and the
semantic turn, the tendency in British social
anthropology was to cast the debate about rep-
resentation more broadly to incorporate ques-
tions of ethnographic practice and the implicit
politics of theorizing (Moore, 1996). This was
to lead to a good deal of exciting new work and,
by the time of the next ASA Decennial confer-
ence — ‘The uses of knowledge: local and global
relations’ — in 1993, there seemed to be in
British social anthropology a ‘different ... tone
from the earlier Decennial conferences ... a feel-
ing of confidence, openness and enthusiasm’
(Douglas, 1995: 16).

To some extent, however, this was against the
grain of much of the institutional context for anthro-
pology in Britain as swingeing financial cuts and a
very narrow conception of ‘value for money’ con-
tinued to be applied throughout the public sector.
Much research, including worthy social anthro-
pological scholarship, was defined as ‘irrelevant’
by government;** and while the ASA campaigned
hard to keep the number of teaching posts in social
anthropology fairly steady, funding for research and
postgraduate study fell markedly.’! As part of the
demand for ‘value’, a whole panoply of audit mech-
anisms was introduced, some of which particularly
threatened anthropology’s tradition of long-term
ethnographic fieldwork, and especially overseas
research.’”> Nevertheless, partly as a result of more

open membership criteria, the ASA has continued
to grow, the 1998 membership standing at nearly
600. A comparison with the 1961 Directory, dis-
cussed above, provides an interesting portrait of
changes and continuities in the discipline across the
intervening years.

By 1998, Europe has become the number one
fieldwork area, though Africa comes a close
second.® India is next, and the Pacific still attracts
a sizeable interest. However, although Europe hosts
the highest number of fieldworkers, nearly half of
them have previously carried out fieldwork in
another part of the world (a higher proportion than
for any other area). Moreover, the category
‘Europe’ hides the fact that two-thirds of the
European fieldwork has been carried out in
Britain,* a consequence at least partly of the expan-
sion of anthropological work, especially beyond
PhD level, ‘at home’, and especially for UK-
relevant policy research. In terms of ‘Theoretical
interests’ (as the entry is now called), the most strik-
ing feature compared with 1961 is the enormous
range of topics listed and the fact that many of these
are not presented in terms of the fairly conventional
set of categories evident in the 1961 Directory.
However, while this makes creating a ranked list
extremely difficult, it is possible to note some of the
continuities with, and shifts from, 1961.% “Politics,
government’, the most popular ‘chief interest’ in
1961, still attracts substantial attention but has
slipped behind the second of the Ardeners’ cate-
gories — ‘ritual, religion, mythology, belief, sym-
bolism, witchcraft” — which now probably enjoys
more interest than any other; and behind two areas
now receiving enormous attention, which were not
mentioned in 1961: ‘gender, women’, and ‘ethni-
city, nationalism, identity’. Although some of what
now counts as ‘ethnicity’ might previously have
been studied as part of ‘politics’, it is worth noting
that ‘ethnicity, nationalism, identity” are foci which
are much more likely to demand attention to
‘indigenous’ or ‘local’ semantic construction rather
than ‘objective’ social organization.*® Of the 1961
categories, ‘kinship’ and ‘social change’ have held
up best, the latter receiving a particularly substan-
tial amount of interest if we also include two related
areas which are frequently listed in 1998: ‘develop-
ment’ and ‘history’. These more processual nomi-
nations are now considerably more popular than
‘social structure, structure, social systems, social
organization’ which receive relatively little men-
tion. ‘Methodology, theory’ is also rarely referred
to, though this is perhaps because now specific
approaches are more likely to be listed (‘ethno-
graphy’ itself, for example, is listed by about a dozen
members).

Despite the expansion of the discipline in terms
of numbers of people calling themselves ‘anthro-
pologists’, and the geographical and theoretical
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range of interests, and despite the criticisms of
ethnography over the intervening years, virtually all
British anthropologists still carry out fieldwork — at
least, almost all include at least one fieldwork entry
in the 1998 Directory. Indeed, it seems to me that
over the past decade, ethnography has been
embraced in social anthropology with a renewed
ardour. This, however, is an ethnography — as prac-
tice and product — which has, in some important
respects, been reconfigured in light of the develop-
ments and critiques discussed above.

Problems with the earlier ethnographic model
were its exclusions: of its own and its author’s posi-
tionedness; of certain kinds of social constellations
(‘modern’, ‘familiar’, ‘fragmented’, ‘powerful’); and
of ‘bigger’ subjects that stretched beyond ‘communi-
ties’. Through these exclusions, social anthro-
pological ethnography constructed a particular kind
of ethnographic object — objectified, temporally and
spatially sealed off from wider history and world sys-
tems, and frequently apparently ‘simpler’ than the
kinds of worlds which anthropologists neglected. To
be sure, there were exceptions to this; and indeed
these have provided some of the inspiration for the
reconfiguration. In the attempt to escape these prob-
lems, however, there has been some suggestion that
ethnography itself should be abandoned; and a num-
ber of anthropologists have produced accounts
entirely based on primary and secondary historical
data, or on the analysis of discourse and imagery.”’
However, while these are certainly worthwhile forms
in themselves to which anthropologists can and do
bring a distinctive contribution, to abandon ethno-
graphy altogether would be to throw out the baby
with the bathwater. The problems, after all, as [ have
noted above, were not so much with ethnography
itself as with the screening out of certain topics,
persons and domains of life which, far from being
invisible, were often glaringly obvious.

So what approaches have anthropological-
ethnographers adopted to deal with these problems?
I should note that although I have restricted myself
here (purely because of the remit to which I am
writing) to anthropologists who might count as
‘British’ by either institutional training or work-
place, many of the developments which I describe
defy national boundaries — that, indeed, is perhaps
an increasingly important current in academic life
generally.*® The first approach which can be identi-
fied is the shift of geographical emphasis towards
Europe and especially Britain as noted above.
Although this was partially fuelled by practical
matters, it was also implicated in a significant
reconfiguration of the discipline. Ethnographic
research on Europe until well into the 1980s has
been criticized for a tendency to ‘tribalize’ the con-
tinent by concentrating on small and rural locations
(Boissevain, 1975; Chapman, 1982; Nadel-Klein,
1991). However, even the work of some of the

earliest ethnographers of Europe based high in the
mountains and well away from the metropoles,
such as that of Julian Pitt-Rivers (1954) or John
Campbell (1964), highlighted the impossibility of
simply applying existing ‘tribal’ anthropological
models. In doing so, they challenged simple ‘us’/
‘them’ dichotomies and thus began to reflexively
undermine the characterization of anthropology as
the study of the exotic (Fardon, 1990: 21-2; Herzfeld,
1987: 58-9). European ethnographic work showed
itself capable of highlighting diversity within the
continent (and within particular countries) — diver-
sity which was often ignored by scholars from other
disciplines (Cohen, 1982); and in the process, anthro-
pology showed itself capable of coming at least
‘part way home’ (Cole, 1977).

Coming all the way home has, however, also
meant tackling some areas which earlier ethno-
graphers tended to neglect: in particular, documented
history and nation-state relations. The challenge has
been to do so without losing the rich ‘on the
ground’ perspectives which ethnography could pro-
vide. While this is a dilemma that faced European
ethnographers with a particular vengeance, it is not,
of course, unique to Europe. Indeed, addressing the
local and not just the national but the global, has
come to be regarded as one of the major challenges
facing an increasingly inter- and even trans-
national anthropology.

Ways in which social anthropologists from
Britain and elsewhere have attempted to tackle
these challenges have included providing greater
historical depth and temporal situatedness to ethno-
graphic accounts (e.g. Carsten, 1997; Dresch, 1993;
Humphrey, 1996) and addressing subjects such as
nationalism and modernity directly (e.g. Holy,
1996; Miller, 1994, 1997; J. Spencer, 1990). There
has also been a new emphasis on those in positions
of power and, alongside this, analysis of policy-
making, national and even international cultural
production (e.g. Born, 1995; Franklin, 1997,
Harvey, 1996). Other ethnographic research has
coupled analysis of national and international poli-
cies, products and developments (for example, new
reproductive technologies, global media, state poli-
cies on education or culture) with research on the
local experience and appropriation of them (e.g.
Edwards, 2000; Gillespie, 1995; McDonald, 1990;
Macdonald, 1997; Stafford, 1995; Stokes, 1992).
Also entailing a shift in the kinds of people studied,
has been a focus on mobile groups and individuals
such as migrants (e.g. Gardner, 1995; Werbner,
1980) or tourists (see contributions to Abram,
Waldren and McLeod, 1997; Crick, 1994). Such
work is important in unsettling notions of bounded
and homogeneous ‘communities’. So too is research
on ‘mixed’ and ‘fragmented’ ‘communities’, such
as that by Baumann (1996) in Southall, London, or
Jarman in Belfast (1997). Other anthropologists,
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building on earlier traditions but providing more
nuanced reflexive accounts, have undertaken ethno-
graphy among groups whose particular perspective
disrupts generalities about ‘community’ or ‘society’:
for example, work on children (e.g. James, 1993;
Toren, 1990), untouchables (Gellner and Quigley,
1995; Kapadia, 1995) degraded Brahmin funeral
priests (Parry, 1994), or transvestites (Johnson, 1997).

In a somewhat different manner, there is also a
significant strand of ethnographic work which
develops an earlier critique of functionalism to high-
light individual distinctiveness and negotiation.
Particularly associated with the Manchester School,
especially the transactionalist tradition,*® this
approach is exemplified in the ethnographic work of
Anthony Cohen (1987) and Nigel Rapport (1993).4°
Individual voice has also been incorporated into
multivocal and narrative accounts as a way not only
of unsettling ethnographic authority but also, as in
Pat Caplan’s Personal Narrative, Multiple Voices:
The Worlds of a Swahili Peasant (1997), of examin-
ing changing historical and gendered cultural forma-
tions both ‘at home’ and in this case in Tanzania.
Furthermore, narrative and collage styles, perhaps
employing poetry and polemic, have been used, as in
Alan Campbell’s impassioned Getting to Know
Waiwai (1995), where the style directly contributes
to Campbell’s aim to convey to the reader the value
of the Wayapi way of life and the awfulness of its
destruction (see Campbell, 1996).

But what do we mean by ethnography here? As I
noted at the beginning, social anthropologists do
not just mean participant observation. Rather, as
Daniel Miller (1997) has suggested, ethnography is
a ‘particular perspective’ constituted by the follow-
ing ‘commitments’:

1 ‘to be in the presence of the people one is study-
ing, not just the texts or objects they produce’
(. 16);

2 ‘to evaluate people in terms of what they actu-
ally do, i.e. as material agents working with a
material world, and not merely of what they say
they do’ (pp. 16-17);

3 ‘a long term commitment to an investigation
that allows people to return to a daily life that
one hopes goes beyond what is performed for
the ethnographer’ (p. 17);

4 ‘to holistic analysis, which insists that ... behav-
iours be considered within the larger framework
of people’s lives and cosmologies’ (p. 17).

These commitments may well mean that anthropol-
ogist-ethnographers couple first-hand observation
with interviews and with historical data and analysis
of texts and imagery. Indeed, Miller himself does all
of these in his own attempts to deal with the ‘big
topics’ of ‘modernity’ and ‘capitalism’ through
ethnography focused on Trinidad (1994, 1997).*' As
he argues, this kind of work — which can highlight

cultural specificity and local meaning-making — is
vital in the face of what are widely feared to be, and
widely read off as, globally homogenizing forces.*
And what an anthropological training also brings
to this kind of ethnographic project is an awareness
of cultural alternatives: of how things could be
otherwise.®

To deal with multivocality and multiple agency,
with fragmentation and movement, and with the
complexities of positioning and identity in social
worlds which are at once local and global has been
the challenge. It is one which reconfigured social,
and increasingly transnational, anthropology is well
able to meet; and this is a central reason both for the
growth of interest in ethnography across social and
cultural studies (to which this volume is testament)
and for the new anthropological, ethnographic
confidence.

Epilogue: Personal Note

This is, of course, a particular positioned account of
British social anthropology; and in order for the
reader to situate it I provide the following (partial)
biographical note. My own anthropological training
was at Oxford University where my DPhil, on cul-
tural and linguistic revival in the Scottish Highlands,
was supervised by Edwin Ardener until his death in
1987. My anthropological work moved, in some
respects, still closer to ‘home’ when I took up a
research fellowship at Brunel University and carried
out an ethnographic study of the Science Museum,
London. There, and subsequently at the Universities
of Keele and now Sheffield, I have worked in
‘mixed’ social anthropology and sociology depart-
ments, and have conducted work across disciplinary
boundaries; something which I also do as editor of
The Sociological Review. Next year I plan to carry
out new anthropological-ethnographic research on
cultural policy in Nuremberg, Germany.
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NoOTES

1 The extent of Malinowski’s actual ‘innovation’ is
debatable. Rivers had already established a fieldwork-
based programme of which Malinowski was aware (Peter
Rivieére, personal communication; Grimshaw and Hart,
1993). However, it is Malinowski’s articulation of an
ethnographic project that has been particularly influential.

2 Most of these abstainers have failed to complete other
sections too, suggesting that the lapse in some cases at least
may be one of form completion rather than fieldwork.

3 The date is further cemented into anthropological
history as this was the year in which the other ‘founding
father’ of British social anthropology, Radcliffe-Brown,
published his study of the Andaman islanders. Less often
observed, but probably of equal significance for the develop-
ment of the discipline, is the fact that Rivers died in 1922.

4 Ardener has noted that the beginning of ‘modern’
approaches ‘in most areas of thought’ (e.g. architecture
and literary criticism) is marked by a ‘perceived change of
technique, however trivial” (1989: 200). Whether it was
fully innovatory or not, participant observation, like the
use, say, of concrete and steel in architecture, was
regarded as opening up dramatic new possibilities in ways
of relating to its subject matter.

5 In some ways, it might have been expected that a
more scientistic model of reporting would have been
adopted in order to distinguish anthropological accounts
more fully from amateur ones. That it was not, is probably
due partly to Malinowski’s personal literary inclinations
and preferences, and to his attempt to harness popular
interest in the discipline. More broadly, however,
Malinowski’s approach was also in keeping with a move
in the legitimation of scientific research through making it
public — an important strand in scientific truth claims since
the eighteenth century and the decline of authorization
through the individual nobility of the scientist (see Shapin,
1994). This public presentation of science was an impor-
tant aspect of the establishment of public museums of
science (see Macdonald, 1998); and much of Malinowski’s
talk in the first chapter of Argonauts about making evident
scientific processes and results is part of this discourse.
That Malinowski in fact made such processes more
obscure by establishing a highly individual mode of field-
work is a point made by Grimshaw and Hart (1993, 1995).

6 See, for example, James, 1973 for a discussion of the
complexities of Malinowski’s negotiation of these.

7 The British sociological directory for 1961 listed 669
members, compared with the 142 in the Association of
Social Anthropologists (Ardener and Ardener, 1965: 312,
n.10). Even though membership criteria were not identi-
cal, social anthropology would have been unable to sum-
mon up such a number by any criteria. Indeed, given that
its figures were based on ‘the Commonwealth’, anthro-
pology already had one factor boosting its numbers rela-
tive to the sociological organization.

8 The full title is ‘Association of Social Anthropologists
of the Commonwealth’, though interestingly few histori-
cal accounts of the discipline even note this. In practice, it

was an organization of those trained in British social
anthropology; fourteen of the original members were
based in the United Kingdom and seven overseas (Kuper,
[1973] 1975: 151).

9 The Rules also state that membership is conferred by
invitation and is ‘restricted to persons of academic stand-
ing, who, in virtue of their published works and or [sic]
posts held, can be recognized as professional social
anthropologists’ (4SA List of Members, 1961, quoted in
Ardener and Ardener, 1965: 312, n. 7).

10 Members are asked to list all of the fieldwork visits
that they have made: hence the retrospective dimension of
the study. It should be noted that the Ardeners’ calcula-
tions are based on visits rather than personnel, which
means — especially given the fairly small numbers
involved overall — that certain active fieldworkers can be
responsible for augmenting the rates for particular areas.

11 Members can list as many areas of interest as they
wish. The Ardeners caution against attaching too much
significance to the actual numbers involved.

12 Asad notes, however, that interest of functionalist
anthropologists in social change was generally restricted
to ‘modern’ change and was closely allied with the simul-
taneous attempt to reconstruct ‘traditional’ cultures (Asad,
1991: 318).

13 My account draws on the work of historian of science
and medicine John Pickstone (1994 here) and also on
Mitchell, 1988.

14 Pocock suggests that this may have been partly a
matter of academic diplomacy (1971: 79); though as
Geertz points out, one of the main marks of ‘the British
school’, particularly pre-1960s, is a particular tone of
which ‘a studied air of unstudiedness’ (1988: 59) is key. It
is worth noting that the politics of readability here are
interestingly ambiguous. On the one hand, such theoreti-
cal understatement privileges the knowing reader who is
sufficiently well versed in the ongoing debates to be able
to read off its theoretical contribution, and as such creates
a kind of exclusive clubbiness. Certainly, this was part of
the ‘Oxford style’ (Evans-Pritchard was Professor of
Social Anthropology at Oxford from 1946 to 1970) and a
variant of it was still prevalent when I was a postgraduate
in the 1980s. It was particularly manifested at Friday semi-
nars when visiting speakers tried to exhibit their theoreti-
cal skill and would be flumoxed by some cryptic question
(often from Godfrey Lienhardt), generally requiring
broader scholarly erudition, which somehow — how was
this? — the Oxford crew all understood. On the other hand,
keeping ethnographic monographs relatively uncluttered
of theoretical discussion made them more palatable to a
non-anthropological audience. This non-anthropological
audience, especially those with an interest in the particu-
lar people or place, was surely important even to anthro-
pologists who did not wish to go quite as far down the
road of popularization as Malinowski; and perhaps too,
the College system at Oxbridge (where allegiance to a
subject-mixed community of scholars was as important as
was discipline speciality) encouraged a more ecumenical
approach. The ambiguity of this particular ethnographic
convention is not, I think, exclusive to it: indeed, it seems
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to me that the ‘politics’ of what are rather militaristically
called writing ‘strategies’ are frequently more fuzzy than
they are usually described as being.

15 Hemingway’s most famous work, For Whom the
Bell Tolls, was also first published in 1940. For discussion
of Hemingway’s style in relation to ethnography, see
Atkinson, 1990: 63-71.

16 It was not only The Nuer which played a part in this.
Indeed, Evans-Pritchard’s earlier work, Witchcraft,
Oracles and Magic among the Azande (1937), has proba-
bly been more influential in exemplifying a semantic
approach. Also important was his 1950 Marrett lecture
(reprinted in Evans-Pritchard, 1962) in which he clearly
positioned social anthropology as one of the humanities —
most closely allied with history — rather than as a science.

17 This was based on a conference, though not an ASA
conference. The topic had, in fact, been proposed by Talal
Asad to the ASA but allegedly had been rejected on the
grounds that ‘we went through all this in the 1930s’.
The conference was, then, something of a revolt against
the ASA. I thank Wendy James for this information.

18 This distinction had a particular inflection in this
period as many colonial administrators had gained knowl-
edge of the kinds of places in which anthropologists typi-
cally worked and it has been suggested that anthropologists
therefore felt a strong need to distinguish themselves from
such ‘practical men’. Edmund Leach is reported as having
said that one of the main reasons for establishing the ASA
was to ‘prevent the Universities from employing unquali-
fied refugees from the disappearing Colonial Service to
teach “applied anthropology”” (Grillo, 1984: 310 as
quoted in Wright, 1995: 67).

19 A nice example of this is the dismissal of the
practical utility of an anthropological perspective by
P.E. Mitchell, provincial commissioner in what was then
Tanganyika: ‘if an inhabitant of a South Sea Island feels
obliged on some ceremonial occasion to eat his grand-
mother, the anthropologist is attracted to examine and
explain the ancient custom which caused him to do so; the
practical man, on the other hand, tends to take more inter-
est in the grandmother’ (1930; quoted in James, 1973:
53-4). Malinowski argued back against this, the pages of
the journal Africa containing much debate in the 1930s
about anthropological relevance or otherwise (see James,
1973).

20 Werbner provides an interesting account of the
‘logic of encompassment’ operating in cultural studies
(and cultural studies’ influenced anthropology) which pro-
pels Evans-Pritchard as ‘an exemplary “pure” white,
upper-class male’ (1997: 44) to this role.

21 There are other issues involved too in the use of
tense: see Davis, 1992.

22 See Douglas, 1966, 1970, 1975 for her earlier works;
Fardon (1998) provides an insightful account of her work.

23 The term ‘postmodern’ is sometimes used to describe
the growth of experimental styles in anthropology,
though as in other areas of social and cultural studies
there is debate about its suitability.

24 A paper given by David Pocock at the ASA
Decennial conference in 1973 entitled ‘The idea of a

personal anthropology” was much talked about and cited,
though it has never been published.

25 For discussion see, for example, Ardener, 1978; Bell
et al., 1993; Caplan, 1992; and Moore, 1988.

26 See Strathern, 1994 for a brief academic autobio-
graphy; and 1988 and 1992a for substantial examples of
her technique. Interestingly, Strathern has at one point
suggested that her work might be termed ‘deconstructive’
(1992b: 73); and her use of the term ‘auto-anthropology’
(1986) has also been quite widely adopted to characterize
at least one aspect of the semantic/reflexive strategy. More
recently, she has developed some of the theoretical impli-
cations of her work in Strathern, 1994b.

27 Each year the ASA holds a conference, the theme for
which is decided at the annual general meeting; and an
edited collection is later produced. Although there is obvi-
ously a good deal of serendipity involved in the selection
of themes, as these rely on individuals submitting propos-
als, there is an attempt to choose themes which are ‘topi-
cal’ and which will be likely to attract good participation.
As such they act as a kind of indicator of predominant
ongoing disciplinary interests.

28 These include the fairly tentative use of personal
account and argument about ‘versions’ in Anthony
Cohen’s Whalsay (1987) and the extensive use of ‘con-
versation’ in Nigel Rapport’s Diverse World Views in an
English Village (1993), both of which came partly out of
a Manchester School interest in individuals (which had
earlier been manifested in transactionalism). Another
Manchester example, in this case drawing on the recollec-
tion of particular informants, is Richard Werbner’s Tears
of the Dead (1991). Experimental forms influenced by
feminist ideas and adopting more personalized styles
include Katy Gardner’s Songs at the Rivers Edge (1991),
Helen Watson’s Women of the City of the Dead (1991),
Anna Grimshaw’s Servants of the Buddha (1992), and Pat
Caplan’s Personal Narrative, Multiple Voices: The Worlds
of a Swahili Peasant (1997); and earlier narrative
accounts, such as Mary Smith’s Baba of Karo (1954),
were also ‘reclaimed’ (Callaway, 1992).

29 To some extent the argument for popular writing in
particular draws on a longstanding current in anthropo-
logical writing, one especially evident in the 1980s in Nigel
Barley’s irreverent ‘inside’ accounts (1983, 1986, 1988).

30 At one point social anthropological research was sin-
gled out for ridicule as ‘irrelevant’ by the Public Accounts
Committee (see Leach and Riviére, 1981). Interestingly,
the original reference to a piece of research on Poland was
later caricatured as ‘Social anthropology in outer
Ruritania’ as events in Poland highlighted the value of the
Polish work! The narrow conception of ‘usefulness’ con-
tinues to infect academia. It is institutionalized into, for
example, the Economic and Social Research Council (the
major source of social sciences funding in Britain)
requirement that research applications contribute to its
‘corporate objectives’ of (1) ‘UK economic competitive-
ness’; (2) ‘Effectiveness of public services and public
policy’; and (3) ‘Quality of life’. Many of these develop-
ments are not, of course, exclusive to anthropology or to
Britain: see, for example, Hill and Turpin, 1995.
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31 By 1998 only 16 grants per year were available from
the Economic and Social Research Council for postgradu-
ate research in social anthropology. In 1973 the Institute
of Social Anthropology in Oxford alone received 23 ESRC
grants (Peter Riviere personal communication). This
falling in PhDs is by marked contrast with the United
States which has continued to expand: see Givens et al.,
1998. At the same time, the requirement in Britain that
PhDs be completed within four years (with the possibility
of small extensions for dealing with a “difficult language”) —
otherwise institutions risk being disqualified from receiv-
ing ESRC grants — is a serious threat to anthropological
fieldwork. In many parts of the world, especially the
United States, fledgling anthropologists now do more than
the original ritual year. This relative constriction of the
British social anthropology PhD puts British social
anthropologists at an increasing disadvantage in the inter-
national jobs market.

32 In addition to the pressure to complete PhD research
in four years, these include, with the Research Assessment
Exercise (a periodic peer review of published work), an
emphasis on a particular kind of temporally regular out-
put. The RAE is widely believed (perhaps misguidedly) to
discourage substantial in-depth scholarly work, interdisci-
plinary research, or writing that also attempts to reach
non-academic audiences (and indeed review pieces such
as this). Interestingly, some British social anthropologists
have looked at these developments from an anthropologi-
cal perspective (e.g. Davis, 1999; Strathern, 1995b).

33 The way in which I have calculated this differs from
that of Ardener and Ardener (1965) in that I count the
number of anthropologists carrying out fieldwork in a
particular area rather than the number of instances of
fieldwork. I have done this partly because in the 1998
Directory many members simply list areas rather than
each instance of ficldwork. However, because researchers
in Europe are presumably especially likely to make more
frequent return visits than for more distant locations, my
mode of calculating reduces the European instances rela-
tive to that used by Ardener and Ardener (1965), i.e. by
their technique Europe would be even more dramatically
the favoured fieldwork area.

34 Ardener and Ardener (1965) do not provide separate
figures for Britain.

35 As anumber of people have pointed out to me, many
members probably never get round to changing their origi-
nal entries. This, of course, may give a greater impression
of continuity than would be the case if reviewing current
interests (for which data are not, unfortunately, available).

36 For discussion of this distinction see Barth (1969),
an article which has been very influential in shaping the
anthropological study of ethnicity; see also Ardener,
1989: Ch. 3 and Jenkins, 1997.

37 For example, Goody, 1983, 1986, 1987, 1993, 1996
or Needham, 1985, 1987.

38 In social anthropology it is reflected in, among other
things, the establishment of the European Association of
Social Anthropologists in the late 1980s.

39 For an excellent account of the Manchester School
see Werbner, 1990.

40 Cohen and Rapport set out their positions in Cohen,
1994; Rapport, 1997 and Cohen and Rapport, 1995.

41 See also his work on London: Miller, 1998.

42 These arguments are also made well in the volumes
emerging from the 1993 Decennial: Fardon, 1995; James,
1995; Miller, 1995; Moore, 1996; and Strathern, 1995a.

43 See Howell, 1997 and Werbner, 1997 for some
insightful commentary on the difference from cultural
studies in this regard.
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5

Into the Community

LODEWIJK BRUNT

The development and state of the social disciplines —
especially anthropology and sociology — are inter-
related intimately with ethnography and the study of
communities (Hammersley, 1990: 3, 4). For many
decades community studies have been practically
the only way for students of social life to get some
empirically based insight into human relationships
and activities. For many people doing social
research meant doing the study of a community.
Some communities, like for instance the Trobrian-
ders studied by Malinowski (1922) or the East
Londoners described by Young and Willmott (1962),
have become famous among social researchers and
perhaps even the general public. In this chapter
an attempt is made to get the genre of community
studies into perspective. What different kinds of
community studies might be distinguished and what
have been their contributions to sociology and
anthropology? Despite the fact that the genre has
also been heavily criticized, empirical data are still
being generated by the studying of communities. But
the nature of these communities has changed radi-
cally, not only as a consequence of fundamental
social change but also as a consequence of social
researchers having different ideas about what con-
stitutes a community.

THE NATURE OF THE COMMUNITY

With respect to the importance of community stud-
ies in the development of academic anthropology
and sociology, it may seem that there would be
some consensus among the practitioners of these
disciplines as to the nature of the community con-
cept. For a substantial period this consensus appears
indeed to have been present, mainly derived from

the association between community and place. Two
well-known pioneers in the tradition of community
studies, Warner and Lunt (1941), stipulate that
communities are collections of people sharing cer-
tain interests, sentiments, behaviour and objects by
virtue of their membership of a social group. In
primitive societies such communities are called
‘tribes’, ‘bands’ or ‘clans’, according to the authors,
and in modern societies we speak of ‘cities’,
‘towns’ or ‘neighbourhoods’. The common element
of these different social groups is place. As Warner
and Lunt (1941: 16, 17) explain: ‘All are located in
a given territory which they partly transform for the
purpose of maintaining the physical and social life
of the group, and all the individual members of these
groups have social relations directly or indirectly
with each other.” In looking for a suitable community
to study, they went looking for an old New England
community with an uninterrupted tradition and a
large number of unique characteristics. ‘Our search
was for a community sufficiently autonomous to
have a separate life of its own, not a mere satellite
in the metropolitan area of a large city. Hence we
hoped to find a place with a farming area around it,
since this could be taken to imply that the community
possessed a certain separation from other urban areas
and a unity of its own,” say the authors (Warner and
Lunt, 1941: 38, 39).

West (1945) undertook much the same enquiry in
order to locate a ‘pure’ community, that had to be
untouched by modern influences and that ought
therefore to be situated at quite some distance from
any highway. His ‘Plainville, USA’, where he even-
tually landed because his car had broken down in
that very community, was supposed to be an almost
self-sufficient agrarian settlement without recent
immigrants, any amount of black inhabitants or
even a native ‘aristocracy’. The author had hoped



INTO THE COMMUNITY 81

‘to find a community where people were all living
as nearly as possible on the same social and finan-
cial plane’ (West, 1945: viii). In reality, however,
there appeared to be outspoken social and hierar-
chical inequalities among the citizens of Plainville,
mainly expressed by differences in ways of life or
‘manners’ as the locals themselves would have it
(West, 1945: 120 ff).

The conception of a more or less autonomous
and isolated human group is firmly rooted in biologi-
cally oriented nineteenth-century thinking. Human
behaviour and human interaction could best be
studied in their proper and original natural environ-
ment. Many of the founders of modern academic
anthropology and sociology based their community
studies on what Fletcher considers as the ‘formula’
of Frederic Le Play, that is, the close connection
this French researcher declared to be existing
between family, work and place (Fletcher, 1971:
833). When Dorothy and John Keur set out to study
the Drents village of Anderen, in the eastern part of
the Netherlands, they found this small and isolated
community ‘well suited to our research needs’
(Keur and Keur, 1955: 13, 14). Work (agriculture),
family and place (soil) play central parts in their
study. The culture of a people, they argue, is greatly
dependent on the soil and the climate in which it is
rooted. ‘Human culture is cut to fit nature’s cloth’,
the authors say. ‘While a large range of cultural
manifestations may appear in the same environ-
mental setting, as a variety of plants in botanical
associations, not all will prove equally successful or
even necessarily survive’ (Keur and Keur 1955: 14).
Not surprisingly they were interested in studying
the connection between nature and culture. How far
would the natural environment of the village deter-
mine the local cultural development? The title of
their book — The Deeply Rooted — gives a clear clue
of their findings. Even Elias, writing in the 1970s
and pretending to be able to point out radical new
ways of studying communities, conforms rather
strictly to the association of social group and place.
‘A community’, the author argues (1974: xix), ‘is a
group of households situated in the same locality
and linked to each other by functional interdepen-
dencies which are closer than interdependencies
of the same kind with other groups of people
within the wider social field to which a community
belongs.” The author appears to be referring to
exactly the kind of social group Warner and Lunt
were looking for in New England, West was trying
to find in the Mid West and the Keurs had expected
to locate in the Netherlands.

With respect to locality or place there is no funda-
mental difference between an isolated agricultural
village and the neighbourhood of a metropolis.
‘The city is not [...] an artificial construction. It is
involved in the vital processes of the people who
compose it; it is a product of nature, and particu-
larly of human nature,’ states Park (1925: 1) in his

classical blueprint for the analysis of the city. In this
research programme, which has been a major
source of inspiration for generations of academic
urban explorers, the author exposes a sociological
perspective on cities and urban life. The way inhabi-
tants of cities are organized in groups and institu-
tions, he argues, is not fundamentally different
from any other form of human social life. The city
and its inhabitants are organically related and might
be considered as a corporate expression of both
individual and social interests. The city is the ‘natural
habitat of civilized man’, according to Park (1925:
2), and represents therefore a peculiar ‘cultural
type’. But as such the city constitutes an ideal loca-
tion for sociological research. Civilized man is as
interesting an object of investigation as primitive
man, Park points out in a well-known passage. ‘The
same patient methods of observation which anthro-
pologists [...] have expended on the study of the life
and manners of the North American Indian might
even be more fruitfully employed in the investiga-
tion of the customs, beliefs, social practices, and
general conceptions of life prevalent in Little Italy
on the lower North Side in Chicago, or in recording
the more sophisticated folkways of the inhabi-
tants of Greenwich Village and the neighborhood of
Washington Square, New York’ (Park, 1925: 3).

Just like the Keurs, who saw a strong relationship
between the culture of Anderen and its natural envi-
ronment, Park underlines the fact that ‘the city
is rooted in the habits and customs of the people
who inhabit it. The consequence is that the city
possesses a moral as well as a physical organization,
and these two mutually interact in characteristic ways
to mold and modify one another’ (Park, 1925: 4).
The most elementary forms of association one finds
in the city, neighbourhoods, are based — as in the
isolated villages of primitive man — on proximity
and social contact. Each urban neighbourhood has
its own special character, determined by interests
and sentiments and the stability of the population,
and together these neighbourhoods form the build-
ing blocks of the city. Although neighbourhoods
sometimes are close in a physical sense, the social
distance between them may be almost unbridge-
able. This principle has been beautifully demon-
strated by Zorbaugh (1929), one of Park’s many
talented pupils, and it has become the basis for the
famous credo of the so-called Chicago School of
urban sociology: the city as being ‘a mosaic of little
worlds which touch but do not interpenetrate’
(Park, 1925: 40).

The seemingly universal character of the com-
munity, a social group based on place or a ‘locali-
zed society’ in the words of Anderson (1960: 24),
has led some observers to conclude that the com-
munity is an integral part of the biological make-up
of humankind. Without them, people would not be
able to survive (Arensberg and Kimball, 1965: 97,
98; Scherer, 1972: xi, 2, 3). Apart from the notion
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of locality, however, there has not been much
agreement among professional sociologists and
anthropologists about the way communities are to
be distinguished from other social phenomena.
How can you recognize them? How can you be sure
that communities still exist? Especially in the 1960s
and 1970s when many things appeared to be chang-
ing rapidly, the concept of community was some-
times fiercely contested in anthropological and
sociological circles. The atmosphere is aptly charac-
terized by Warren (1969: 40), who ironically
declares that ‘the community is going to hell
because I don’t know the name of the man across
the street in apartment 4B’. The reason for this cri-
sis, according to this author, is the tendency to per-
cieve communities primarily as localities. The
existing notions about communities are too much
oriented to the ‘rural, sacred, primary-group-
oriented, preindustrial society’ (Warren, 1969: 42).
In Warren’s view communities have at least two
dimensions: place and specific interests. Through
these interests, according to the author, communi-
ties are linked with the wider world. The changes
that have taken place amount to the increase of the
importance of this dimension at the cost of the
dimension of place.

However this may be, it does not enhance the
visibility of communities. Even scholars who are
convinced of the central place communities have in
the life of human beings admit to the difficulty of
this question. Scherer (1972: 2, 3) declares that
human communities have always been in existence
and will always be there, but she points out that
modern communities have become less discernible
than in earlier times. Social structures have become
vague and flexible, according to this author, the best
we can say is that communities are situated some-
where between the individual and the society.
Hillery (1955) tried hard to find some common
ground in the almost hundred definitions of com-
munity he had analysed but he did not succeed very
convincingly, although there appeared to be some
consensus about the nature of small, rural commu-
nities. Anderson (1960), who is citing Hillery’s
endeavour, seems to be quite pleased by the result.
The fact that there are so many definitions to be
analysed, he argues, is a clear indication of the
importance of the community concept in the social
disciplines (Anderson, 1960: 25). Others are rather
sceptical. Many definitions were mutually exclusive,
found Bell and Newby (1971: 29): ‘A community
cannot be an area and not be an area.” The only ele-
ment all definitions appeared to have in common,
the authors remark, is that they were dealing with
people.

After a review of different attempts at all-
encompassing definitions, Anderson (1960) sums
up all the elements that seem to be of importance
in connection to the community. ‘The community, in
short, may be thought of as a global social unity in

which exist various types of social organization; it
is also a location, and it is also a place where people
find the means to live,” the author says. He contin-
ues: ‘It is a place not only of economic activity and
of human association, but it is also a place where
memories are centered, both individual and “folk”
memories. Moreover, the community has the qual-
ity of duration, representing an accumulation of
group experiences which comes out of the past and
extends through time, even though the individuals
making up the community are forever coming and
going’ (Anderson, 1960: 26). We may conclude that
according to this perspective there is little that does
not belong to a community. No wonder, perhaps,
that Anderson is pointing out that communities
are dynamic and changing and could have many
different qualities. ‘In other words,” he remarks,
‘the nature and extent of one’s community is largely
a matter of individual definition’ (Anderson,
1960: 27).

IMAGINATION

Do communities exist in social reality or are they to
be considered as some figment of the imagination?
What about local identity? According to Lasch
(1991), the concept of community, along with the
whole discourse on the dichotomizing of ‘folk’ and
‘urban’ or ‘Gemeinschaft’ and ‘Gesellschafi’, etc.
has led sociology and anthropology into a dead end
street. The existence of a community, or even a
separate family that is supposed to be characterized
by such elements as intimacy, particularism, protec-
tion, solidarity and mutual care, has probably
always been an illusion. ‘The history of the modern
family’, exclaims the author (1991: 166) somewhat
pathetically, ‘shows the difficulty of making domes-
tic life a haven in a heartless world. Not only has
marriage become a contractual arrangement, revo-
cable at will, but the pervasive influence of the
market — the most obvious example of which is the
inescapability of commercial television — makes it
more and more difficult for parents to shelter their
children from the world of glamour, money, and
power.” In opposition to ‘society’, the concept of
community has often been used as a device for gen-
erating nostalgic images of a harmonious, idyllic
way of life.

Gusfield (1975) argued much the same some
fifteen years earlier, but the outcome of his criticism
is much more constructive. The dichotomous con-
cepts of community and society, according to this
author, are analytical by nature, not empirical. They
refer to different types of human interaction and not
necessarily to place (Gusfield, 1975: 33). Com-
munities, by implication, should be perceived as
entities consisting of people who consider them-
selves as being part of the same history or destiny,
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whether they are interacting with each other or not.
A community is based on symbols or even atti-
tudes, rather than concrete villages or urban neigh-
bourhoods. In complex, pluralistic societies people
have a multitude of identities that could generate
the kinds of loyalities and motivations that consti-
tute communities (Gusfield, 1975: 42). We should
be very careful using the dichotomy of community
and society, according to the same author, because
we can easily be led to believe that there are no
elements of communities to be found in anonymous
cities, nor expressions of rational interests in small
villages.

Gusfield’s vision, however, had already been put
into practice. In the 1968 Introduction to the revised
edition of their ‘classic’ Small Town in Mass
Society Vidich and Bensman point out the success
they have had in abolishing the notion that there is
a ‘dichotomous difference between urban and rural,
sacred and secular, mechanical and organic forms
of social organization’ (1968: vii). In their report
they underline the relationship between Springdale,
pseudonym for the New York community they
studied, and the larger society of which it is part.
They found overwhelming proof that ‘even those
local accomplishments of which the people were so
proud were the results of operations of the large-
scale, impersonal machinery of outside organiza-
tions whose policies in most cases were not even
addressed to Springdale as a particular place but to
Springdale as one of hundreds of similar towns
which fell in a given category [...]. Springdale could
only respond to these outside forces, but quite often
took its own response to be a sign that the town was
being original and creative’ (Vidich and Bensman,
1968: 317, 318).

We have seen that there have been episodes in
the development of the social disciplines in which
communities were thought to have some definite
local basis — a place — but anthropologists and socio-
logists have gradually realized the limitations of
such a perception. In the course of the years it has
become increasingly more difficult to find the ‘pure’
and ‘untouched’ villages that the first generation of
community researchers have been looking for
(assuming that such an endeavour has ever been
possible). In the course of the twentieth century,
however, it became progressively clear that such a
condition had become exceptional rather than the
usual or normal state of human affairs. Both social
and geographical mobility did increase dramati-
cally. Humankind had become ‘foot-loose’ on a
global scale; a person will probably live and work
in quite a number of different places during his or
her lifetime, whereas his or her family, not to men-
tion friends, colleagues or acquaintances, can be
scattered all over the world. From the 1970s onwards
many anthropologists have been redirecting their
research interest from the countryside towards the
cities, in most cases just following their informants

who were part of these processes of migration
and urbanization. In their new fields of study they
have been able to demonstrate that even as local
communities are dispersed, for instance by migra-
tion, many people still retain a strong feeling of
belonging and loyalty. These sentiments have
sometimes appeared to constitute a strong force
in uniting immigrant communities in the city.
Anthropologists, however, have been able to show
that the foundations of these communities are
often invented or ‘imagined’. But in a way, even
Springdale is an invented community. Whereas its
inhabitants proudly stress their local and cultural
autonomy, in reality there is very little ground for
this boosterism. Anderson (1991: 6) pertinently
remarks: ‘In fact, all communities larger than pri-
mordial villages of face-to-face contact (and per-
haps even these) are imagined.’ In the minds of all
people you will find images of the communities —
especially nations — they feel they belong to
although they ‘will never know their fellow-
members, meet them, or even hear of them’. An
important criterion used by Anderson to speak of a
community is the existence of a ‘deep, horizontal
comradeship’ that binds its members, regardless of
any actual inequality or exploitation that may pre-
vail (Anderson, 1991: 7).

And yet we have to be careful in concluding that
the relationship between communities and place has
come to a definite end. There is no need to assume
that ‘social areas’ correspond necessarily to ‘natural
areas’, according to Hunter (1974: 25), who studied
the nature of communities in the city of Chicago. In
his view communities are primarily symbolic by
nature and are determined by names and other sym-
bols, like flags, songs, frontiers or certain forms of
behaviour. The content and meaning of these sym-
bols are constructed through human interaction,
which implies that communities like urban neigh-
bourhoods are social products. As a consequence,
in cities you are confronted with ‘symbolic ambi-
valence’ (Hunter, 1974: 192). Cities are not the neat
mosaics Park was referring to, for some pieces do
not fit and others are lost. Urban neighbourhoods
often overlap and are sometimes completely ignored.
The complexity of the urban landscape is much too
intricate to be projected on ‘city maps’. Does this
mean that we should forget all about local commu-
nities? According to Hunter (1974: 70, 71) this
would not be a wise decision. Even in a city like
Chicago you could distinguish neighbourhoods
which, after many decades, still function as ‘mean-
ingful symbolic communities’ (Hunter, 1974: 25).
The author refers to well-known strategies employed
by urban designers and construction companies to
mobilize people on the basis of community symbols
(Hunter, 1974: 70, 71). The power of such symbols
was clearly demonstrated in Amsterdam when the
authorities tried to enhance the reputation of a
notorious neighbourhood in the southeastern part of
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the city. When the place was known under its original
name, the Bijlmer, many inhabitants left the area
and it appeared to be practically impossible to get
people interested in living there — even when spa-
cious apartments were offered at extremely low
rents. Recently the name of the neighbourhood has
been officially changed to Amsterdam Zuidoost, and
this symbolic action does seem to have helped con-
siderably — in combination with large-scale rebuild-
ing schemes — in increasing the attraction of living
there.

WnHAT CoMMUNITY STUDIES Do

Looking back at the tradition of community
studies — which for a substantial part overlaps with
the history of ethnography — one could point out
different specific contributions that have been made
to the general fund of anthropological and sociolog-
ical insights into the way human beings behave and
relate to each other. I will try to highlight some of
these contributions, realizing that my list cannot be
anything but highly selective. I have been inspired
by some remarks made some time ago by Den
Hollander (1968: 66, 67), who has been one of the
most ardent practitioners of community studies in
the Netherlands. The first thing to be mentioned
about community studies is perhaps that they
remind us time and again of the subjectiveness and
onesidedness of social perception. Some instances
of differences in perspective have become almost
classic. The most famous are the controversy
between Redfield (1941) and Lewis (1951) on their
respective widely differing interpretations of the
same (Mexican) village and the fierce attack on
Mead — after her death — by Freeman (1983) about
the analysis of social life on Samoa, where both
had conducted research. In the Netherlands the reli-
gious village of Staphorst has equally been studied
several times by different researchers, and although
their results have likewise been different, this cir-
cumstance has not been developed in a spectacular
academic ‘affair’ (Groenman, 1947; Nooy-Palm,
1971). Quite recently a similar question arose con-
cerning Whyte’s famous study of North End, the
Italian neigbourhood of Boston (Boelen, 1992;
Whyte, 1992).

Intended or not, many such studies have directed
our attention to the intimate interrelationship
between institutions, elements of the social struc-
ture and the daily life of individual people all over
the world. Through these studies one can get some
feeling for the local or regional consequences of
national political decisions. In general, I think,
community studies are excellent devices for explor-
ing the discrepancies between rule and reality. In
every society there is some distance between the
‘public face’, the way things and arrangements are

being presented to the outside world and the
‘private wisdom’ (Bailey, 1969: 5): the pragmatic
rules of daily — political — existence or how things
really work. At their best, community studies lead
us to this private wisdom. In the 1920s the world
was led to believe that the Turkish nation was on its
way to modernity. The charismatic Kemal Atatiirk
boasted about his succesful attempts to ban tradi-
tional practices and to bring the position of the
Turkish people in line with the principles of
Western civilization. One of the most spectacular
features of his policy was the introduction of a com-
pletely new legal system, directly adopted from
the Swiss Civil Code. On the basis of this code it
could be declared that the position of men and
women had become completely equal. Was it? No!
Community studies, conducted in the countryside,
have shown us that Atatiirk’s influence could never
have been more than superficial outside the modern-
ized capital of Turkey and a few other big cities
(Stirling, 1966).

Local communities can normally be found in a
situation of encapsulation by political entities of a
higher order, often national states. Sometimes this
relationship is no more than nominal, in cases
where the agencies of the central power do not have
the wish, the courage or the resources to interfere.
Bailey (1969: 150) refers to the situation of the
British empire in India, where enormous areas near
the borders of Assam, China and Burma were
simply ‘unadministered’. Such a situation some-
times occurs within the boundaries of big cities as
well. Not only the fast-growing metropolises in
nineteenth-century Europe had their vast stretches
of terra incognita, the same holds true for the mega-
cities in Africa, Asia and Latin America as we know
them today. It has been estimated that of the fifteen
million or so inhabitants of Bombay, more than half
are dwelling in slums or on pavements. These
people, especially the pavement dwellers, are to all
practical purposes as unadministered as the Konds
under the British colonial regime or Acheh in the
Dutch East Indies. Encapsulation can also imply
some kind of predatory relationship: so long as the
inhabitants of the encapsulated communities —
sometimes enforced by military expeditions — pay
their taxes or their harvests, they can do as they like.
Sometimes this takes the character of a special
transaction resembling a protection racket: ‘[t]he
peasants paid up on the understanding that the ruling
power would prevent other powers from sending
out similar expeditions’ (Bailey, 1969: 150).

Another version of this relationship is called
‘indirect rule’, referring to the situation where local
communities manage their own affairs as long as
they keep from violating certain important princi-
ples. At the other end of the scale you will find the
situation in which local institutions are being
replaced because they are supposed to be primitive,
criminal, anachronistic or otherwise in conflict with
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the values of the central authorities. There,
processes of integration or assimilation are taking
place. Many community studies could find a place
in this particular categorization, even if the authors
may not have been aware of the relationship
between their community and its social and politi-
cal environment. The Dutch fishing community of
Urk was subject to forced integration at the moment
it was studied in the late 1930s by Meertens and
Kaiser. As a consequence of the construction of the
afsluitdijk, the wall that closes off the former
Zuiderzee from the open seas, the Urkers had to
find different ways of earning their money. This
would bring radical changes in the community,
although the researchers did not seem to have
noticed (Bovenkerk and Brunt, 1977: 20, 21; curi-
ously enough, though, the changes on Urk were
clearly noticed by Plomp, 1940). The Jibaros, on
the contrary, are an example of an unadministered
community in Karsten’s report on them, written in
the same period (Karsten, 1935). In his monograph
the author is well aware of the precarious situation
of the Amazon hunters he studied. He dwells on the
oppressive character of the Spanish colonial power
which caused the seriously decimated Jibaros to
free themselves from integration and administration
by hiding in isolated, unpenetrable regions in
Eastern Ecuador and Peru. In the meantime, how-
ever, most Jibaros have fallen victim to integration
processes again, forced upon them by independent
nation states trying to convince the world of their
modern identities or by private entrepreneurs who
are exploiting the riches of the natural environment
where they were hiding.

Community studies have been an important
source of inspiration not only because of their sen-
sitivity for the interplay between different levels of
integration. They have other qualities as well. More
than other kinds of social research they have been
conducive in focusing the attention on matters such
as class, status and hierarchy. I realize the contro-
versial nature of this statement, for Bell and Newby
(1971) have singled out this very topic as probably
one of the weakest elements of the genre. They
grant that many community studies deal with social
differences, but very few have anything to say
about power that is worth reflecting upon. ‘Power
has not been defined as a significant problem area,’
they say (Bell and Newby, 1971: 219). They
explain this sorry state by referring to the fact that
most of the communities studied are so small that
there is simply not enough power around. It does
seem somewhat strange, perhaps, to consider power
as a certain kind of quantity or substance. Is there
more power lying about in towns and cities than in
villages? That is exactly what the authors seem to
be thinking. Their view of power and politics
appears to be rather formal, closely related to the
‘official’ political arena. In their view politics is a
matter of formal governments and authorities. But

many students of communities have demonstrated
the profits to be gained, that is, a better insight into
the functioning of communities, by a more informal
and relational perspective on power. According to
Boissevain, for instance, power is not some object
but the ability of a person to influence the behav-
iour of others independently of their wishes. There
are many factors of potential importance to con-
sider if we are discussing power, explains the
author, including ‘wealth and occupation or special
relations which give access to strategic information,
or resources such as jobs and licences that can be
allocated” (Boissevain, 1974: 85). Referring to
(small) communities, anthropologists have identi-
fied the nature and mechanisms of ‘local-level
politics’. This phenomenon refers to special kinds
of political structures, namely ‘those which are
partly regulated by, and partly independent of, larger
encapsulating political structures’ (Bailey, 1968:
281). Local-level politics concerns the struggle for
power and resources that is going on in villages,
universities, laboratories, football clubs, trade
unions, brothels, newspapers and families (Bailey,
1969, 1971, 1973, 1977; Swartz, 1968).

One of the most famous examples in this field of
class, status, hierarchy and informal, local-level
politics is undoubtedly the ‘Yankee City Series’, to
which I have referred before. Typical for the kind of
perception underlying this research project is the
discovery of the ‘clique’, which is proudly pre-
sented by the authors of the first volume of the
series (Warner and Lunt, 1941). During the field-
work it had struck the research team that many
inhabitants of Yankee City used to place them-
selves in the community by referring to notions as
‘our crowd’, ‘the Jones’s gang’ or ‘our circle’ — a
practice, by the way, which is quite familiar in other
countries as well. In the Netherlands you may part
seriously, part jokingly announce that you belong to
‘OSM’, which is a shorthand expression for ‘ons
soort mensen’, ‘our kind of people’, and which is
completely different from ‘DSM’, meaning ‘dat
soort mensen’, or ‘that kind of people’. The
researchers realized only after a while that such
statements were of prime importance in assigning
people to their actual positions in the local hierar-
chy. Cliques were almost as important as families in
placing people on the social scale. They are expli-
citly considered as informal associations by the
authors, without written rules of entrance, of mem-
bership or the termination of membership. ‘It has no
elected officers nor any formally recognized hierar-
chy of leaders. It lacks specifically stated purposes,
and its functions are less explicit than those of the
family, the association, or the institution. The
clique may or may not include biologically related
persons; but all its members know each other inti-
mately and participate in frequent face-to-face rela-
tions’ (Warner and Lunt, 1941: 110, 111). There
will hardly be a sociologist or anthropologist in the
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world who does not know about the Yankee City
class structure. This order of six classes, varying
from the ‘upper upper class’ to the ‘lower lower
class’, is determined by economic considerations,
especially money, but also by more informal crite-
ria such as membership of associations, families
and cliques. Warner and his collaborators show
convincingly how people try to maintain, or even
better their positions by strategic marriages and
friendships.

Warner’s enquiries constituted a rich source of
inspiration for other studies into power and politics,
eventually resulting in the fascinating, still ongoing
debate on the distribution of power. Is political
power concentrated in the hands of a few almighty
persons who decide over our life and happiness
from behind carefully guarded doors or is it scat-
tered over a colourful multitude of persons, corpo-
rations and institutions? Depending on your answer
you belong to the ‘elitists” or the ‘pluralists’ and
both parties are relying on an enormous body of
studies and reports that prove their point. Hunter’s
Community Power Structure (1953), based on a
study of ‘Regional City’ might be considered as the
elitist bible, whereas the ‘holy book’ of the plural-
ists is most probably Dahl’s Who Governs? (1961)
about New Haven (Bell and Newby, 1971: 222 ff.).

A further aspect of community studies that has
greatly stimulated the maturing of the social
sciences is their ability to present general pheno-
mena in a local social context. In the introduction to
his intensive enquiry into the lives of five American
families, Henry explains that the direct observation
of these families in their own environments will
produce new insights into the emotional distur-
bances that were haunting each of them. The study
of human beings in their ‘day-to-day surroundings’
is the author’s ‘compelling goal of my scientific
life’. Henry tells his readers that he is repelled by
the artificiality of experimental studies of human
behaviour ‘because they strip the context from life’.
In doing so this behaviour is deprived of its mean-
ing. ‘I have to see that person before me,” adds
Henry (1973: xv; emphasis in original), ‘and what I
cannot see as that actuality, what 1 cannot hear as
the sound of that voice, has little interest for me.” In
many of the better community studies this context
is exactly what is being put forward. Young and
Willmott (1962) present the strong links between
mothers and daughters in Bethnal Green within the
framework of the neighbourhood, where more than
half of all the inhabitants actually had been born
and raised. As a consequence of the fundamental
changes that were taking place in the London docks,
the continuity of the father—son relationship had
been seriously undermined. Many of the local
affairs had fallen in to women’s hands. Wallman
(1982) shows that for the London authorities life in
Battersea is clearly associated with ‘colour’ and
‘ethnicity’, whereas for the inhabitants themselves

the importance of these associations depends on the
practical everyday situations they find themselves
in. Sometimes ethnicity is of importance in inter-
action, but most of the time other things carry more
weight. Human life, even in ‘problem areas’ in the
inner city, is too complicated for simplistic notions.
Harrison’s study of yet another neighbourhood in
the city of London, however, seems to reduce the
context to just that: in his view delapidated neigh-
bourhoods like Hackney are to be considered as
places ‘where all our sins are paid for’ (Harrison,
1983).

An excellent recent example of involving the
context into the community is Liebow’s study of a
small group of homeless women connected to a
shelter in Washington, DC (Liebow, 1993).
People’s identities, according to the author, are
closely linked to their jobs. This is no different for
people who depend on shelters for an occasional
roof above their heads. On the contrary, for it is
acutely realized by many of the homeless women
Liebow dealt with that a job could mean a way out
of their situation. Yet, from the outside it may seem
that such people do not want to work hard, or do
not want to better themselves or are just plain lazy
because many find it extremely difficult to find
ordinary jobs or to keep them. In Liebow’s study it
is shown how tricky it is for the homeless to get
regular jobs. Seemingly simple things prove almost
unsurmountable obstacles, like not having a tele-
phone where prospective employers can reach you
during the day. Moreover, even menial jobs
demand a decent appearance. How can you keep
your clothing clean and presentable when you are
living out of bags and boxes? Liebow mentions the
case of some women who did succeed in keeping
jobs. Grace was one of them, but she was privi-
leged for having a car she could make use of as a
closet. ‘She hangs her blouses, jackets, and skirts
on a crossbar,” remarks Liebow (1993: 55).
‘Underwear and accessories are piled neatly in a
tattered suitcase on the front seat. Each item is
tagged and coded so that she can pull out a match-
ing outfit with relative ease.” Still, in this study it is
shown how easy it is for chaos to take over and
how much energy it takes to keep being organized.
Negative experiences can easily deprive you of
your self-confidence if you are completely on your
own and being jobless often means being depen-
dent and losing your self-respect even further.
According to Liebow, some of the homeless
women seem to try to fulfil an almost primitive
need in continuous fruitless attempts to get work.
‘Their needs are pre-social, elemental,” he writes
(1993: 79). “They know they are in deep trouble, in
danger of losing their sanity and their humanity,
and they are struggling to hold on. It is as if [they]
believe with Freud that “work is man’s principal
tie to reality”, and they feel that tie slipping
away.” Without this context it would be practically
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impossible to understand the meaning of accounts
on work and unemployment. Not only for home-
less women, but perhaps for the working popula-
tion in general as well. Den Hollander (1968: 67)
rightly remarks how important it is to read com-
munity studies, for there are almost no other ways
to make people realize how dangerous it is to
attach an overwhelming importance to statistical
data or easy generalizations.

COMMUNITY STUDIES AND ETHNOGRAPHY

In view of the many stimulating results of commu-
nity studies, it is not surprising that they have for a
considerable time been considered as the principal
means to obtain the necessary empirical material
for the construction of ethnological and sociologi-
cal theories. Ethnographers were sent on expedition
to faraway places to describe the daily lives of
unknown tribes and primitive peoples or were busy
probing communities in their own societies. This
latter activity was sometimes called ‘sociography’
on the European continent and it was inspired by a
strong tradition of journalistic and literary urban
research that was developed in many nineteenth
century metropolises (Brunt, 1990). Both ethno-
graphy and sociography were means of fact-finding,
and for many years practically the only way to
gather social facts has been through the method of
studying communities.

Within the social disciplines a division of labour
had taken place from the end of the nineteenth
century onwards whereby at least formally one cate-
gory of academicians provided the empirical infor-
mation and the other category took care of the
interpretation of this contribution and the general-
izations that could be derived from it. Fletcher, in
his overview of the development of modern sociol-
ogy, deals with the ‘fact finders’ in an appendix,
but underlines his conviction that their contribution
was of equal worth with that of the ‘grand theo-
rists’. ‘“Their contribution lay in a different direc-
tion,” he puts forward (1971: 839), ‘that of
establishing techniques of investigation, and pro-
ducing accurate descriptive knowledge of the con-
temporary conditions of society, which, in addition
to other knowledge, could provide a vitally neces-
sary basis for judgement, decision, and action.’ In
the same spirit, Kruijer, in his philosophical treat-
ment of the social sciences, characterizes socio-
graphy (and, by implication, ethnography) as
‘descriptive sociology’ (1959: 18). It is an acade-
mic discipline with a definite function. Whereas
sociology in general is directed to the formulation
of social laws and universal propositions, socio-
graphy and ethnography (including community
studies) aim at the ‘singular propositions’ which
are the ingredients of generalizations.

Sociography and ethnography are of a very
different nature, generally speaking (Kruijer, 1959:
23, 24): the first is ‘individualizing’, the second
‘thematic’. Individualizing sociographies and
ethnographies are directed to the study of a single
group or system intending to increase the knowl-
edge of that very object. The degree to which indi-
vidualizing ways of social research are contributing
to anthropology and sociology in general is deter-
mined rather by coincidence than by intent.
Thematic studies, on the contrary, are directly of
relevance to the development of general insights.
According to Kruijer (1959: 216 ff.), ethnographers
and sociographers employ different methods to pre-
sent their ‘thematic’ results.

First, the phenomena actually studied can be por-
trayed as examples of a certain concept or social
type: some ethnographers of the Surinamese com-
munities of Bush Negroes, for instance, have argued
that these are to be seen as variants of a West
African type of society (Herskovits, 1958; Kobben,
1979; Thoden van Velzen and Van Wetering, 1988).
Kruijer (1959: 218) also refers to sociographers’
attempts to show that a particular category of people
are constituting a social system or a social group.
Just as Lewis (1966) has been trying to argue that
the poor are not just some statistical entity but share
a characteristic, world-wide culture, the Dutch
sociographer Haveman (cited by Kruijer, 1959)
pointed out that most of the unskilled labourers are
not some anonymous residu of the Industrial
Revolution but have their own specific ideals and
way of life (in Valentine, 1968, the concept of a
culture of poverty is critically discussed).

Secondly, sociographers and ethnographers have
attempted to ascertain that the communities they
have been studying could be placed on some con-
tinuum. This has been done by Loomis and Beegle,
who compared five different types of community in
order to rank them somewhere between a
Gemeinschaft — the familistic kind of society — and
a Gesellschaft — its contractual opposite (Loomis
and Beegle, 1950; cited by Kruijer, 1959: 219). In
Miner’s study of the French-Canadian parish of
St Denis (Miner, 1939; Freedman et al., 1961) it is
shown that the modernization of the region to the
south of the city of Quebec makes small communi-
ties like St Denis move from the ‘folk’ end of the
continuum to the ‘urban’ end.

Thirdly, communities could be described on the
basis of features that are considered ‘central’ or per-
haps ‘typical’. The Dutch anthropologist Kébben
argued that the community of the Bete, in the West
African nation of Ivory Coast, is driven by a
‘women’s complex’. The number of polygynous mar-
riages is considerable among them, resulting in daz-
zling prices men have to pay to the families of their
brides to be. Most emotions, conversations and activi-
ties, according to the author, circle around obtaining
and maintaining women (Kobben, 1964: 188).
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The most outspoken representative of the tradition
in which communities are considered as complexes
that are organized around one or more central
values or thoughts has been Benedict. In her famous
Patterns of Culture, she puts the ‘Apollonian’ Zufii
in contrast to the ‘Dyonisian’ Kwakiutl. ‘The ideal
man in Zufii,” says the author, ‘is a person of dignity
and affability who has never tried to lead, and who
has never called forth comment from his neighbours.
Any conflict, even though all right is on his side, is
held against him. Even in contests of skill like their
foot races, if a man wins habitually he is debarred
from running. They are interested in a game that a
number can play with even chances, and an out-
standing runner spoils the game: they will have
none of him” (Benedict, 1934: 95). This is a far cry
from the megalomaniac paranoia that characterized
the communities that peopled the northwest coast of
the United States.

In all these examples sociographers and ethno-
graphers themselves have tried to interpret the sig-
nificance of their findings, but there have been
several attempts to build up collections of social
descriptions to function as reservoirs, from which to
dredge the empirical ‘facts’ constituting the founda-
tion for generalizations and theoretical proposi-
tions. The most famous of these collections were
the Human Relations Area Files and the Ethno-
graphic Atlas. In the Netherlands Steinmetz started
in the 1930s to collect information for his ‘Archives’.
Murdock’s magisterial effort to analyse the princi-
ples of human descent, marriage and family was
based on the Cross-Cultural Survey, compiled by
the author himself from the early 1940s on. From
this system Murdock used information on 70 com-
munities from his native North America, 65 from
Africa, 60 from Oceania, 34 from Eurasia and 21
from South America. Some communities were cho-
sen because a good source was available, other
communities were ignored because overrepresenta-
tion of particular areas had to be avoided (Murdock,
1949: viii, ix).

The process of reworking community studies into
pieces of knowledge that can be used by general
sociologists or ethnologists has been described by
Stein (1960). For his ‘theory of communities’ he
had to strip community studies of much of their
content in order to develop ‘a reliable body of
knowledge’. ‘In our effort to develop a somewhat
more general theory’, Stein continues, ‘specific
emphases in each of the sets of studies had to be
extracted and conceptualized differently’ (Stein,
1960: 97). This meant that the sociologist not only
neglected much of the information gathered by
the sociographers and ethnographers but also had
to ‘distort’ facts that had been conceptualized
differently by the original researchers. No wonder
Stein confesses to his theoretical elaborations as
being ‘a challenging and even frightening task’
(Stein, 1960: 98).

The typical attempts of the early days of
ethnography at conducting encyclopedic research,
in which all the aspects of local social life had to be
covered, have been replaced by more realistic and
sociologically refined endeavours to highlight a
limited number of particular themes. My own study
of the Dutch village of Stroomkerken in the early
1970s was directed at the conflicts between the
local population and the ‘Rotterdammers’, recent
immigrants from congested cities who were moving
to the village looking for space and a more natural
environment. The city people had no idea as to the
intricate ways in which the local political system
was organized, and time and again there were bitter
clashes between the representatives of the different
groups about positions of power and distribution of
services and facilities (Brunt, 1974). In Merry’s
wonderful study (1981) of a neigbourhood in an
Eastern American city, three different groups of
inhabitants are compared concerning their attitudes
toward public space. As a consequence of the black
population being much more oriented towards the
neighbourhood streets and parks than the Chinese —
the population of East European stock balancing
somewhere in between — she did find vastly differ-
ing patterns of ‘urban fear’ and feelings of safety.
Duneier (1992), to mention just another example,
studied a community of eldery (black) men gather-
ing regularly in a certain cafe near the University of
Chicago. Most of them only knew each other from
hanging around there, looking at each other and
having occasional conversations. The central theme
of Duneier’s study is masculinity and mutual
respectability among elderly men.

CRITICISM AND BEYOND

Community studies have been the target of fierce
criticism, especially during the 1960s and 1970s
when all of the social disciplines appeared to have
been drawn into a deep crisis (Gouldner, 1971). At
the risk of being unfair to all the critics I only want
to point out the most fundamental objections being
raised against the community studies tradition.
Although critical remarks have been directed at
such issues as the lack of agreement in defining
communities, and the bias towards studying small,
isolated (and therefore ‘exceptional’) communities,
many of these points have been raised by ethno-
graphers themselves. And more often than not they
have tried to find satisfactory solutions. More
threatening to ethnography and community studies
has been the growing conviction, especially in the
restorative post-Second World War decades, that
the genre of community studies in general ought to
be considered as unscientific by its very nature. A
community study, according to a well-known ver-
dict by Glass, is ‘the poor sociologist’s substitute
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for the novel’. Not only do these studies lack decent
numeracy by neglecting elementary population
statistics, according to this authoritive source, they
have also a penchant for a descriptive, narrative
style. To the dismay of Bell and Newby, who cite
Glass’ remarks with obvious sympathy and under-
standing, this means ‘that community studies can
often be read like novels and some have, indeed,
reached the best-sellers lists’ (Bell and Newby,
1971: 13; emphasis in original). ‘Real science’, by
implication, would be something else altogether.

It is not entirely clear what a scientific anthro-
pology or sociology would look like in the minds of
the critics. Bell and Newby repeatedly mention the
non-cumulative nature of community studies and,
among other points of criticism, the fact that most
of them are completely useless for purposes of
comparison (Bell and Newby, 1971: 13, 14; 32).
They echo some of the central arguments put for-
ward by Stacey in a more general account in which
community studies are declared ‘mythical’ (Stacey,
1975). This author rejects the very idea of a com-
munity on the basis of her conviction that systems
of social relations do not have geographical bound-
aries (except for global ones). As sociology is all
about comparing, ‘so-called community studies’
have to be displaced by ‘the study of social rela-
tions in localities’ (Stacey, 1975: 239). It is striking
that community studies have often been judged by
external standards. A community study, as we have
seen, is by definition aimed at the development of
singular propositions, not at large-scale compar-
isons. Many critics seem to be directing their scorn
at community studies in general but in actual fact
they appear to be aware of only one particular genre
of community studies. Much of what they are say-
ing might be highly relevant, but only for the indi-
vidualizing kind — but even in the 1950s and 1960s
that kind of ethnography was rapidly disappearing
from the domain of the social sciences.

However that may be, it must also be noted that
the criticism — of which we have seen only the tip
of the iceberg — has been mainly inspired by a per-
spective of the nature and purpose of science which
is, again, not necessarily shared by every practi-
tioner of ethnography and community studies. [ am
referring to positivism. This particular brand of phi-
losophy is characterized by three elements. First,
physical science dictates how social research
should be conducted in terms of the logic of the
experiment: quantitatively measured variables are
manipulated in order to identify the relationships
among them. Secondly, explanation of social phe-
nomena and processes should be based on universal
laws (or propositions) or statistical probability.
Findings should be generalized. Thirdly, there is an
overwhelming concern with a theoretically neutral
observation language; procedures of observation
have to be standardized (Hammersley and Atkinson,
1983: 4, 5). Although from the 1970s onwards

positivism gradually lost its dominant position in
the social sciences, it does seem that community
studies have become stigmatized forever. Some
people, outside the field of social sciences as well
as inside, are still thinking that these ‘soft” ways of
doing social research are primarily associated with
a primitive, ‘pre-scientific’ stage in the develop-
ment of the academic social disciplines. But how
scientific and sophisticated would the social
sciences have been without ethnography and com-
munity studies to explore social reality?

CONCLUSION

For a long time community studies and ethno-
graphy have been the most prominent ways for
anthropology and sociology to understand social
reality. It was assumed that local communities were
microcosms of human culture (Arensberg and
Kimball, 1965: 97): by studying a village or a small
town one gained an intimate insight into local mani-
festations of the social world of which these settle-
ments were a part. In the introduction to the PhD
thesis of one of his students, Steinmetz, the first
professor of sociology and ethnology at the
University of Amsterdam, explained what this was
all about: “We Dutchmen want to understand our
own people and its subdivisions as adequately as
possible and the only means to that end is to start
with the study of the parts, amounting to a series of
monographs’ (Steinmetz, 1929: vii). The enquiries
Steinmetz and his successors promoted followed a
fairly typical pattern. The first chapters often deal
with matters of nature, the soil and the climate.
Then we get some understanding of the physical
characteristics of the population, demographical
developments and material conditions. The climax
consists of the attempts to enlighten the readers on
the temperamental qualities of the local people;
what are the psychological and historical grounds
of their folklore, habits and costumes? Reading
these studies you easily get the impression that the
authors did their utmost to present full and rounded
descriptions, as if they had been trying to recon-
struct the ‘original state’ of the population studied
(Bovenkerk and Brunt, 1977). Although this kind of
individualizing research has disappeared almost
completely from the fields of (Western) anthropol-
ogy and sociology from the 1940s and 1950s
onwards, many people still have such studies in
mind when referring to ethnography or community
studies. The thematic ethnographic research of
today, however, has a totally different character.
The seemingly iron link between community and
place has been undermined and not many ethno-
graphers will be thinking of the social phenomenon
they have been studying as a microcosm of a whole
cultural universe. Ethnographers have become
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wiser, and therefore more modest about their
pretensions. Nevertheless, one thing has remained
the same among ethnographers since the early
beginning of the academic social disciplines: they
are still convinced that social research has to be
conducted within some context. The community is
as good a context as any, even if imagined.
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Mass-Observation’s Fieldwork Methods

LIZ STANLEY

the subjectivity of the observer is one of
the facts under observation ... Collective
habits and social behaviour are our field
of enquiry, and individuals are only of
interest in so far as they are typical of
groups ... Mass-Observation intends to
make use not only of the trained scientific
observer, but of the untrained observer,
the man in the street. Ideally, it is the
observation of everyone by everyone,
including ourselves.

(Mass-Observation, 1937: 2, 30, 97)

surrealism is a science by virtue of its
capacity for development and discovery
and by virtue of the anonymity of its
researches. Like science it is an apparatus
which, in human hands, remains fallible.

(Madge, 1933: 14)

My chapter is concerned with exploring some
aspects of the history of ethnographic fieldwork
methods in the period immediately before, during
and then after the Second World War. This history
closely involves an independent research organiza-
tion, Mass-Observation, which had an extremely
high public profile in Britain over this period. Mass-
Observation was a mass membership and politically
radical alternative social science research organiza-
tion which was active between 1937 and 1949 (use-
ful introductions are provided by Calder and
Sheridan, 1984; Cross, 1990; Sheridan, 1990, 1994;
Stanley, 1995b).! Mass-Observation overall, as well
as the three particular research projects I will be dis-
cussing later, has an interesting relationship to the
development of ethnographic methods. Mass-
Observation was active during the historical
‘moment’ in which, before the 1939-45 world war,

the academic disciplines in Britain were shifting
and changing, seeking new alliances or even recon-
figurations, and then after it, when new boundaries
between the disciplines were being assembled and
they were jockeying for place in anticipation of the
expansion of higher education. In this context,
Mass-Observation acted as a catalyst, a point of ref-
erence, and also a source of threat, for a number of
the social sciences; and it was also, although more
covertly, seen as a source of ideas as well.?> The
role of ethnographic fieldwork in Britain over this
period was undergoing considerable development,
developments which also occurred across the three
Mass-Observation projects discussed later, as well
as within academia. Indeed, fieldwork methods of
investigation were of considerably wider academic
interest at this time than just to sociology and
anthropology. In particular, in Britain there was an
enormous interest in developing an applied eco-
nomic sociology as a ‘synthetic social science’
which would draw all the others under this umbrella
within the expected expansion of higher education,
and observational methods were seen as providing a
potentially key approach within this. Beyond these
historical significances, Mass-Observation is inter-
esting in the history of fieldwork methods in
another respect, because of the attempts made in a
number of its research projects not only to use such
methods but also to represent the results of this in
innovative ways.

In the following discussion, I explore the com-
plex and interesting relationship between Mass-
Observation and the university-based social
sciences in Britain, outlining what kind of ‘alterna-
tive’ to university-based social science Mass-
Observation provided and also some of the
divergent emphases within it. I then move on to
examine some of the issues that arise in making
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generalizations about what ‘it’ as an organization
was and did. Amongst its heteroglossia of methods,
Mass-Observation used a range of fieldwork
techniques, typically in distinctive ways in its dif-
ferent research projects. After outlining some of the
non-obtrusive fieldwork methods it used, methodo-
logical aspects of three particular projects Mass-
Observation carried out are discussed. These
projects are known as May the Twelfth, the
‘Economics of Everyday Life’ and ‘Little Kinsey’;
they have been chosen for discussion here because,
although they were carried out in different phases
of the research ‘life’ of Mass-Observation between
1937 and 1949, they used related methodological
strategies but had different degrees of success in
bringing these to written and published conclusion.’
The final section of the chapter looks at James
Clifford’s (1988) idea of ‘surrealist ethnography’
and considers to what extent and in what ways these
three Mass-Observation projects exemplify the
defining characteristics of this, and also why they
experienced different degrees of success.

Mass-OBSERVATION
AND SOCIAL SCIENCE

The genesis of Mass-Observation as an organiza-
tion was ‘announced’ in a variety of ways by its
three founders, Tom Harrisson, Charles Madge
and Humphrey Jennings, in newspaper letters and
radio broadcasts, and in its earliest publications.
Mass-Observation was variously portrayed by them
as a new form of social science, an anthropology at
home, a synthetic sociology, and as an alternative to
the very different form that the university-based
social sciences of the day had taken. Therefore, fun-
damental to the way that Mass-Observation was
constructed and publicly presented were its appar-
ently sharp differences from mainstream social
science. However, outside of such public pro-
nouncements, a much more complex relationship
existed between Mass-Observation and social
science. For instance, a number of well-known
social scientists were associated with Mass-
Observation; most notably, Malinowski was its
treasurer during the earliest period of its existence,
but the economists Philip Sargant Florence and
John Jewkes, the sociologist Adolph Lowe, the psy-
chologists T.H. Pear and Oscar Oeser and a good
many others had a watching interest, sometimes
supplied small sums of money for particular
research projects and more often sent students
to ‘help out’. Malinowski’s impact went further
than this, and the continuing emphasis in Mass-
Observation of the central necessity of practical
fieldwork is in part due to the influence of Malinowski
on Tom Harrisson and Charles Madge, although in
part also due to two other influences on Harrisson:

the work of Chicago School sociology, and the
‘penetrational’ fieldwork methods used by Oscar
Oeser, which I discuss later.

Neither then nor now was ethnographic field-
work in Britain exclusively associated with anthro-
pology or with only qualitative ways of work-
ing. The work of ‘Chicago School’ sociology and
its emphasis on observation and the conduct of
fieldwork-based research was of interest to many
British social scientists as well as to Mass-
Observation. In addition, the Survey Movement of
the late 1930s (Bulmer et al., 1991) encompassed
‘surveying’ in the broad sense as well as the numeri-
cal one, and a number of people associated with it
were on the fringes of Mass-Observation, including
Alan Wells (1936) and Terence Young (1934). In
addition to anthropology and sociology, applied
psychology and economics in 1930s Britain were
also interested in fieldwork methods, with members
of these disciplines having a range of involve-
ments with Mass-Observation. Oscar Oeser, a social
psychologist at the University of St Andrews, for
instance, took a considerable interest in Mass-
Observation’s research in Blackpool in the later
1930s and his methodological ideas about the uses
of ‘penetrational’ fieldwork methods for community
studies played an important part in underpinning
Mass-Observation convictions about the importance
of fieldwork for the work it was engaged in (Oeser,
1937, 1939; Stanley, 1992).

The idea of a complete separation between an
‘oppositional” Mass-Observation and an ‘institu-
tionalized’ social science was, then, more rhetorical
than matched by strict practice. Instead, a wide
variety of crossover points existed between Mass-
Observation and social science, involving ideas
about new topics and methodological innovations,
as well as the movement of some researchers from
Mass-Observation to academia or from academia to
Mass-Observation (Stanley, 1990). Another indica-
tion of this complex interrelationship is provided
by contemporary academic reviews of Mass-
Observation publications, which expressed interest
in it overall but commented on what were perceived
as serious methodological problems (Bunn, 1943;
Johoda, 1938, 1940; Malinowski, 1938; Marshall,
1937), although some discussions were more criti-
cal (Firth, 1938, 1939) or later even dismissive
(Abrams, 1951).

Mass-Observation came into existence around
the ‘Abdication crisis’ of 1936 as reacted to by
three men, Harrisson, Madge and Jennings, who had
rather different characters and interests. Consequen-
tly, at its inception the organization was not one but
three rather different although related parts, focus-
ing around, first, “Worktown’ (the covering term
for Harrisson’s various projects researching aspects
of life ‘from the inside’ in the mill town of Bolton)
and also ‘Seatown’ (the working-class holiday
resort of Blackpool, also in the North of England);
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secondly, modes of representation and particularly
photography and film (Jennings’ photographs and
film-making of ‘ordinary life’ in Bolton and else-
where, and his interest in using the techniques of
documentary film-making in textual form); and,
thirdly, involving ‘ordinary people’ in observing
themselves as well as other people (Madge’s inter-
est in the observer as a ‘subjective camera’, with
useful facts being seen as the result of many hun-
dreds of such observations, and his organization
of' a ‘National Panel’ of mass observers to produce
these). There were also shared concerns which
drew Harrisson, Madge and Jennings together,
including socialist politics and an engagement with
surrealism; the practice as well as theory of Mass-
Observation; and a political and ethical commit-
ment to reworking the relationship between
‘ordinary people’ and science. The result was what
Nick Hubble (1998: 10) has termed its ‘politicizing
of aesthetic techniques’.

Madge was a fairly well-known poet as well
as a journalist, and during 1936 and 1937 he had
experimented with both collective and found poetry.
His discussions of this, both contemporaneously
and with hindsight, emphasized the anti-elitist
ideas about authorship and inspiration which under-
pinned both. In his found poetry in particular,
Madge juxtaposed images and apparently discontin-
uous text to encourage the active involvement of
readers, as Jennings was doing with photographic
collages (Madge, 1933, 1937; Madge and Jennings,
1937). One of Harrisson’s (1937) first publications
was Savage Civilisation, an idiosyncractic account
of the time he had spent in the New Hebrides (now
Vanuatu) living with ‘head hunters’. However, this
text is more than idiosyncratic, for it is structured
around discordancies of images and styles and uses
a kind of ‘montage’ approach to writing an ethno-
graphic account that demonstrates the extent to
which Harrisson, sometimes depicted as uninterested
in or even antipathetic to surrealism (McClancy,
1995), was in fact considerably influenced by its
ideas about representation. Jennings, a friend of
André Breton, a key figure in French surrealism,
was co-organizer of the 1936 international surrealist
exhibition which took place in London and closely
involved in formulating styles of photography and
documentary film-making which eschewed or
undercut the realist claims more usually made for
these representational means (M-L. Jennings, 1982;
H. Jennings, 1986). By 1937, Jennings had carried
out a number of photographic projects with
Harrisson in ‘Worktown’, and had also worked
with Madge on the production of one of Mass-
Observation’s earliest publications, May the Twelfih,
a book about the Coronation Day of George VI using
a textual version of montage combined with collage,
to which I shall return later.

The interest of Harrisson, Madge and Jennings
in the practice and theory of Mass-Observation is

connected through their shared albeit rather different
interest in surrealism, more particularly the theory
‘beneath’ surrealism which reworks the Freudian
idea of the unconscious by casting this as imper-
sonal and shared and giving rise to collective forms
of expression in the image (that is, its exteriorized
form), rather than seeing it as operating through the
symbol (which represents an interiorized, psycholo-
gized and depoliticized notion of the unconscious).
Harrisson was always self-consciously concerned
with the ‘mass’ in Mass-Observation, something
expressed not least through his close association
with the publisher Victor Golancz, who was to
have published a planned series of books from its
work (only one of which materialized), and who
was the key promoter of the Left Book Club in
Britain.

Stuart Laing (1980) has proposed that there were
five key meanings to the notion of ‘mass’: the new
social conditions of the 1930s, the ‘common man’,
the mass as observers of society and each other, the
collection and organization of large amounts of
documentation, and the public. While these were all
involved in Mass-Observation, particularly when
the research eye moves away from the triumvirate
of Jennings, Madge and Harrisson towards the large
numbers of other people who very quickly became
involved in its work, its activities included other
meanings of ‘mass’ as well. In particular, as the
quotation from Mass-Observation at the start of my
discussion indicates, ‘mass’ included both a recog-
nition of the individual nature of observation and
also a principled rejection of an individualized
idea of the individual. What the ‘mass’ in Mass-
Observation was concerned with was a focus on
habits or repeated behaviours and the observation of
these, and not on opinions or thoughts. It was from
this that its research genesis around the investiga-
tion of public reactions to the Abdication crisis and
the Coronation had derived, for these were seen by
Harrisson, Jennings and Madge as two related
events of resonant social importance in revealing
the collective unconscious around the interplay of
‘surface and image’.

Jennings left Mass-Observation after the produc-
tion of May the Twelfth, partly in reaction to
Harrisson’s overbearing approach but also to concen-
trate on documentary film-making and specifically
the short on ‘Spare Time’, filmed in Manchester,
Salford and Bolton. It has been claimed that the
change in style of Mass-Observation writings there-
after resulted from Harrisson’s suppression of
Madge’s surrealist concerns (McClancy, 1995),
although in fact this was due to something much
more mundane: the huge amount of very diverse
research data that the National Panel quickly pro-
duced, with Madge as its organizer needing to find
ways of responding to and dealing with this (per-
sonal interview, Charles Madge with Liz Stanley,
23 June 1990).
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Sociology and anthropology, the disciplines
most obviously challenged by Mass-Observation,
responded to it with a fascinated gaze which was
coupled with criticizing its approach as that of a
failed realist ‘documentary’ project and also one
which rejected scientific expertise (e.g. Firth, 1938,
1939; Johoda, 1938, 1940; Malinowski, 1938). Cer-
tainly one impulse in Mass-Observation promoted
non-elitist notions of authorship, eschewed cer-
tainty and disputed the conventional authority of
science; however, at the same time it also promoted
its own (better) version of science, and notions of
authority, hierarchy and expertise were still very
much a part of its approach. For instance, it was
Madge as the organizer, compiler and interpreter of
the National Panel’s monthly responses to ‘direc-
tives’, as well as Harrisson as the orchestrator of the
diverse range of activities that took place in
‘Worktown’, who looked for not only the surface
information in documents of different kinds, but
also the hidden patterns that existed across them.
Again, the quotation from Mass-Observation which
opens my discussion suggests that these twin but,
as it turned out, contradictory impulses were con-
sciously and deliberately part of Mass-Observation
from the outset. Thus, although Mass-Observation
involved ‘the observation of everyone by everyone,
including ourselves’, it also involved ‘trained sci-
entific observers’ as well (Mass-Observation, 1937:
97). These ‘trained observers’ were the more per-
manent Mass-Observation personnel who soon
joined Harrisson and Madge and then worked on or
organized various of its projects, some funded via
commercial sponsors, some from money given by
Victor Golancz, Ernest Simon, Lord Leverhulme
and other charitable sources of sponsorship, as well
as through ‘“Worktown’ and the National Panel.

In spite of considerable overlaps of people, inter-
ests and approaches between Mass-Observation and
the university-based social science disciplines,
important differences remained. First, howsoever
embedded in ideas about science, the idea of ‘us
observing ourselves’, with this being done by
observers without academic training, went against
the grain of the 1930s professionalizing approach
in the ascendant in the academic disciplines.
Secondly, the notion of mass observers as ‘subjective
cameras’, with analytical interest being directed
towards the complexities of zow observers saw and
interpreted as well as what, was one which pro-
posed that ‘subjectivity’ was not an optional extra,
a ‘bias’ that could be removed by rigour, method
and training. Perhaps more than any other aspect of
Mass-Observation’s approach, this idea challenged
the increasingly scientific notion of professional
expertise in mainstream social science, and indeed,
as I shall go on to suggest, the version of it also con-
tradictorily present in Mass-Observation itself.
Thirdly, Mass-Observation promoted use of a hetero-
glossia of methods, particularly non-obtrusive

methods such as counts, observations, follows and
overheards, as well as day surveys and day diaries
compiled by mass observers (Stanley, 1995a). For
Mass-Observation, what made these methods effec-
tive was their use in a variety of different locations
and then the analysis of the resultant data by exam-
ining the internal differences that resulted, rather
than attempting to iron most of these out as irrele-
vant ‘ends’. Very different ideas about method
were being promoted in mainstream social science,
with the result that, over time, Mass-Observation’s
approach to sampling came to be seen as deeply
flawed, its methods as producing renegade data,
and its analytic focus on differences within a data-
set as illegitimate (as Stanley, 1995a discusses).

ORGANIZATIONAL COMPLEXITIES

So far, like many people who write about Mass-
Observation, I have treated it as the product of three
strands of intellectual and political interest which
came together as a single organizational entity: ‘it’
stood for and did various things. Thus its objective
was to study British life and find out what people
really thought and did (Hubble, 1998); it conducted
‘an anthropology at home’ (Chaney and Pickering,
1985, 1986); it used a combination of straight-
forward reportage mixed with social science sur-
veys, with the Worktown project being such a
survey (Baxendale and Pawling, 1996); and I
myself have characterized it as a mass radical alter-
native sociology (Stanley, 1990). Having worked
on a wide range of the projects associated with
Mass-Observation across its original period of
active life (1937-49), however, I have become
increasingly uncomfortable in making such gener-
alizations, given the way the organization changed
over time and the large number of internal fractures
within and the loose structure of it. Mass-
Observation was actually less of a unitary organiza-
tion and more a set of interlinked practical, political
and epistemological projects. Moving away from
the level of public pronouncement and into the
everyday conduct of the varied projects associated
with Mass-Observation, what is revealed is an
internally complex and highly differentiated kind
of research organization, one marked by divergen-
cies and internal fractures as well as some common
features.

There was the simple and obvious distinction
between the National Panel research organized
from Blackheath in London initially by Charles
Madge, and the “Worktown’ projects orchestrated
in Bolton by Tom Harrisson working with a range
of colleagues and volunteers. Thus the different
approaches embedded within Worktown and the
National Panel indicate the one line of internal
separation and differentiation.
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In addition, the relationship between Mass-
Observation and university-based social science
was not only complex but also changed markedly
over the period of the original phase of Mass-
Observation between 1937 and 1949 (Stanley,
1990, 1995b). Harrisson’s approach was typically
oppositional and combative, but also contradictorily
combined with determinedly seeking academic sup-
port and academic contexts in which to promote
Mass-Observation. Madge, however, was more
conciliatory, more friendly with many academics,
and more attracted to the apparatus of ‘science’ in
imposing some kind of order on the mammoth
amount of data that the National Panel had gener-
ated.* Indeed, the difference went further, for
Harrisson was a keen proponent of the idea that
Mass-Observation represented a new form of social
science, inductively producing social laws concern-
ing the workings of society which would be directly
comparable to the laws which the Darwinian
approach had produced for the natural sciences;
while Madge’s goals for its research activities were
more modest and focused on small accretions of
knowledge gained piecemeal. Consequently their
different approaches to ‘the mainstream’ and to
research and science constitutes a second line of
internal difference.

Added to this, there was a distinction, first in
Worktown and then in the activities which grew up
around Mass-Observation’s London headquarters,
between those people who were volunteer mass
observers whose involvement in Mass-Observation
might consist only of sending written responses
to National Panel directives, and the people who
worked (often without much payment) over
sometimes lengthy periods of time as ‘hands on’
researchers. Both mass observers and more
involved volunteers might take part in various of
the different activities of the organization, and a
particular project could involve a distinct set of
people who knew little or nothing about those who
were involved on its other projects. Moreover, the
various projects carried out proceeded from some-
times very different methodological bases, with
some adopting entirely observational fieldwork-
based methods and others using more direct methods
of questioning, and with some focusing on behavi-
our while others were concerned more with
opinion. And this was in spite of the very clear
rhetorical insistence in its more public pronounce-
ments that Mass-Observation eschewed direct
methods, used only naturalistic observational
methods, and was interested only in behaviour and
not opinion.

Also over the period of its original ‘life’ between
1937 and 1949, all of these different internal differ-
entiations and separations within Mass-Observation
could and did change over time, the fourth line
of internal difference. The most important disjunc-
tures are represented by prewar, wartime and

postwar phases in the ‘life’ of Mass-Observation,
but other changes also brought about knock-
on effects over time as well. A key example of
this ‘domino effect’ concerns the organizational
crossover between Harrisson and Madge which took
place in November 1938. Madge felt increasingly
swamped by the vast amount of material that came
into Mass-Observation’s headquarters from its
National Panel members, and this, combined
with interpersonal difficulties between him and
Harrisson, resulted in them swapping organizational
places, Harrisson taking charge of the National
Panel and Madge moving to Bolton to conduct
research on the ‘Economics of Everyday Life’. This
changeover seemed to the volunteers who had
worked with Harrisson in Bolton as effectively the
end of “Worktown’. For them the Worktown project
was composed by the activities established and
flamboyantly managed by Harrisson, while Madge’s
approach was more methodical and conventional
and concerned to carry out a specific piece of
research. Harrisson indeed perceived the change as
considerably more than one of emphasis; in an
undated memo to Dennis Chapman, he explained the
difference by criticizing the ‘academic tendencies’
of Madge and Gertrud Wagner, a sociologist Madge
had recruited to the project (Mass-Observation Hist:
TH to DC undated),’ their painstaking conventional-
ity in research terms at the expense of verve and
innovation.

Some of the implications over time can be
seen by looking briefly at the research careers
of two members of Mass-Observation. One of
the researchers working on the ‘Economics of
Everyday Life’ project, Geoffrey Thomas, cut his
research teeth on it; when war started he moved into
the wartime Government Social Survey, then post-
war he became the Director of the Government’s
Statistical Office and so in charge of the decennial
Census. The career of Thomas thus represents an
approach supposedly the antithesis of the observa-
tional and non-intrusive methods pioneered by
Mass-Observation in the prewar period, although,
as | have already noted, beneath the rhetorical sur-
face methodological matters were always more
complex. Similarly, Madge developed ideas about
research very different from Harrisson’s and,
through contacts which he established with the
economists Philip Sargant Florence and John
Maynard Keynes around the ‘Economics of
Everyday Life’ research, in 1940 he left Mass-
Observation to carry out savings and spending
research for the government; and this then under-
pinned his move into more institutionalized forms
of social science, initially as director of Political
and Economic Planning (PEP) and then, in 1950,
as Professor of Sociology at the University of
Birmingham.

I shall return to the Worktown ‘Economics of
Everyday Life’ research later, and have introduced it
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here to point up the complexities and changes
masked by treating Mass-Observation in unitary
terms, by showing how an apparently simple change
could have consequential implications for a number
of aspects of the organization. In what follows I
explore some of the ways in which fieldwork
methods were used in three particular Mass-
Observation projects: May the Twelfth, a book
resulting from an investigation of Coronation Day
and published soon afterwards in 1937; the
‘Economics of Everyday Life’ project carried out
between November 1938 and early 1942; and the
‘Little Kinsey’ project carried out in 1949 at the
cusp of the change from the old-style Mass-
Observation to its transition into a commercial
survey organization. These projects span Mass-
Observation’s organizational life, involved different
sets of people, and occasioned different methodo-
logical and indeed epistemological responses
around the changing use of fieldwork methods
within Mass-Observation.

FiELbwORK METHODS IN THREE
Mass-OBSERVATION PROJECTS

For many social scientists contemporaneously,
and indeed until comparatively recently, Mass-
Observation was known about mainly through
swingeing criticisms made of it by Mark Abrams
(1951), for it has been only from the 1980s on that
archival research on Mass-Observation has been
carried out. Abrams’ critique derives from a very
different kind of methodological position from
Mass-Observation’s; in part it reflects Abrams’ role
in a competitor market research organization, and
anyway it also reduces the complexities of the
research ideas and practices being used by Mass-
Observation to some comforting and dismissable
simplicities. In fact, at any one point in time between
1937 and 1949 Mass-Observation was dealing with
a large number of research projects around the three
main trajectories of its activities, in Worktown,
through the National Panel, and in the commerci-
ally funded market research which was sometimes
co-terminous with its other work, sometimes tangen-
tial, but always financially important. The research
methods used across these projects were very
diverse, although a fair degree of commonality was
provided, first, by key researchers moving across
projects, and, secondly, because much of the writ-
ten output from Mass-Observation was produced
by a small number of ‘writers” who worked in its
London headquarters and whose work imposed a
common rhetorical style on its written outputs.

The National Panel research, coordinated ini-
tially by Charles Madge, included the regular use of
day surveys and day diaries as well as asking its
members to respond to the monthly ‘directives’ or

interlinked sets of questions sent out from London
(Stanley, 1995a). These data were written up in
different ways, including as summary discussions
in the regular ‘Mass-Observation Bulletin’ sent to
Panel members, as reports to sponsors and funders
where appropriate, and also within other kinds of
Mass-Observation publications.® Research in Work-
town under Tom Harrisson was equally diverse,
and included paintings and poetry by friends of
Harrisson, photographs from Humphrey Spender,
as well as essays and reports which resulted from
Harrisson’s promotion of non-obtrusive methods
and particularly observation. Harrisson had indeed,
on occasion, suggested observers should put corks
in their ears, the better to focus their observation on
actual behaviour untrammelled by preconceptions
derived from hearing talk (and ‘observation’ here
also included ‘counts’ of behaviours and ‘follows’
of people whose behaviour was particularly inter-
esting). Harrisson’s central concern was with
behaviour and not opinion, with what was public
rather than private, although overall the Worktown
research, including the ‘Economics of Everyday
Life’ project which I discuss later, also included
talk, particularly in the form of ‘overheards’ of
naturally occurring conversation, within the social
context in which it arose. The commercial research
undertaken by Mass-Observation could be carried
out via the National Panel, or through the Work-
town project, or independently of these. It more
often made use of formalized counts, or utilized
Mass-Observation specific ideas about sampling
populations, or involved formal interviews of ‘key
people’ in relation to the topic investigated. In addi-
tion, all three sites of research used a form of covert
or informal interviewing, in which a mass observer
would engage someone in conversation and in
effect carry out an interview, but without the ‘res-
pondent’ being aware that this was the nature of
the exchange.

Much of Mass-Observation’s research was topic-
based, including around, for instance, smoking
behaviour, ‘the suit” worn by men and its social sig-
nificance, anti-semitic behaviour in connection
with fascist marches in London, purchasing behavi-
our in shops, and sexual behaviour of different
kinds of which the ‘Little Kinsey’ research was its
apotheosis (Stanley, 1995b) and which I shall dis-
cuss later. The non-obtrusive methods associated
with Worktown research under Harrisson were
those also at the heart of the ‘Economics of
Everyday Life’ project under Madge. These were
well-established and distinctive methods promoted
bullishly by Mass-Observation in its encounters
with mainstream social science, although the origi-
nal source was Harrisson’s insistence on the impor-
tance of ‘actual behaviour’ rather than post-hoc
formulated ‘opinions’ about behaviour. The key
methods here were: first, ‘counts’ of behaviour of
particular kinds, sometimes at a number of locations
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at exactly the same point in time (some of the research
used in May the Twelfth, for instance, resulted from
this); secondly, ‘observations’ of behaviour, focus-
ing on exactly what was done how it was done and
by whom (Mass-Observation’s research on men’s
and women’s smoking, for instance, derived from
this); thirdly, ‘overheards’ of talk, often private con-
versations publicly engaged in, sometimes public
talk of different kinds; and, fourthly, ‘follows’, situa-
tions in which mass observers followed people
around, observing what they were doing, overhear-
ing the talk they engaged in, sometimes also mak-
ing counts of aspects of their behaviours. One early
example of this is a report produced on a fascist
‘Black Shirt” march in Bermondsey in London in
1937 by Herbert Howarth (Mass-Observation File
Report 1937 A3), which contains a reported obser-
vation of people leaving a tube station, the group
they formed and the position at different points in
time of individuals within it noted graphically; their
talk and conversation is recorded verbatim and
assigned to particular people identified by age, sex
and so on; and the reactions, including the spoken
comments, of the crowds assembled to watch the
march, are noted.

May the Twelfth: Day Surveys and an
Ethnographic (Photo)montage’

Not long after Mass-Observation came into exis-
tence and its National Panel operational, a leaflet
entitled ‘Where were you on May 12th?’ was
widely distributed from February 1937 on, asking
for people to respond to a set of questions about
their behaviour on Coronation Day in May and to
send these anonymously to Mass-Observation’s
London address, with seventy-seven such responses
being received. In addition, National Panel res-
ponses were sought and were received from a fur-
ther forty-three people; a ‘Mobile Squad’ of twelve
Mass-Observation roving reporters in London and
elsewhere were involved in reporting and comment-
ing on the day’s events around similar questions;
and Humphrey Jennings took many photographs of
Coronation Day, mainly of the crowds that assem-
bled and the buildings they gathered outside of or
occupied, as his photographic montages of the day
show (e.g. M-L. Jennings, 1982: 16).

May the Twelfth: Mass-Observation Day Surveys
1937 by Jennings and Madge was published later in
1937. The structure of this book in one sense fol-
lows the course of Coronation Day and its events as
these occurred in different parts of the country.
Thus its opening chapter is concerned with prepara-
tions for the Coronation in the three months before-
hand; the second and third chapters provide detailed
accounts of the events as observed in London and
elsewhere in Britain on the actual day of the
Coronation; the fourth chapter provides many

individual reactions to its events and emotions;
and the fifth and last chapter provides the results
of the ‘normal’ Mass-Observation day survey for
May 12th 1937. Jennings and Madge describe
themselves, and appear on the book’s cover, as its
editors rather than as authors, in fact two editors
among seven, and they write that they had arranged
the material they were dealing with ‘in a simple
documentary manner’ (1937: 347). However, the
‘documentary manner’ involved is by no means
simple and considerably departs from the ‘record
the facts = the truth’ notion of documentary, as even
a cursory reading of the book suggests.

May the Twelfth is in fact not concerned with ‘the
Coronation’ at all in the sense in which other docu-
mentary media of the time was concerned with it.
That is, it is not concerned with the ritual events
surrounding kingship itself, the actual consecration
and coronation of George VI. Its focus is not on the
apparently main events of the day at all, but rather
on the side shows, those mundan