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Creative anthropologies arise 1in particular historical
conjunctures and national contexts. It 1is no accident, <€or example,
as 1s often noted, that social'theoriZing in France (or in nine-
taertth century England) has been mdre-universaliiing than social
theofizing in Germany tor 1in classical British soccial anthropology).
German social theory in the nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries was more attuned to historical particularities (and so laid
the groundwork for the exploration of the notion of cultures in
the plural). Third world social fhdught, for similar reasons to
those 1in Germany, have often been historicist and dialectical,
situating themselves with refersnée to a powerful Other (a first
world, dimperialism, dependency, etc.); and yet, this context has
not necessarily meant that ogther preoblems, more internal, have not
become gqually compelling for the development of new anthropolao-

gies,(1)

I have been asked to talk about a style of anthropologi-
cal inguiry in the United States which has come to be ealled *in-
terpretive anthropology“(Z), particularly about the role of &lifford
Geertz, and thirdly abnut the way I situate my own work in relation
to that anthreopological style, "Interpretive anthrnpology” 1s a re-

cent slogan (and perhaps substantive twist) for an initiative which

(1) The argument about thind world social thought (and particulan.
Ly thirnd wontd maaxisms) has been engagingly Leid out in Abdug.
Lah laroud, The Crisis 04 the Arab Intellectual (English trnans.
Ration 1976, Univ. 0f Califonnid Press). Buf considen the rela.
tive sznenaths of the anthiopologies developed in India, Tsraef
and Japan. 0n Brazil (and Geamany and France) see Marniza C.S.
Peirano, The Anthropology of Anthropologu: the case 04 Brazilf
(Ph.D. diZsentaiion, Harvend Univers iy, 198TT. A good IrnZroduc.
tion to the Antellectual sd0cdology of Germany is Fritz Ringex,

uhirﬂt’ The Geaman Mandarins , Cambridge Unv. Press. On the contrast

between French and Geaman d1yles of social thought, sce fon
Ainstance Morbent Elias, The Civilizing Process, 1939, E.7. Mow
Vork: Unizen, 1978). On The 0RLgAins of 30cLal thought in the
United States, sece edpecially: C.0, MiflLs, Sociof Yy and Pxrag-
matism (1964, N.Y.sPaine-Whitman); Ennst BaEEen,_T%E Logz 777
Sclence of Man (Braziffen, 1971): and the book by Haskar?.

(2) Cliffornd Geentz entitfed his 1973 collection 0f essaus, “The 1In-
“eapretation 04 Cultures (Basic Books); Roy Magnen entiil?eod an
introductory Fext with the similar sounding Invention ¢f Culituxre



sgeemed to crystalize at the University of Chicago in the 1980s un-
der the leadership of David M. Schneider and Cl1ifford Geertz, but:
engaging the active interest of practically the entire facultytg].
At the time this initiative tended to go under the more generalsna-
mes "cultural” (as opposed to nsoclal”) anthropology or "syhbolic
anthropology"[4].

All of these tags — symbolic, cultural, interpretive —
trace themselves back to the nineteenth century German debate over
the rnle of Verstehen (understanding) 1n the methodology of the
social sciences. The initial guestion was the perennigl onse: is
there, 1n principle, a difference between the methads of the natu-
ral sciences and those of the human or social sciences? The effort
was to combine, under the notion of ygzstehen, the scientific roals
of objectivity wilth the recognition that because men reflect upon
what they do (and act upon those reflections) 1t is hard to treat
them merely as objects. (That there may be patterns to behavior
which are not fully conscious can be accomodated in this formule-
tion). One can pick one's significant ancestors in this effort:
biltheyif you are a philosopher of the social sciences, Max Weber

if you are a socialogist or anthropologist, Karl Marx 1if you are 8

(Prentice-Hatl, 19751, T used nIptenpretive Anthropology” for a neview arti-
ofe in 1977 (Reviews in Antivonofegyl: and there L& now a neaden called
Interpretive Social Sedence (ediled by Paul Recb.dnow) . .

(3) MelLdord Spino, Leoyd Fallers, Nut Yalman, Ralph Nicholas, Mckim MannioxZ,
Raymond Smith, Mitton Singen, Manning Nash, Raymond Fogelson, Paul Friedalch,
Pater Victor Twwer and Terence Twinen, and stikl faten Stanley 7. T ambizh
and Michael Silverstein and now Marshall Sahlins.

(4) The core cowrse for graduate students, for instance, was divided (o Zemwn
cach) acconding to fie Pansonian scheme into "cultural systems?: "s0edal
systems”, and "psychofogical systems”, David Sehnedder entitled his 1948
book, American Kinship: A Cuwltwial Account. A cadef depantment stalfed br
Chicago people was started at Princeton calling itself a Depantmeni o4
Symbolic Anthropology, and sponsored a monoghaph series An syrboldlc
anthropology. David Schieidenr faten togethern with Jancl Pelgds and
David Kemnitzern edited a readen calied Symbofic Anthrorofony.
(Columbia Univensity Press]. ‘ o T




marxist, Wilhelm Wundt if you are a psychologist. But in all cases
the general problem wes how to capture in an objective way the in-
tellectual, motivational and cultural elements that influence so-
cial action. The gereral answer was to conceive of men as acting
within "soclally constituted intersubjective worlds”. Even subjec-
tive experiences are largely mediated by language, social partici-
pation (the reactions df others), and cultural symbols., Such
mediation can be on several 1evelé: conscious Intentions or the
intellectual level (which is what philosophers tend to restrict
themselves to,’ but also the uncounsciocus {as Freud impressed
upon us), and those soclally presented frameworks we call culture,
Insofar as communication between individuals are understood (have
agreed-on meanings), they are public, objective, and at least
theoretically available for analysis. Such a formulation of culture
and of the web of communication within which individuals live heas
three 1immediate implications. First, it gets way from 211 those
social philosophies rooted in the experiences of the ego (e.g.
Descartes, "cogito ergo sum’) and forces an empirical and compara-
tive method. Second, it gets away from genetic theories of society
which would start with individual needs and desires (i.e., biologi-
cally reductionist theories rather than introspective ones);
individuals are always born into society. And thirdly, most impor-
tantly for my purposes, viewing culture as relatively crystallized
communication patterns makes the notion of culture highly dynamic.
Individuals have different positions in society, different percep-
tion, interests, roles, and out of the negotiations and caonflicts

among them emerges a plural social universe in which many opposed

outlooks may coexist and compete.

This general mode of formulating the task and the
subject of ‘the social sciences can he traced back variocusly to Vico
in the -siteenth century, or — as Hans-Georg Gadamer convincingly

shows -—— to the rhetoricians of classical times(SJ. The crifiéél

(5) Hans-Geong Gadamer, Turth and Method, (English Transfation, Seabury Fress,
1975). This i4 a superb {ntroductior and expfonation of the issues T have
alk too briefly summarized in the precoeding paraghashs.




centribution of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries has been
to operationalize and make empirical the general approach. Two
sorts of observation may be made about this contributidns: about
the refinements in methodological formulation, and about their

ideological or historical context.

Let's take the methodological first, and let me Just
take four figures as representing some of the basic anthropological
contribution te empirical operationalizaéion. One might start with
Malinowski, not only for_ﬁis slogan and insistence on getting the
"native point of'viéw",but.more importantly and more specifically
for his insistence on native texts with a three-fold commentary :
word-for-word translations, free translations to convey the meaning,
and then most importantly commentaries including grammar, semantic
networks, cultural allusions, ete. Another figure who has recently
been rediscovered and rehabilitated in the anthropological "hall
of fame” is the Frenchman Maurice Leenhardt, for his attempt to go
even further than Malinowski by involving the natives 1n cross-
checking, discussing and elaboratinz the texts and descriptions
recorded in the ethnographic enterprise. There were two reasons
for this collaberation of the natives: first, of course, to expand
the potential for ethnographic comprehensiveness and accuracy. but
secondly, to open a dialogue with the natives, and to stimulate
them to refleect upon their own culture, to systematize, perhaps
to introduce change, to achieve a greater critical awareness for
them as well as for the ethnographer and his readers. This dual
access to ethnography 1is an aspiration oF.my own work. A third
important methodological contributor was Clifferd Geertz in the
1960s. Geertz provided a conceptural step beyond the methodology
of Max Weber. Weber, in elaborating his notion of Verstehen, said
that we of course want to know the motivations and the iﬁtentiqns
of the soclal actors whose behavior we wish to describe and exnlain.
bJ; that the business of getting inside other people’'s heads 18
methodoclogically impractical if not impessible. Behavior, howsver,
is regular enough, that a stop-gap procedure will allow us to works:

the construction of "as if” models or "1deal types” based on the



analyst’'s subjective re_enactment (Nacherleben) or reconstruction
structures which rethBrce such motivations. (Thus Webher's
analysis of the Protsstant Ethic as fitted to a particular social
stratum at & particular historical conjunction; or his similar
discussion of the type of personality that tends to get selected
in the lower reaches of a bureaucrecy). A student of Weber’'s, A.
Schutz, who Geertz read and then all the graduate students at
Chicago read in the mid-1960s, attempted to work out Weber's
methodology of constructilion ideal fypes in more detail. In the
important paper published in 1868 ”"Person, Time and Conduct in
Bali”, Geertz showed the pitfalls of relying upon an introspective
procedure, and reinforced the anthropclogical insistence thet
social theory must be based on empirical ethnography. In this and
later papers, Geertz made the point for anthropologists (Gadamer
makes 1t more generally in a more. systematic fashion) that
understanding (Veréteheg) is not based on empathy or other
subjective psychonlogical introspecticons, but rather on a process
of juxteposing native frames of reference with those of the
analyst, 1tself a process of communication. This conception of‘the
ethnographic (and anthropological) task focusses attention on the
idioms, media, modes, tropes, and chanellings of communication. And
indeed the nineteen sixties was e time anthropologists lookasd for

help and inspiration to linguistics.

One final figure I would include for another kind of
contribution to thé operationalizing of Verstehen 1s Claude
Levi-Strauss, and the technigues (rather than the metaphysics) of
structuralism. Structuralism was perhaps initially deviéed to deal
particularly with fragmentary remains of culturel systems: the clues
of which Levi-Strauss speéks so movingly 1in Tristes Tropigues,
where there was no history, and no cther way to compose & sense of
the whole. Structuralism of course is also particularly suited to
"cold societies”, where the attempt is to replicate the cultural
system and to deny change. As to hcw far it can be applied to

warmer and hot socleties, Levi-Strauss himself has left an opcn



guestion. There are to be sure cold processes in hot societies,
mythic processes where literary has already developed. Indeed my
favorite structuralist at the moment is Marcel Detienne, who deals
with mythic processes in Greok culture that have considerable
stability over time; his demonstrations have added value since
they are done 1n the bright 1light of many classicists (unlike the
South American sitwstion where only a few Indianist critics are
able to dispute with full authority). In any case, there is a
convergence between structuralism and the conception of an
intersubjectivity which constitutes culture; this is how I would
read Levi-Strauss' famous dictum that it matters 1little whether
the myths think through his mind or -his mind thinks through the
myths. The criterion of objectivity in these structuralist analyses
is provided by redundancy.

Let me sum up these methodological contributlons:
Malinowski’'s concern with the actual form and content of native
understandings, Maurice Leenhard's concern with & collaborative
effort, mutual arousal of critical zwareness between native and
ethnographer, and dual access to the product of ethnography:
Geertz's (and Gadamer's) demonstration that at issue in understand-
ing /ethnography is a public communicative process involving
suceoeasive approximations and juxtapositions of frameworks, and

Levi-Strauss’' detection of structural ccdes.

Let me now turn to a comment on the 1deological or
historical context in which the 1960s saw the initiative called
symbolic and interprstive anthropology. I want to focus on Clifford
Geerti@he is probably the most widely read cnntemporeary American
anthropologist (outside the profession as well as inside); his
visibility 1s perhaps indexed by the fact that for yeaers he was
the only social scientist at the Institute for Advanced Studilies at
Princeton. But more importantly, Geertz' career seems a2lmost an
ideal typical crystallization of certein processes 1in which the
1960s appear almost as a replay of the 1920s. Soclal scilence often

takes on the character of doubling or repetition, there is often a



return to an earlier era for inspirational texts; the doubling or
repetition is never Just repetition, there is always a new twist or

a new working out; history 1is in this sense not circular but spiral.

Let me begin by juxtaposing the three intellectual
"generations” before World War II. Paul Ricosur has referred to the
generation of the late nineteenth century as composed of "schcols
of suspicion”: Nietzsche's attack on Christianity as a slave
mentality; Marx's attack on utilitsrclanism; and especially free
trade classlcal economics, as a protective ideclogy for the English
bourgeoisie, Weber's analysis of the Protestant Ethlc as socially
located at a particular stratum of society and pcwerful at a
particular historical conjuncture: and Freud's exposure of sexual
neuroses as a means of control and of repression as necessary for
culture. All these introduced the modern attitude of not taking
things at face value, and of viewing the grand systems of the
nineteenth century with suspicion {(Hegel, Spencer, Comte). This
was alsoc a time when industrialization and urbanizatlon were creét:
ing a social environment increasingly felt to be beyond the
control and comprehension of the individual. It was the time of
the theories of characterizing the transation of society from
Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft, frem mechanical to organic, from
status to contract, from comfortable wholism to alienating
individualism. The generation which followed the schools of suspi-
cion 1s the so called "Generatian of 13905" who came to maturity
in the 1920s and 1930s: Roebert Musil, Ludwig Wittgenstein. Walter
Benjamin, the surrealists. This was a generation which introduced
"modernism”, which saw stable orders of meaning (ideologies, grand
systems) as artificial and repressive, which worried about
ideologies allowing empires to be amassed "in fits of absentminded-
ness” or wars to be wandered into a@s almost a matter of routine;
and which therefore reveled in subverting the conventicns of
normalcy, juxtaposing exotica and fragments of reality in order to
challenge people. It was a generation of essayists who claimed that

one caould have only fragmentary insights into truth.



There i1s a kind of parallelism for the situaticn in the
United States after World War II. As the victors of World War II,
in the 1850s there was a mood of optimism, a sehse of boundless
power, nothing that the appropriate knowledge énd energy couldn’t
solve. It was the era of Parsonlanism, that grand attempt at
synthesis of all social science, which ended in an endless (1f
caomprehensive) generation of classifications. It was also the
period of modernization theory:\the feeling that the problems of
developing the world could be solved, that there was even a regular
seqguence to development, and a take-off point for each country

into self sustained and independent growth.

In the 1960s this vision of systems came under atteck.
There was 1n anthropology @ mutual reinforcement between two
developments, quite different in prigin,.There was first of all
the politics of the 1960s, the reaction against the war in Vietnam,
a politics of protest, with anarchist, mocdernist elements. And
quite separately there was the development of the cultural level
of the Parsonlian scheme at the University of Chicago which
inevitably led to the breakdown of the somewhat static conception
of the cultural system. As soon as Parsomns' students and their
friends began to take seriously Parsons’ claim that the cultural
system could be studied as an analytically separate object,
attention focussed on the process of communication which compose
cﬁlture and which are by no means as static or crystaline as the
rubric "system of symbols” seemed to imply. Geertz’ career is

csymptomatic: 1f you read the essays in Interpretation of Cultrures

in chronological order, there seems to be a change in the
conceptualization of culture. At first 1t 1is compared to 2 computer
program, an information system that plays 'an important role in

the evolutionary process; 1in the mid sixtles we get the essays on
"Religilon és a Cultural System”, "Ideoclogy as a Cultural System”,
"Art as a Cultural System™, "Common Sense as a Cultural Syster” in
which the notion of a "system of symbols” gets considerable stress:
by the 1970s, perhaps already with "Deesp Play” but certainly with

"Thick Description” one has a much more flexible and indeterminate



notion of the communicative process. It is buth more sophisticated
in terms of handling signification, and at the same time

frustratingly recalcitrant to systematization. What Geertz is now
writing about the ethnographic enterprise begins to resonnate with

the "generation of 1905".

It was Robert Musll who argued that knowledge had
outgrown ideology and one could only have piecemeal pragmatic
knowledge. (Weber too had argued that reelity was too complex for
absolute description, that one achieved soclolngical understanding
by comparisons for specific problems or purposes). The role of the
writer, Musil continued, is to be a poet in the sense of 1imaginati-

vely evocking experience. Sn too Geertz 1n Islam Observed speaks

of the anthropologist as a poet in‘'just this sense. It was
Wittgenstein who taught that language 1s to be understood the way
we understand games: meaning 1is often in the way words are used, 1n
their context, not in any illusion of fixed denntations. (It was
incidentally he who scathingly reviewed in 1922 Sir James Frazer's
notlon that primitive religion could be an intellectual mistakel.
Wittgenstein, like Geertz later, spoke of understanding culture as
being like the grasping of a posture or the seeing of a joke,
depending upon a wide range of allusions and associatlions. Walter
Benjamin wrote of language as belng in large part metaphorical, of
aiming not to be verifiable (like scilentific statements, a peculiar
and very restricted usage of language) but at characterizing
experience, and of Contaiﬁing deep sediments of history, so that

the process of understanding was one of unravelling meaning layer
upon layer. So too‘Geertz, in Thick Descriptlion, would see the
anthropologist’s task as one of unravelling meanings, associations,
connections: and in his more recent {(and much less successful) essay

(8)

on a Moroccan bazaar one sees the stress on lingulstic tokens.

(68) The essay 44 his contribution to the foint volume, Meaning and Onder in
Moroccan Sociely, with Lawrence Rosen and Hildned Geertz. See the Aniercs-
tUng ernliicism by Vincent Crapanzano of this essay (Culture and Economic
Change, 1982}, whene Chapanzano thinks Geentz has Lost his ghalp on the

enences befween referential meaning (thus the Lists 04 nisba names) and
indexical meaning ules of use).
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Like Benjamin, Geertz observes that the essay is the appropriate
medium; l1ike Musil he argues that systematic theory is either
impossible or varuous. The resonnance of the earlier period at
times 1is direct: models of and models for, Geertz' enormously
popular phrase for how symbols arise from and mould reality, is

of course Dilthey's Nachbild and Vorbild.

Geertz is an enormously entertaining, instructive, sven
inspirational writer. Anthropologists of my generation were
introduced by him to the problems of Verstehen, and to the
tradition of German socilal theory read directly {(not in the .
bowdlerized versions via a Ruth Benedict or a Telcott Parsons).
The aesthetic of fragmentary insight (both in the 1920s-30s, and
again 1n the 1960s5-70s) 1is a rﬁ%arding and salutary mode .of
critique, 1t has a renewing effect, reintroducing the joy of
gexploration and discovery(7]h But ultimately it is unsatisfying
because it fails to respond to that obligation in anthropology to
the scientific, the systematizing and generalizing side of the

enterprise.

There is an ambiguity in Geertz' drawing of attention to
the nature of the communicative processes: both understanding
among social actors, and understanding across cultures (the
ethnographic text) are constructed similarly; yet for scientific
purposes we usually wish to maintain a distinction between the
two. Complaints have been raised for instance about the essay "Deep
Play” that the process of composing the description has been
occulted: 1is this a composite of many cockfights? Or in the essays
on perscnhood ("Person, Time and Conduct ..." and "From the Native
Point of View"), ars all Balinese, Javanese, Moroccans, Eurqpeans
this way? how long have they been this way? how did these diF?eren-
ces come about? (Note for instance, the timeless description of the

Balinese conceptions suddenly called into question with the fisure

(7) On the relationship between the surrealisis and anthropoleogisis
in France, see James CRAfJcrd "On Ethnographic Surrealdism’ .CSSH
19&71.
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of Sukarno in the closing paragraphs of "Person, Time and Conduct").

Cn the one han@, there is a sense in which the more
recent writings of Geert have abandoned the important and critical
questions of the social;and historical limits or boundaries of
given cultural forms. The?% are questions which can and should be
addressed, as Weber did with the Protestant £thic, Benjamin with
the Trauerspielen or with Baudelaire, or Bakhtin with Rabeslaisian
humor. There are symbols and cultural forms which possess greater
power within a particular social formationca), and one ought not
to slide back into a position that anything which strikes the
ethnographer's imagination is of equal utility for the ethnographic
text as seems to be suggested in "Thick Description”. Indeed any
form of "thick description” or micro-analysis becomes trivial if
not placed within larger macro-scciclogical and historical frame-
works[g). .

On the oﬁé@r hand, what Geertz has done in essays such
as "Thick Description” and "Blurred Genres” 1is to focus on the way
ethnographic texts are constructed, an issue of increasing interest
to contemporary anthropologists. The-term "Interpretive Anthropology”
has thus placed a substantive twist to the old problems of
Verstehen by focussing attention as much (if not more] on the
texts created by anthrop?iogists (why should we believe then,
whence comes their authq%ity) as an the operation of the cultural

processes being describéd in the texts.

(B) Indeed the very notion of "Deep PLay’ is cf something which {8 s0 compelling
to the actons that Like moths to a 4lame they are attracked beyond rational
degnee. See for instance the way 1 have suggested the Karbala Paradiar
5unct&onad An Than during Zhe 19705, and the way the Legends of Khomeind
functioned in the early 1980s.

(9) The necent essay on the Bazaan of Sefrou in Morocco does contain some sug-
gestions about histornical thansformation; but even here, fellow i ohoccan&bt
Crapanzano findd the essay's attempis at historical Apeciéicaxicn fo be
sweeping generaldzations undocumented and poorly Aintegrated with the thesis
about the cwrrent nature 04 the bazaan {op. cit.}.
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Let me conclude with a brlef set of comments on the
generation of Geertz' students and my own work in particular. If I
may continue the conceit of the circular or spiral process of
renewal in anthropology, perhaps we have returned to a particuler
strand of thought in the 1930s which refused to give up the search
for macro-scciological and historical frameworks, while at the
same time belng concerned with the humanist issues of form and
content in communication. One of the major sources of my own
"renewal” 1s 1in the work of the Frankfurt School — sespscial by Adorno
and Benjamin(10) —~— where there was an expliéit effort to synthesize
the inquiries of Weber, Marx and Freﬁd and also Nietzsche’s concern
with aesthetics. (Indeed I've subtitled several of my recent papers
as efforts in "critical hermeneutics"](11). A similar source of
inspiration for my generation has been the work of the French
Annales School of historians, a school which appropriately enaough

has been itself open to contributions from anthropology.

My own anthropology aspires to be (al dynamic, more
concerned with cultural and social change than with cultural forms
merely as texts[12]; {b) politically democratic, in Leenhardt's
sense of trying to produce ethrographic texts which are rich enough
to be meaningful to the people being described (and not only to the
anthropological community or reading public in the West) and
meaningful enough to engage them; (c) objective. in the sense of

capturing public forms of discourse which are not idiosyncratic

(10) A armewhat supernficial acquaintance with the Frankfurt Schoolf was widely
disseminated among New Left students in the 19605 Larngely through ithe work
04 Herbent Marcuse.

(11) "On Beding Raised in the Middle East: Chifd Development, Sociafization, and
the Socialization of Affect”; "Legal Postulates in Flux: Law, Wit and
Hieranchy &n Tran”; "Symbolic Modes o4 Conduct: A Crnitical Hemmeneutic
Approach® .,

(12) From the observation that in onder to analyze culture, Lt must be captured
An a wiiiten form, the notion grew that understanding culture was anfogous
to reading a text. Both Paul Ricoewr and Geertz have elaborated ihis
notion. '
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impressicns but which other observers and participants can confirm,
involving therefore attention both to the modes of communicetion
utilized by the culture under discussion and to the forms of text-
constructlion available to a writer(13].

My dissertation éttempted.to begin with problems as
defined by Iranians, seeing the anthreopological task to be one of
clarification, framing, comparative juxtapnsing. Religion and
feelings of persecution seemed to be among the central such
problems ; rather than beginning with a definitlon gf religion drawn
from anthropological theories, the effort was to allow different
Iranian actors to define its problematic. So, for instance,
planners, paliticians and academics might talk of religion posing
problems for development; Shiites, Jews, Zoroastrians, and Bahails
might complair about the oppressive demands placed upon them by the
religion of others, by repressive ancient traditions, or by i1gnorant
clerics; and vet all the above might still claim that despite
abuse religion was-somgﬂﬁﬁg good. Zoncern with religious persecution
led to analysis of religiously phrased £Q§§5 and this in turn led
to political and economic forces., My recent book, to take a secend
example, 1s intended to be rich enough in detail and Iranian
argumentation to engage Iranian readers, not only to gain their
feedback, but also to try to hold up a mirror for them, to engage

in a mutual raising of critical consciocusness. In evaluating such

efforts, I can of course only speak of my hopes and asplrations.

Another area of effort worth a quick mentlon may be the
anthropology we are trying to build at Rice Univérsity. I of course
cannot claim that what 1is happening in the United States is whet
is happening at Rice; what 1s happeninz in my anthropology. at
least, 1is happening:at Rice. We have a dynamic young group which

(13) A mincx egéo/z,t at innovation was my dual introduction to the orniginalk
version of the book recently pubfished as Tran: From Feligious Dispuie Lo
Revolution, an "Introduction for Tranians™ and an "Introduction 50/‘1 Crietd-
cans™. Middle Eastornens seemed to Like this device; Americans [a forntiond
wublishens) nejected L.
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would like to explore the critical hermeneutic approaches I've
referred to above[14], and to apply them to the United States, to
fulfill the old promise of anthropology to bring home its tools

and skills. One of the topics of continual discussion and reflection
is new modes of ethnographic writing, 1including the nature of the
0old realist conventions of ethnography[15], the nature of authority
which must be conveyed In an anthropological text, and the
possibility of utilizing conventions of dialogue. Tyler, for
instance, in a paper reanalyzing discussions about a ritual between
himself and a native informant, argues that the notion of a true
collaborative dialogue is 1llusion in an ethnography because
ultimately one wperson holds the pen. I would argue on the other
hand that dialogue (and multi-logue) 1is a viable option; that no
dialogue is simply between two persons but any discourse involves

a third composed of cultural forms, linguistic media, what Tadamer

calls the sensus communis (consensu, common sense, in 1ts richest

meaning] — i.e. that there are always third parties to correct

one or two discussants on matters culturalt15J, and that a basic

ethnographic task is to explore the range of opinions on any subject,

(14) Steven Tuler, once a Leading exploren 04 formal methods in anthropology
(viz. his edited volume, Cognisive An,thncp"togy) has more recently wnitten
a seanching land often amusing] critique o0f formalisms Ln Lincuistic and
cultunal anthropology, callira for a houneneutis sensitivity (The Said and
the Unsaid, Academic Press). He teaches courses on Hermenewtics and om
Woﬂngwac/é Geonge Marcus, the chairman, has wnitten reviews of ne'l
modes of ethncgraphic wiiting, teachimicowises Ain both this and on intercol-
tunal communication. Julie Tayfor, who' has worked in both Brazif and Araen-
tna, 48 conceried with symbofic fonms, and teaches a couwrse for insicnce on
Histony as Suwbolic Process. Jodning us roxt yean will be Tulio Maranhio,
who brings an interest in hewmeneutics and soclolinguistics, having wonked
through particularly the approaches of Habermas and Labov in a study of Cape
Verndian Portuguese speakerns in Cambridce. Massachussets.

(15) See George Mareus' forntheoming review in Annucl Reviews {n Anthronofory,
also his introduction to his edited vofume on studies of elites [New fexico
Univ. Press, 4ornthcoming).

(16) See also the recent wonk of Vincent Chrapanzano on this same 20ini, esvecial-
Ly the introduction to Tuhami (Universitu of Chicago Press, i,w‘r, cne
"Text, Thansference and Indexicality” Ethos 1981, Crapanzano draws paiii-
cu!iafu@y on Ginaud's Desine dn the Novel and the work of Lacan.
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and evaluate their depth of support as a way of estimating also

which opinions will dominate for how long.

The effort to develop an anthropologyrof complex
societies and of the United States in particular i1s still in its
preliminary stages at Rice. Marcus has written a series of papers
on the 1deology of kimship among Business dynasties, exploring the
notion that the nature of legal iﬁstrumeﬁts such as the Massachuset-
ts Trust and the role of professional fiduciaries have transformed
the understanding of "family" for people involved in the difficult
attempt to keep dynastlies from dissolving. A particularly
provocative result of this research (based both on interviewing
and archival research} is the suggestion that the professional
fiduclary’s ethic (disinterested service) 1s aone of the key models
for the ethic of America’s "Establishment” at least until the
Johnson years, an Establishment composed of sons of such business
familles, whose relation to philanthropy and public service was

claimed to be analogous to that of the fiduclary to their familiesa’

fortunes.

My own contribution to our Americanist efforts so far
has been an exploratory course on "American Culture"(17]. The
overall framework was to explore the cegree to which the United
States can be understood (or is alleged to be) in terms of: (a)
exceptionalism (e.g. the seventeenth century idea that God specially

created America, the nineteenth century idea of the frontier as

(17) 1 gather that in Brazil the effont to speak 04 a "Brazilian cultune” was
eniticized widely some years ago as an Lideclogical sitance which would sweep
under the carpet problems of integration, eihnicity, negionalise, ete.Thene
was a similern perdod in mid-centurny in the 1.8, when Amerdicanization vias an
{deological force. Since the 19604 and the new celebration o4 ethnicity, this
Adeologization has been deqused, and the question 48 an open one fo whet
extent there are nationally operative Asumbols (viz. hor instance Robert
Ballan's notion of a civie neligion). I suspect that Amenleans clicys orera-
te on at Least three Levels; thene 48 a national pubfic code, there axe also
Lecal, be they negdonal, ethnic, on nefigious; and there are personal codes.
Thus while there might be a civde religion, befonging fo particulsr churches
often carries Local indices of status, which way o may not cariy ovehr on
a nationcl scale.
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burning off European decadence; or the notion that the natural
wealth of North America meant that American society would be sub-
Ject to status conflilct rather than European style class conflicts),
(b) the notion that when the Ahérican frontier fills up, America
will increasingly be subject to social tensions of the same sort as
Europe (America as an immature Europe); or the notion that America
is the most advanced society (it is Furope which must catch upl:
particularly in terms of modern technology and communication, and

in terms of a new psychological structure (the much discussed
transition from an nld inner-directed, guilt-controlled, Protestant
work ethic to a new other-directed, narcissistic personality
rewarded for skills in interpersconal relations). Among the topics
treated are symbolic politics (e.g. the Prphibition movement seeqn

as an effort of the old Republican small town elites to protest
their loss of power to new immigrant groups:; the use of public
rituals such as the Tercentennary Parade in Newburyport, MA, or

the Reconquest dramas in Santa Fe, N:M., to deny but simultanesously
expose social conflict); the ways intellectuals characterize America
seen as reflecting changing characterizations of American Society

by intellectuals (historians, social ecientists, literary critics}
as ideological indexes of social change (e.g., the study by Michael
KAMMEN of the American revolution which have progressively become
more conservative; or the periodic changes in opininn by historians,
say from the Progressives tg the Liberals of mid-century): ethniéity
as expressed through autobicgraphies, and the mass culture debate,

I've found the last two tupics particularly rewarding.

Recent ethnic autobiégraphies reveal a striking three-
level exploration of what cthnicity is all about, or at least how
it is transmitted as such a powerful element of consciouness. There
is first of all what might be called cognitive statsments: all the
standard sociclogical analyses of the history of particular groups,
the soclo-political context, the need for solidarities of various
sorts. Much more interesting, recent autobiographies explore
processes which are analogous to those of dream-work: that is, they

utilize a flux of images which operate differently from ordinary
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language or rational discourse. Just as when a patient caomes to a
psychoanalyst and tells his dreams, there is a process of translation
from modes of imagery into verbal form, a translation which is

often approximate and which may introduce distortions and changes

of a non-random sort. So too anxieties are often related is these
autobiographies through myth fragments, partially understéod

customs, memories which do not form an articulated whole (such as

an old time ethnographer aimed to present), but which are

emotionally powerful and recurr in particular situations(18).
Thirdly, these auteblographies also play with processes like
psychoanalytic transference, where the patlient relastes to another
as he had to a previous person, but wheére he does not provide any
verbal text of his actions (1.e. unlike dreams, where there is a
text however distorted)e19) Recognitlion and exploration of these
complex components in ethnic behavior is something that sociology
has not been able to deal with, something for which perhaps
anthropological tools of distinguishing indexical usages from
referential language may provide some leverage(zel.

The study of mass culture in an important sense goes back
to the work of Adorno, Benjamin and the Frankfurt School. They
posed the critical questions of how culture is produced and
distributed, to what extent audlences and consumers can be
manipulated, to what extent art forms can stimulate or deaden
consciousness. In the urgency of concern with the rilse of fascism

and tntalitarian controls, their suspicious critiques were powerful.

(18) See for instance the autobiographical novel Uawion Woman by Moxine Hong
Kingston, a Chinese American.

(19) See for instance Passage to Arranat by Michael Arlan, an Ammenion Amerdlcan.

(20) Michael Sifvesstein has been a key figure in siressdng to anthropelcoists
the Amplications of the distinction between referential Language avnd Ancexd-
cal usages. See for instance his essay in rhe Keith Passo and Henwy Solbuyi
ed., Meaning Ain Anthropology, where he challenges (particulesfy tyrbefic)
anthropolocsZE who have been Looking to Linauistics fon methodolocica”
models, that Linguisits deal best wii' what may be the Least Anteresiing
parnts of cwlture.Two Lnnovative anthropofosical uses of Znese concints cre
Crapanzano {§£. 16) and G. Obeysehere’s Medusa’s Hain (Cambridee Undversdly

Press, 19&1). -
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Many of their Judgments, however, in the light of a later day,
must be dismissed, e.g., that jazz and popular music is infantali-
zing and merely a means of reducing consciousness into paseivity .,
The course attempts to take a series of components of modern mass
culture — films, soarts, music — and to explore to what extent
the musie of Elvis Presley reflected the poor white southern
environment from which he came, the music of Sly Stone followed
the euphoric and then despairing mood of the black community 1n the
1960s, or rock in the 70s reflected struggles between creative
expressions and market commoditization; or why it is that American
fiction almost never uses the vehicle of a runner, while European
fiction often finds the struggle of runners an excellent vehicle:
what 1s 1t about the imagery of baseball that appeals to the
American mind, and why has the popularity of baseball declined in
recent years (is the pastoral imagery of spring breezes, May
showers, and new sprouted gress incompatible with enclosed

Astrodomes, artificial turf and television transmission?).

In all these efforts, one attempts to zet beneath the
appearance of reality to systematic and competing social proresses,
to explore the forms of communication in terms of which reople act,
and to provide a tool for raising critical self awareness. While
the formulation of this style of anthropological inquiry surely
arises out of particular historical currents in past-Vietnam
America, the issues have international sources and responnances
and perennial meaning. What willbe of great interest 1s to see how
they are differently pursued 1in different countries, which are more

parochial, and which of wider collaborative or disputive interest.



