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INTRODUCTION TODAY, WHAT IS ANTHROPOLOGY?
Tobias Rees

Only by laying bare and solving substantive problems have sciences
been established and their methods developed. Purely epistemologi-
cal and methodological reflections have never played a crucial role in
such developments. Such discussions can become important for the
enterprise of science only when, as a result of considerable shifts of
the viewpoints from which a datum becomes the object of analysis, the
idea emerges that the new viewpoints also require a revision of the logi-
cal forms in which the enterprise has heretofore operated, and when,
accordingly, uncertainty about the nature of one's work arises. This
situation is unambiguously the case at present.—Max Weber

T he background of the dialogues that follow—and of the questions dis-
cussed in them—is my own curiosity, which arose in the mid-1990s,
when T was an anthropology and philosophy student in Germany. In the
Department of Anthropology ta Tiibingen we learned about and inten-
sively studied the history of ethnography. Our professors provided us
with a raw schema of that history, organized in the form of paradigmatic
works 1n their chronological succession, and encouraged us to read the
primary sources. And we did. In lectures, seminars, and reading groups
we followed the various ways anthropology developed. The story we en-
countered was—on the level of concepts and methods—full of ruptures.
And vet it was—on the level of the theme around which it evolved—a



most coherent one: anthropology was the science of the far-away other,
of the “premodern,” the “primitive.” We moved from various forms of
evolutionism, such as the work of Edward Burnett Tylor, Louis Henry
Morgan, or James Frazer, to Franz Boas’s historical particularism and the
social ontology of Durkheimian sociology. Next we followed Bronislaw
Malinowski’s invention of ethnography as a social science and studied
in detail the difference between his functionalism and A. R. Radcliffe-
Brown’s structural-functionalism, which inspired E. E. Evans-Pritchard
and Meyer Fortes, who dominated British anthropology up until the
1960s. We turned toward culture and personality, got obsessed with the
intellectualist approach of Claude Lévi-Strauss’s structuralism, and fell in
love with interpretative and symbolic anthropology in the work of Clif-
tord Geertz, Victor Turner, and Marshall Sahlins. And finally, along with
the critique of anthropology’s involvement in colonialism and the emer-
gence of dialogic—or polyphonic—ecthnographies, we read Writing Cul-
tuve: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography.!

Writing Culture occupied a fascinating and yet a strangely odd place in
that history of anthropology. It was fascinating in the ways it continued
the history of the discipline, specifically in that it intellectualized —both
analytically and politically—its key defining practice, namely fieldwork.
It was fascinating as well because it opened up what was at times the
rather dry prose of ethnographic writing to literary freedom. Ethnog-
raphers, beyond anything else, were writers. Writing Culture was odd,
however, because it seemed to bring this fabulous history of anthropol-
ogy to an end. It seemed to do so, epistemologically speaking, in show-
ing that the premodern was less found than constructed (by the rhetorical
conventions of a particular genre of writing, ethnography), and so it put
the whole undertaking of anthropology, its methods, its concepts, even
its object, radically in question. Within our scheme, therefore, Writing
Culture appeared as a logical end point, almost as the telos of a long and
complicated story.

What, I wondered, could come after Writing Culture? Were there any
new developments? What did those new research agendas, theories, and
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approachcs look like? What new kinds of studies were undertaken? It was
clear that the “after” was an open space, but what this openness could pos-

sibly look like was far from clear.

To understand the event Writing Culture was—and the departure it stands
for—it is helpful to go back in time and to highlight the various develop-
ments that informed and shaped the critique of the 1970s and 1980s. Three
seem crucial: the rise of a new sensitivity; the emergence of a new anthro-
pological paradigm; and the availability of new conceptual tools.

A new sensitivity: The late 1960s and early 1970s, when most of those ac-
tive in the Writing Culture critique entered graduate school, were marked
by a new and intense sensitivity to matters of power and political discrimi-
néltion. Behind this new sensitivity was a series of events and movements
that decisively shaped the political consciousness of the first post-World-
War-11 generation. It must suffice here to merely list some of these: the
worldwide struggles against colonialism, the rise of the civil rights move-
ments, the coming of affirmative action, the anti-war movement, the Chi-
cago riots, new-nation building, minority movements, etc.?

A new anthropological program: At a time when American anthropology
was largely dominated, on the one hand, by various conceptions of eco-
nomic and political development and, on the other hand, by a turn toward
British structural-functionalism, Geertz’s formulation of an interpretative
program for anthropology marked an important event.? His intervention
was a conceptual one—though with far-reaching methodological impli-
cations. Conceptually he proposed understanding culture as text. To be
more precise, Geertz conceptualized culture as a semiotic web of mean-
ing. This web, he maintained, gould be compared to a script that implic-
itly organizes—makes meaningful—collective conduct, from everyday
patterns of life to complex ritual and religious practices. Methodologically
Geertz presented, in accordance with its concept of culture, a philological
mode of analysis. What philologists do with ancient cultures, namely read
and interpret old text fragments to identify patterns of meaning peculiar
to a culture, the anthropologist should do with the cultures she studies.
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The challenge of fieldwork was, as he famously remarked, to look over
the shoulder of an informant and to read the script that guides the na-
tive’s life. Gradually, one would assemble notes that shed light on the
structure of the text/culture, notes which one could then present, in the
form of thick descriptions (another textual practice), in such a way that
they show how this text/culture organizes collective conduct and makes it
meaningful.* For Writing Culture—or for those who were to contribute
to the critique of the 1980s—Geertz’s textual (philological) reconceptu-
alization of fieldwork and ethnography was of wide-ranging significance
and influence. First, as a result of the philological turn ethnographies were
increasingly understood —or came into view —as texts and thus as literary
documents. Second, it was Geertz’s program in which most of the partici-
pants in Writing Culture had been trained and ro which they subscribed.
It seems justified to say that one central aim of Writing Culture was to
improve, analytically and politically, the quality of ethnographies as texts.

New conceptual tools: The 1970s, in the United States and beyond, were
characterized by the emergence of new conceptual frameworks and modes
of thought that were inseparable from the new political awareness and the
sensitivity to matters of power and political discrimination. Most of the
influential writing came from Europe, particularly from France. Impor-
tant authors included Louis Althusser, Roland Barthes, Gilles Deleuze,
Michel de Certeau, Jacques Derrida, and especially Michel Foucault, who
made visible the conjuncture of politics and knowledge.5 In the United
States these authors were first read and discussed in literature depart-
ments and hence had their initial influence on literary theory and criti-
cism. For Writing Culture they provided the impetus for politicizing the
textual understanding of ethnographies Geertz had, if indirectly, brought
about. They were precisely the counterpart of the literature to which
Geertz opened up the discipline.

If one locates Writing Culture at the intersection of these three devel-
opments, its distinct form and nature become comprehensible. Writing
Culture 1s a political and epistemological critique of “ethnographies as
texts.” This critique found its distinctive form of expression in a politi-
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and intellectual scrutiny of rhetorical conventions. To summarize the
«l v

cal
key argument of the volume, genre constraints govern the composition

of ethnographies. These constraints (or conventions) affirm, if only im-
plicily, colonial perspectives and asymmetries of power in so far as they
lead ethnographers to construct timeless others who have presumptively
Jived in the same way for hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years; to con-
struct spatially bound cultures and thus deny mobility; and to speak for
the other, thus denving the natives a voice of their own. The subtitle, “on
the poetics and politics of ethnography,” subtly captures this dual focus

on rhetoric and power.

The constellation wrought by Writing Culture was what James Faubion
in our dialogues calls a deparochialization of anthropology—at least for
those who participated in it. The volume introduced an irreversible frac-
ture between (a part of ) the older generation, which defended the classical
project, and (a part of) the younger one, which found itself compelled to
move beyond what appeared to them as a repertoire of well-tried con-
cepts, to find new ways of practicing ethnography, new ways of producing
anthropological knowledge about the world we inhabit—without paro-
chial guidance. Of course, neither in its dissatisfaction with the traditional
ethnographic project nor in its effort to critically reconfigure the practice
of anthropology was Writing Cultuve an isolated phenomenon. There
were several other critical—in their tendency equally deparochializing—
projects underway. One thinks, to mention just a few, of the anthropology
of identity, the emergent public culture project, or the burgeoning femi-
nist anthropology. Without taking these other projects—and their various
predecessors—into account it is impossible to comprehend the changes
anthropology has undergone in and since the 19808.

And vet, what made Writing Culture stand apart from its critical coun-
terparts—or so it seemed to me in the mid-1990s—was that it directed its
critique neither to this or that particular aspect of the ethnographic project
but to the project as such: Tt radically put in question all kinds of great
divides that had hitherto been, if implicitly, constitutive of ethnography.

Inso doing, it inauguratcd—togcthcr with other critical reconfigurations
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of the discipline—the beginning of another kind of anthropology, the aim
of which was to reformulate and restate the anthropological project, to in-
vent new ways of being an anthropologist or ethnographer. How to do so,
however, was not evident and thus constituted a challenge that has been
greeted as an “experimental moment.™ It was precisely this experimental
moment—its openness—that aroused my curiosity in the mid-1990s.

The chance to discuss some of the paths along which anthropology has
developed since the 1980s came to me half a decade after I left Tiibingen,
namely in form of an exchange of thoughts between Paul Rabinow and
George Marcus. In 2002 I was a graduate student at Berkeley who had
just started field research in a neurobiology lab in Paris. Rabinow (then
my faculty advisor) sent me a draft essay Marcus had sent him in reaction
to his soon-to-be-published book Anthropos Today: Reflections on Modern
Equipment (2003). Part of the intention of Anthropos Today was to provide
a set of tools for studying conceptual shifts in contemporary forms of
reason. What motivated the project was that Rabinow, in his own work
on emergent phenomena in the biosciences, had frequently encountered
questions and problems for which the classical anthropological repertoire,
ranging from culture to fieldwork, was not adequate: “My work does not
focus on culture in any of the current senses of the term (meaningful to-
talities, ordered semiotic fields, multiplying habitus, contested identities,
etc.). My research, furthermore, has not taken place in the kind of rural
setting in which one expects to find those doing fieldwork. . . . Therefore
neither where nor how 1 conduct my investigations is captured by the
term fieldwork. . . . We require a new figuration more appropriate to the
changing practice.””

In Anthropos Today Rabinow sought to respond by presenting the con-
ceptual equipment that has proven productive in his empirical studies of
modern forms of reason, namely a “nominalistic” focus on “the contem-
porary” and on the “assemblages,” “apparatuses,” and “problematiza-
tions” that are constitutive of it.

In the comment he sent to Rabinow, Marcus questioned precisely this
call for a “new” figuration of anthropological rescarch: “Rabinow provoc-
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atively provides one paradigm for an alternative practice of anthropologi-
cal rescarch that does away with the primacy given to sacred concepts like
fieldwork, ethnography, culture, and the native point of view.” Marcus
cmphasized that he was not unsympathetic, but that he thought Rabinow
was going, perhaps, too far: “There is an important debate yet to be had
among those who see the need for an explicit creation of an alternative
paradigm of research practice in anthropology, especially in the emergence
of an ‘anthropology of the contemporary.” Some might see more potential
for revision of the classic tropes of ethnographic research rather than their
necessary replacement. There is much in Rabinow’s formulation of an al-
ternative that speaks to the way classic ethnography is constructed.”
Marcus articulated his concerns with a particular problem in mind,
namely the disciplinary dilemmas and methodological predicaments
created by what he calls anthropology’s post-1980 turn toward study-
ing “timely events unfolding in the West or elsewhere.” Specifically, he
has been concerned by the “dramatic” effects this shift is having on “the
temporality holding the deeply embedded conception of ethnographic re-
search in place.” According to Marcus, a key diacritic of ethnography as
method —in Malinowski’s canonical schematic, long-term fieldwork car-
ried out through participant observation and centered in a single site—was
a temporality of slowness. Its norm was one of patience and gradual, accu-
mulative achievement. And it was according to this norm of slowness and
gradual achievement that anthropologists have judged each other and con-
tributed to acommon project—knowledge of people and places around the
world. “Control of another language, the etfect of demonstrating depth of
knowledge of another culture, the writing of ethnographies as if the au-
thor is telling less than he or shg could—in short, all of the perfomative el-
cments of demonstrating ethnographic authority —have depended on the
valorization of a temporality of slowness.” By turning toward the study
of the “here and now”—rather than of the “far-away” and “timeless”—an-
thropologists experience profound temporal turbulences precisely because
they can no longer make assumptions about what is necessary for their
method to produce rich ethnographic data—a temporally stable scene and
subject of study. The turn to the timely, one could gloss Marcus, captures
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anthropology much more than anthropology is capable of capturing the
timely. The remedy he envisions is to critically revise the anthropological
culture of method, grounded in fieldwork, in such a way that it is capable
of bridging the gap that separates new fields of research and the available
methodological repertoire. The problem, though, is how? How practi-
cally to carry out such a revision? How to introduce a new kind of intel-
lectual curiosity into contemporary anthropology? How to give it shape
as an ambitious analytical project—or several such projects? According to
what ideas would one have to rethink ethnographic practice, in research as
well as in writing? And how to do so without being dogmatic?

In more specific terms: What is anthropology today? What could it
be? What is distinctly anthropological when the discipline is no longer
primarily the ethnographic study of the faraway, cultural Other? What
defines objects or subjects as anthropological when what the anthropolo-
gist studies is no longer exclusively society or culture? What concepts and
logical forms do anthropologists have available as they consider what they
are doing? How might we conceive of anthropology as a cogent disci-
pline under revised circumstances, characterized by new themes and new
topical arenas, by a focus on contemporary events and problems? What
connections between past and present work in anthropology can be estab-
lished? How might anthropologists make explicit and then transform the
tacit expectations of the Malinowskian culture of methodology that still
dominates the discipline?

Struggling with these questions, Marcus turns an interested and criti-
cal eye to Rabinow’s work—specifically to Anthropos 1oday and to what
he identifies as the trilogy that preceded it in an “anthropology of the

contemporary”: Making PCR (1996), French DNA (1999), and A Machine
1o Make a Future (2004).3

When I read the notes Marcus sent to Rabinow, I had the idea of bringing
them together in a discussion about some of the directions anthropology
took after 1986. What made the prospect of such a conversation compel-
ling, or so it seemed to me, was its promise to capture (some of) the trans-
formations, if this is the right term, anthropology has undergone since
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the 1980s—to overstate it a bit, the collapse of the Co.rlventional c.{iv.is.ion
of labor that had assigned to anthropology the terrain of the PrlmlthC,
the traditional, and the premodern and to the other social sciences the
terrain of the modern. It was further compelling be?ausc both Marcus
and Rabinow had been protagonists in the critique of the 1980s captured
in Writing Culture, and both, in their own particula.r.W::\yS, hav.e sought
since to give shape to the motion that this critique initiated. Rabinow ha)s)
done so by developing what he has called an “anthropology of reason,
or, in its current form, an “anthropology of the contemporary. "’ Marcus
has done so as an anthropologist who has taken an ethnographic m.terest
in anthropology itself and who has continuously pursued the mapping of
the small lines of the mutation of self-understanding of ethnography.'
The prospect of bringing them together, of discussmg the ways an-
thropology has developed since the 1980s, and of C.lcbatlng what they
thought is at stake in contemporary anthropology exc1.tcd me. I asked a1.1d
both agreed. In April 2004 we met at Rice University and had a series
of conversations. James Faubion—protessor of anthropology at Rice and
colleague of Marcus since 1993, student and friend of Rabino’w"s since
1983 —joined us in several of these discussions. Hence, the book’s form —
two and sometimes three senior professors in exchange with a (former)
graduate student—and its content—what is anthropology today?

When we met at Rice, the dialogue between Rabinow and Marcus soon
revolved around contemporary anthropology —on what it is or ought to
be. Their respective motives for focusing on “anthropology today” can be
seen in the different, but complimentary, ways they take up and address
the present. .
For Rabinow, “today”—unacrstood as an intellectual category—is a
logical and conceptual challenge. The present is a h.istorical, oPen m?-
ment in which what is or has been is, at least potentially, changing. His
aim as an “anthropologist of the contemporary” (see Dialogue 1V) is to
identify, trace, and name such changes. However, to confront new prob-
lems tliat one cannot yet even name, the anthropologist needs to find new
concepts suited to the particular phenomena whose significance he or she
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wishes to explore. Thus, anthropology as it is currently practiced is prob-
lematic for Rabinow insofar as it refuses, implicitly or explicitly, to aban-
don the analytical models that dominated social and cultural thought in
the past. Anthropology—so one might gloss his position—cannot enter
new terrain while it holds on to concepts and methods no longer suited
tor understanding contemporary problems.

Marcus’s problematizing of the present is different. It is not that he
is not interested in Rabinow’s questions. He is, but the present occupies
him for different reasons. The problem he seeks to name is a disciplinary
one. To him, the present is a challenge in terms of disciplinary community,
integration, standards, norms and forms, and quality. He wants anthro-
pology as a discipline to thrive, but today it does so in his view only par-
tially, in different and unrelated arenas and camps. He is contemplating
the state of the discipline and how, according to what principles, it could
be reordered. His answer—and here Rabinow agrees—is pedagogy.!!

Rabinow and Marcus share a deep care for pedagogy and a sense that to
reinvigorate anthropology —as a discipline and as a practice—one needs a
pedagogy suited to the challenges anthropologists face today. The prob-
lem, though, is—or so they argue —that a pedagogy adequate to the pres-
ent does not yet exist. It needs to be invented, and this is where their two
different approaches become complementary.

Marcus is interested in Rabinow’s anthropology of the contemporary
as a candidate for a new vision of what anthropology today could be, as a
means to reinvigorate it as an analytically and conceptually rigorous prac-
tice. To be such a means, however, it needs to be didactically connected
to previous anthropological projects. In the dialogues, therefore, he fre-
quently challenges Rabinow with educational concerns. Where Rabinow
articulates the analytical aims of his work, where he stresses the need to
move onward, Marcus asks him how such aims and how such a move
could be taught to students, or, for that matter, to fellow anthropologists
who feel uneasy about the new anthropology. Marcus emphasizes that he
understands Rabinow’s logico-conceptual concerns, but urges him not
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to do away with such concepts as ethnography or fieldwork or culture
because to keep such concepts is an important means of bridging the
past and the present and—even more important—the different camps at
work today. And Rabinow, confronted with Marcus’s search for continu-
ity of anthropology’s core concepts, asks him to be conceptually more
self-reflective, to identify the implicit nostalgia that informs his care for
concepts like culture, participant observation, ethnography, fieldwork,
etc. He emphasizes that he understands Marcus, but that to hold on to
some of the integral classical concepts, the discipline’s internal structure
needs to be reformed considerably.

One can sce the pattern. Where Rabinow endeavors to move onward
and to explore the new, Marcus asks for bridges and connections and
wonders how Rabinow’s project can be integrated into anthropology. On
this level the two meet, challenging and following each other, thereby
gradually exploring—and inventing—a common space. The conversa-
tions gradually come to consider the virtues and possibilities of the design
studio, in which possible aims, concepts, and methods for the anthropol-
ogy of the contemporary are developed, tested, doubted, improved, and
left in their unfinished state for others to take on. Hence the title of our
project: Designs for an Anthropology of the Contemporary.

Designs for an Anthropology of the Contemporary offers critical but engaged
explorations of the openness and the motion characteristic of contem-
porary anthropology. In a dialogic fashion we think through the current
condition of anthropology from various points of view. We trace the
events that set anthropology in motion; follow the lines of development
that have shaped the discipline since the 1980s; explore the conceptual and
methodological challenges of the field as it stands today; and explore the
possibilities of building bridges from past to present—bridges, that is to
say, that allow us to connect the traditional ethnographic project with the
structurally and topically new anthropology on the horizon today. These
varied efforts to work through the present condition of anthropology
share the aim of developing a set of conceptual tools—designs, we call
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them —for thinking through and practicing an anthropology of the con-
temporary. The aim of these designs is neither to bring the movement in
which anthropology is caught to an end (for we think of it as immensely
productive) nor to provide a one-size-fits-all model for anthropology.
Rather, they offer several—among many other possible —ways of relating
to and exploring the present conditions of anthropology.

INTRODUCTION

DIALOGUE I ANTHROPOLOGY IN MOTION

I would like to begin our conversations by framing what both of you
have described as a distinct challenge facing anthropology today. Since
the 1980s, anthropologists have moved into new terrains—technoscience,
finance, media, law, etc. —but the concepts available to analyze these new
terrains are largely survivals of the past, survivals from a time when an-
thropologists studied the culture and social organization of far-away oth-
ers. The inevitable result is a profound mismatch between old concepts
and new analytical requirements. Said in another, perhaps too schematic
way, anthropologists are increasingly studying timely phenomena with
tools developed to study people out of time. On the one hand, this mis-
match is exciting for it invites conceptual innovation and demonstrations
of analytical skill. On the other hand, it is unsettling, for the necessary
innovation implies a thorough revision of the concepts, problems, ques-
tions, and topics that have beemnconstitutive of the discipline. Ultimately,
the challenge is to restate anthropology in relation to its classical tropes.
Both of you agree with this broad task but there are some ditferences in
the ways you would pursue it. Before we explore these differences, let’s
talk about how contemporary anthropology has been set in motion. Why
did anthropologists enter into new research arenas? A good point of de-
parture for discussing this question might be the critique of the 1980s that

was epitomized in Writing Culture, an intellectual movement in which
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both of you have been protagonists. What happened? What were your
dissatisfactions with anthropology as it existed in the United States in the
1960s and 1970s?

In America, at least, the shift you note began well before the 1980s. And
there is a specific prehistory to Writing Culture, centered on the figure
of Clifford Geertz' and the joint Harvard, MIT, and Ford Foundation
projects of the 1950s that had combined Max Weber, Talcott Parsons, and
the ambitious projects of the Harvard Social Relations group.? The ideas
of a carefully conceived and conceptually worked-out multidisciplinary
project of research were put into practice on a large scale in Indonesia.
Thus, Geertz was initially a forerunner in rethinking and reorienting the
practices of the social sciences in general and anthropology in particular.
So maybe that period would be a place to begin.

There certainly was a more authoritative model of how one became an
anthropologist in the days of the Harvard and MIT projects® to which
you refer. Of course, however much is owed to the pre-World-War-1I era
when Malinowski and Boas pioneered the discipline’s distinctive research
practices,* that model was undergoing change. This was especially true in
the United States during anthropology’s short post-war expansion, the
twilight of its Golden Age,* which coincided with Cold War investments
in academic expertise, notably area studies, with “development” being the
common problem, and ending by the time Paul and I were becoming
professors. Actually, we were its beneficiaries as students in elite graduate
programs.

Was there continuity between Boasian and post-war anthropology in the
sense that anthropology remained concerned with the faraway other, lo-
cated in “our” past?

Yes. And in retrospect, what is most remarkable and striking in my view
is the rupture that the period of the 1980s through the early 1990s marked
and produced in the specific kinds of questions, topics, and quite deep
traditions of inquiry with which anthropology had been concerned and
through which it defined itself. The Writing Culture critiques and the de-
bates they stimulated were only the catalyst, however powerful. Geertz is
an interesting, towering, transitional figure in terms of the rupture that
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took place. I think he was the first figure who, even though still of the
Golden Age and deeply within anthropology’s traditional concerns, under
the guise of symbolic anthropology, and then interpretive anthropology,
also practiced an anthropology that centrally engaged other disciplines.
I'm thinking here of his distinctive contributions to the modernization/
development paradigm of the day—the Harvard-MIT development proj-
ects in Indonesia and later the New Nations Committee at Chicago®—to
the flowering of his interest in the theories and philosophies that informed
the study of literature and the humanities generally. That's how I see his
enduring importance; he legitimated the stature and presence of anthro-
pology in the interdisciplinary domains and peripheries where it now
thrives (and not necessarily in ways he would have endorsed). He forged
a presence and constituency for anthropology, by dint of a personal style
of writing rather than forming a “school.” He legitimated a different kind
of core anthropology without it really ever being a project.

I think that distinction is very important. Talcott Parsons at Harvard basi-
cally assigned “culture” to a small group of people, the most prominent of
whom were Clifford Geertz and Robert Bellah.” Bellah took up the We-
berian project in Japan, asking, how did it become industrial and modern
in the light of its cultural singularity? And Geertz’s role was to develop
and advance a theory of culture set within a neo-Weberian project of de-
velopment at a time of decolonization. A version of this project was con-
tinued at the University of Chicago in the Committee on New Nations.
However, the Vietnam War and the crisis of the development model
brought all that to an end for Geertz. Others like Bernard Cohn® contin-
ued in a more critical mode, for example, engaging actively with subaltern
studies. N

So, Geertz’s focus on culture goes back to Harvard and Talcotr Parsons?
It was part of the Harvard project to construct a toral human science that
would be multi-disciplinary, divided into specific analytical areas, graph-
ically ordered in Parsons’s famous tables, and unified under a “general
theory of action.” The project did not endure whether conceptually, insti-
tutionally, or politically. Thus, George’s point that anthropologists were

marginal is true, though for awhile at least, even after his “interpretive
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turn” in the early 1970s, Geertz was touted as a great trailblazer of a new
social science. For example, he was the first social scientist to be appointed
at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton. ' Unfortunately, his ten-
ure there turned into a failed opportunity to build something substantial
and enduring,.

What distinguishes the present from Geertz’s heyday is that anthropology
then had a slot to participate in, a secure but marginal slot at what T would
call its interdisciplinary peripheries. It was largely a social science slot in a
neocolonial project of development. Today, anthropology’s engagements
have shifted. They are less with social sciences and more with what re-
mains institutionally of the humanities-focused movements of the 1980s
and 1990s, of which Writing Culture was a part and expression. In recent
years anthropology’s research agendas have been defined by the terms
and frameworks produced by those conversations, perhaps because they
brought to culture and difference, which have historically been formative
of anthropology itself, new theoretical and conceptual resources. Anthro-
pology has transformed itself internally through this shift in the direc-
tion of its most important interdisciplinary alliances. Yet, I find it curious
that anthropology’s interdisciplinary partners, for example in literary and
cultural studies, seem to be oblivious to the changes they have wrought
in this field. What they know of anthropology is what the Writing Cul-
ture critique indeed revised and updated, rather than what happened after
Writing Culture. Often, when 1 meet someone from a literature depart-
ment today, or anyone of the general public for that matter, they still think
what anthropologists have to say comes out of the experience of studying
peoples like the Trobriand Islanders,!! in relative isolation, even though
the discourse and research concerns of anthropology are now much more
expansive and diffuse. T suppose, in some sense, that the humanities (and
a mainstream public) need anthropology to keep representing the “primi-
tive.”

And this “expansive and diffuse discourse” is what we want to address as
a symptom of the contemporary condition of anthropology?

What most interests me in this symptom is what could recreate a density
of technical consideration amid all this diversity of work within the dis-
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cipline and even if that can be done at all now. What counts as data in
research—as ethnography? Is ethnography mainly about data anymore?
What forms do data take, and how distinctive are they? And if anthropo-
logical knowledge is not significantly based on technical considerations, as
in the past history of ethnography, then what? If the writ for ethnography
is still descriptive analysis, but if ethnographies today are more complex
documents of research experiences that the training models and process

do not sufficiently imagine, or only thinly control, then what?

DISSATISFACTIONS AND PERSONAL TRAJECTORIES

You both seem to agree that anthropology, in the 1960s and 7os, had a
secure project and position, and yet, both of you were dissatisfied with the
state of the anthropological project as it was. Why? What was wrong with
the Harvard project of a total human science?

George, you yourself arrived at Harvard’s Department of Social Relations
to witness its crumbling. That was clearly crucial to your own sensibility
with respect to anthropology.

What year?
I was supposed to go to graduate school at Harvard in 1968 but I deferred

it for a fellowship at Cambridge University and then was drafted into the
Army. I came back to Harvard in 1971. I entered Social Relations with an
empl;asis in anthropology but ended up with a Ph.D. from the anthro-
pology department. Within four years of my arrival, Social Relations had
disappeared. It felt like the end of a historic project in interdisciplinary op-
timism. Talcott Parsons was still there, giving abstract lectures reminiscent
of some heyday, but mostly to foreign students . . .

... such as Niklas Luhmann.!?

Social anthropology at Harvard in the early 1970s had retreated into its
most traditional forms. But what impressed me most was an intellectual
underground or invisible college, especially among theory-oriented stu-
dents who had been in Social Relations. For instance, none of the French
writers who would become important to thinking about culture, such as
Foucault, Lacan, Derrida, et al. were read 1n the courses I took at Harvard
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in anthropology, social relations, or elsewhere. Marxist theory was big at
the time—Althusser, Godelier, the carly Habermas. The poststructuralist
thinkers were what students were talking about, reading these works on
their own. So I belong to a generation in which we were trained tradition-
ally but with this background reading of works in translation in the early
1970s. And this is where our energy and excitement were found.

In Chicago, things were not crumbling in those years, quite the opposite
(even though Geertz left in 1970). 1 was there during the 1960s (B.A.,
M.A., Ph.D.), and we were reading French and German work in the core
courses, and that continued in different ways when Victor Turner'® and
Marshall Sahlins'* came, and even more so with the Comaroffs, 15 I have
not had the same sense of rupture and rebellion against the discipline be-
cause I was always oriented to a broader conception of the “cultural sci-
ences” of the Weberian kind. Hence I have less disappointment in the
existing discipline than you do, although I share many of your dissatisfac-
tions with existing anthropology. This broader view of anthropology in
a classic theoretical tradition is what one might call the “Chicago effect,”
and which one sees in so many Chicago students of my generation and
up to the present. I saw anthropology as one discipline among others in
the interpretive social sciences, understood with a good deal of historical
depth and comparative reach.

Though in Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco's vou say, a bit like George,
that there was a clear gap between students and the faculty. You write that
Thomas Kuhn’s term “paradigm exhaustion” captured the atmosphere
you found yourself in."” So what was exhausted?

Most significantly it was the politics, because this was during the Vietnam
War and Geertz was basically in favor of the Vietnam War, albeit in a nu-
anced and doubt-ridden manner. And then there was a more existential
sense, which we might have complex reversals on here, that the American
academy was moving toward ever more specialization under pressure from
the Cold War apparatus; the Hutchins model' of a comprehensive curric-
ulum and Bildung appeared to be in trouble even at Chicago. Fortunately,
toasurprising extent, that model of pedagogy has endured. T went into an-
thropology in many ways for existential reasons both personal and politi-
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cal. These broader crises fed a sense of ah’enatio'n, but the problem wasn’t
that we weren’t allowed to read Gadamer or Ricceur. 1 mean, Geertz was
writing about Ricceur.” T first heard about Fouc.ault a§ an undérgrgduatc
in a reading course on Buddhism that I was domg Wlth~th.€ historian of
religions, Mircea Eliade, who thought Foucau‘lt’s V'1€W of history was too
static. So Harvard and Chicago were different in this respvcct. ‘
But didn’t your disillusionment, the one that Tobias articulated with r(?—
. i o
gard to Reflections on Fieldwork, have to do w1tF1 Hutchins’s idea of the uni-
versity? Isn’t that what you and your generation had come to see, ?argely
for political reasons, as altogether too imperialistic and ethn(.)cent.nc?
Not entirely. I thought there was complicity, betrayal, and alienation, but
not because the intellectual life at Chicago was impoverished or irrelevant.
Sitting there and listening to Hannah Arendt, Hans Morgenthau, Leo
Strauss, Raymond Aron, Louis Dumont, or Claude Lévi-Strauss, and
Richard MéI(eon, T was not alienated from thinking, and I'm still not
alicnated from it. Of course, this does not mean that I agreed with ev-
erything I heard. Consensus was hardly the ethos at Chicago; argument
wés cherished. The Strauss circle never tempted me, although it was fas-
cinating for a young American to hear this diminutive man mlk.ing wit.h
such passion and authority about Spinoza or Plato. On the phllOSOPth
side, the main influence for me was Richard McKeon. He was an Aristo-
teliaﬁ and a pragmatist. McKeon was fundamentally opposed to Stral-lss
and others who privileged the past over a supposedly fallen modernity.
McKeon thought that was a dangerous and false opposition.

Chicago had a deep seriousness and provided a sustained intellectual
training that the American university in general needs to reaffirm. There
was awareness that the Universitg of Chicago as an institution was com-
plicit with the racism implicit in and abetted by urban renewal, and tbat
the core curriculum was not consistently energetic enough in making
connections to the larger geopolitics of America and the world. That be-
ing said, one should remember that David Schneider®® and Barney 'Cohn,
among others, were making those connections with clarity and passion. It
is worth remembering that anthropologists as different as Arjun Appadu-
rai,?! Nick Dirks,?? and I are all deeply indebted to Barney Cohn.
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This is worth continuing to articulate. This is what George has called the
Chicago high-mindedness.

But high-mindedness, via Cohn and Schneider or Arendt, was never sepa-
rated from power relations and institutional critique. The dissatisfactions
were complex. I just felt then and I feel today that there’s nothing fun-
damentally wrong with that model of pedagogy and inquiry except that
i’s been betrayed by its more recent ideologues and acolytes like Allan
Bloom.* Bloom’s attacks on “theory,” his resistance to new social move-
ments and the like were all counter-modern in their ethos and eventu-
ated in the neo-conservative movement. This development showed me
how contingent the relationship between thinking and practice can be.
McKeon worked on the U.N. Charter, saw no impediment to enriching
philosophy by making it multi-civilizational, always taught that thinking
of any importance arose out of problematic situations (from Aristotle to
Dewey). There was no intrinsic reason whatsoever that critical and prag-
matic thought could not flourish in modernity and beyond. I was taught
to believe that there was a type of legitimacy to the modern age that took
the form of both a problem and a task. There was no “before” and “af-
ter” thought. McKeon would cite both Ockham and Heidegger and show
they illuminated current issues while in other ways being simply discor-
dant from each other and from the present.

I didn’t identity with Harvard or its tradition that much. I repeatedly
entered places for study and training where whatever was visionary or
promising in anthropology had peaked (for example, social anthropol-
ogy at Cambridge in 1969; ethnoscience at Yale in the late 1960s; social
relations at Harvard in the early 1970s). I mean, from the outset, what
I found inspiring in anthropology was the experience of fieldwork. So
my student history of engagement with anthropology has always been
peculiar. There was always this gap for me in my excitement about the
field and the less exciting ways it was being practiced in those famous
places that T passed through for training. Rather than a lineage of aca-
demic descent that I could claim had formed me, I passed through the
sacred sites, but obliquely, so to speak. So I have always felt that I was
never well trained in anthropology in any of its Golden-Age forms, and
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this has had certain advantages even, in retrospect. This cleaving to and
away from anthropology was true of most of the Harvard students in my
period there—1 recall that my fellow students at Harvard were always
going off to lectures elsewhere—to Stanley Cavell, Barrington Moore,
Daniel Bell, and several others. What kept me centered and going in
anthropology was the focus of training in the doing of fieldwork. As-
sociated with a project on conflict management in Pacific societies, I did
quite traditional fieldwork in the Kingdom of Tonga, according to the
training ethos that was then in effect and is still in effect.?* But I had not
internalized with any specificity any of the reigning models at that time
that taught one to give a conceptual frame and gloss to what one was
doing. So I came back, and I did the dissertation rather idiosyncratically
within the norm of writing from fieldwork. Not grandly, but idiosyn-

cratically.

TOWARD WRITING CULTURE

When did you go to Rice?

In 1975. One of the first courses I taught at Rice was “Classics in Eth-
nography.” Dick Cushman (now deceased) and I began to examine the
tropes of ethnography.”® Soon I came across Jim Clifford’s publications
on Maurice Leenhardt.? T had known Jim slightly at Harvard, where he
had been in the history department but also participated at the edges of
the anthropology department. He came to parties, seminars. He stood
out for his impressive questions and discussion at departmental events;
he knew something that the rest of us did not know, especially about the
French tradition of anthropology, but, I thought, needed to know. When
we were rebuilding the Rice anthropology department, and focusing on
questions of rhetoric and discourse, I invited Jim for a talk. He brought
with him a whole bag of resources—not only early drafts of his now-
famous essays but also stacks of French publications by anthropologists
that were new to us. It was a catalytic moment. His visit revealed a process
of consilience at work in the questions in which we were locally inter-
ested. A sense of possibility in critique.
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I think it’s important that some attention be given to the volume Dell
Hymes edited, Reinventing Anthropology, and that moment of the cri-
tique of the discipline. It’s crucial to recognize that it is not the same
kind of critique, not nearly so profound a critique of the discipline that
emerged later in Writing Culture. It’s a critique of the politics of the dis-
cipline, emerging immediately in the context of the Vietnam War but ab-
solutely faithful to the discipline itself —and absolutely faithful to science
and the discipline as science. Remmventing Anthropology 1s an expression
of an intention to render the discipline in the service of the right kind of
politics.

That’s right.

Whereas the Writing Culture critique is at a remove from any practical,
applied disciplinary outcome and is far more an intellectual critique than
a political critique of the discipline.

Writing Culture came from a certain kind of appropriation of anthropol-
ogy—or at least from a momentary special interest in it—within strong
new critical trends in the humanities, and that colored very much its im-
pact and reception. The research agendas in anthropology in rhetoric and
concept were importantly refashioned by the discussions Writing Culture
received within intellectual movements then flourishing in the humani-
ties. Together, they justify the term “rupture,” as I said. So, anthropolo-
gy’s current predicament is that while its aesthetics and ethos of practice
are intact—that s, fieldwork, ethnography—it has intellectually taken on
additional genealogies, and is working within discourses not primarily
of its own disciplinary making. This has plusses and minuses, but for me
mainly minuses, or at least problems, when it tries to do so with the same
distinctive aesthetics of practice and method. After all it was precisely
fieldwork/ethnography that the humanities did not do and that anthro-
pology persists in doing.

Reimventing Anthropology first presaged strands of later postcolonial stud-
ies, both in its broad politicized stance as well as the unexamined moral-
ism of much of it. I see a lot of continuity between its concerns and the
mainstream of the discipline today. But for me it had little impact on my
thinking, partially because I had been much more involved in France. It
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was not news to me that there had been colonialism, and so I was look-
ing to [Georges] Balandier, [Georges] Condominas, [Michel] Leiris, and
Sartre —and Moroccan and Algerian novelists, not to mention Ho Chi
Minh— rather than to Gerald Berreman.”

During the Vietnam War, the majority of the American Left was for the
most part uninterested and uninformed about the Vietnamese. Of course
this was less true in France because of its long-term, violent, and much-
contested colonial relations and because of the broader scope of the French
political scene. So, partly out of protest, I started learning Vietnamese,
though the only course in English available then was a U.S. Army course,
and by volume two it was teaching people how to call in air strikes —so our
little group stopped. The kind of critical intellectual space that anthropol-
ogy seemed to me to offer demanded that one know something about the
language and history of those involved in the war. What anthropologists
should have been doing all the way through, and T continue to feel this,
was to learn and know the history of Vietnam, its complex relations with
China, its rich tradition of resistance, its poetry. The number of American
experts and scholars who knew the history of Vietnam even during the war,
not to mention who knew the language, was miniscule. Although schol-
ars such as Alexander Woodside?® and David Marr®” were inspirational.

I became an anthropologist in many ways because I felt, and continue
to feel, profoundly alienated from the United States. And, hence, anthro-
pology for me, no doubt naively, was a place for those alienated from the
officially sanctioned discussions. It was for people who cared about what
was going on below, beyond, and between acceptable discourse. Critical
thinking has the task of operating in the future inter-zones.

There’s an existential issuc here. Anthropology, I think, encourages these
sorts of strong feelings about public issues and the world, be they alien-
ation, idealism, or something else. When I meet any anthropologist, I pre-
sume there is such a motivating well of feelings in him or her somewhere,
and those feelings are not too far from what he or she does as a researcher
and scholar. Anthropology allows for, even expects, this proximity far
more so than other disciplines, especially those among the social sciences.
But previously the modes of expression for these motivating orientations
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within the rescarch models had been much too impoverished in the pre-
vailing rhetorics for writing about ficldwork. So there has always been a
well and surplus of unarticulated insights and experiences trom fieldwork
on which movements of innovation and new thinking could be generated
in the discipline.

In its own time, I do not think the Dell Hymes’s book was as strongly
transforming of the discipline as it might have been because there was so
much of what defined its purpose and style going on elsewhere, in the
turbulence of social discourse, and of writing generally in U.S. intellec-
tual life. Writing Culture was a more consequential moment in relation
to anthropology or the 1dea of social science in the United States. It rep-
resented a widespread, mostly unarticulated feeling in a very conservative
moment, a very blah moment, whereas Reinventing Anthropolggy came out
of something that was alive in the society with a broad-based movement
of protest fueling it.

But the particular moment in the development of an anthropologist
in which I am especially interested is that very moment in which a stu-
dent feels that there is something lacking or insufficient in the model of
research that anthropology offers—the challenge, the romantic remak-
ing of the self, a way of doing good, a source of estrangement good for
thought—the very thing that brought him into the discipline in the first
place. I think this issue is neglected in the usual accounts of the history
of anthropology, and for which confessional tales of apprentice fieldwork
are inadequate. For the story that we're telling here, the predicament of
students today in becoming professionals is crucial.

Right, and hence Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco was perceived to break
with the run of the mill of fieldwork accounts that were already quite
developed by the late 1970s** —but always delegitimated as not being sci-
ence—because, I think, it picked up on these themes.

Indeed, Reflections was subversive in 1977, marked by the accidental emer-
gence of the project of writing it and then its difficult gestation in coming
to publication. But that was absolutely crucial to its enduring signifi-
cance. Writing Culture had two important effects: to make explicit the
inadequacy of standard forms of ethnographic writing in dealing with the
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realities of fieldwork and, therefore, to encourage a critique of the ac-
tual process of research itself, of fieldwork. The former effect occurred,
in excess, from the 1980s on; the latter has hardly occurred at all, But the
process of research is now very much in question because of the ways the
world has changed and how these changes press on the conditions for
conceptualizing and doing fieldwork.

Reflections on Fieldwork has just marked its thirtieth year in print in a new
edition, so apparently there is less dissonance between conceptual work,
experimental narrative self-reflection, and accessibility than your perspec-
tive would suggest. The structure of the book, after all, was taken from
Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit.

DEPAROCHIALIZATION

Would the two of you, given that you were both participants, accept the
characterization that the project of Writing Culture was an attempt to de-
parochialize the discipline?

Yes. It did do that but it did it without discipline, project, or coherent
thinking about an alternative vision for anthropology. And that’s our
problem today.

There was a great need for new concepts to fit the new experiences that
were going on as well as the new problems that were emerging. Writing
Culture deparochialized, to use Jim’s term, sectors of American anthro-
pology. Deparochialization is part of Writing Culture’s reception. It was
part of a wave that introduced diverse strains of European thought—Pm
thinking here of the Frankfurt School, not deconstruction—into litera-
ture faculties and the general culture of the elite American universities.
These trends had been hotly debated since the late 1960s in places like Yale
and Johns Hopkins, bur remained policed by and large out of anthro-
pology. Combined with this void was a refusal on the part of the most
respected intellectual voices in the field—Marshall Sahlins, Eric Wolf,?!
or Clifford Geertz, to name a few, people who knew these debates, these
concepts—to integrate them and so to broaden the canon. Indeed, they
actively sought to keep them out. Think of Sahlins or Geertz on Derrida,
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or Foucault or Bourdieu,?? and cringe. Writing Culture was a refraction
of a massive change that had already happened in the humanities in the
United States. Some of us and many students were open to this change
that the discipline policed or sought to domesticate. Geertz or Sahlins
could have joined this debate in a critical and productive fashion, but they
didn’t do it. Geertz published The Interpretation of Cultures in 1973, and
even in 1986, when Writing Culture was published, he could have engaged
the issues, but he consistently refused, relegating his remarks to contemp-
tuous footnotes. Even today Sahlins writes pamphlets mocking the non-
canonical (to him) French.?* Unwittingly, as it turned out, by their refusal
to engage in critical discussion, by their despising the present, they essen-
tially foreclosed their own futures. This was a loss to the discipline.

Yes, Geertz famously critiqued you, Dwyer, and Crapanzano.** But what
were the reactions of the broader anthropological readership? What about
the Left, for example, the people who had participated in Reinventing An-
thropology?

It was rejected as well by the orthodox Left. Writing Culture was a com-
bination of people who considered themselves Leftists of one stripe or
another and were certainly conscious of feminism, of gay movements, and
social movements more broadly, even if these topics were not explicitly
represented in a forceful manner in the initial rendition. It was not as di-
verse as it should have been. So it was a critical project but it was refused
by Laura Nader,*® Gerald Berreman, Eleanor Leacock,* and, for that mat-
ter, Sherry Ortner®” and a lot of other people. Writing Culture opened a
space, which became quite a fertile space, even if not a dominant force
with lasting impact in anthropology.

It’s crucial to underscore why it was rejected by the orthodox Left and that
is because the orthodox Left cannot—could not and cannot—do without
science. It must represent the truth. It must have scientific socialism on
its side, right? Most of the stances included in Writing Culture were too
epistemologically complicated.

It has to have two things: science and a theory of history. Writing Cul-
ture was nominalistic. It was open. It didn’t know where it was going. It
pointed to profound inadequacies in all of these other mega- and meta-
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stories—where the Third World was going, where America was going,
where capitalism was going. Of course, we all knew that Althusser or
Gramsci existed, but we felt that the level at which they approached things
left out the revealing and significant details of the real world. The exem-
plary example was the “Coke can in the Trobriand picture” that needed to
be airbrushed out, as Jim Clifford would say with a wry smile. We knew
that the “primitive” was drinking Coke in many parts of the world. Our
challenge was to be true to what we knew to be there. My entry into
what became Writing Culture was through my interaction with Jim Clif-
ford. We had met in Paris, [ believe, or in any case because we shared an
interest in French thought and had mutual friends there. For several years
running we co-taught a seminar in which the Berkeley students once a
month would go down to Santa Cruz where they would cook for us, and
vice versa. We had a series of distinguished guests including Edward Said,
Hayden White, and David Schneider. I had an agonistic relationship to
what I took to be Jim’s much more literary style of thought, though I
was convinced thar much of his work was first-rate, especially his book on
Maurice Leenhardt. I think at times he took the agonism for antagonism.
I entered 1nto the conference in Santa Fe*® positioned as marginal and
remained so afterward, though, again, in the very broad scope of things 1
felt there was much of value that was being articulated.

When we talk about deparochialization, Marxism, and the intellectual
Left, what was the place of Eric Wolf and his students in refation to Writ-
ing Cultuve?

Utter and complete rejection. Eric Wolf, Marvin Harris,* and their part-
ners and allies chased an entire cohort of the University of Chicago stu-
dents out of New York. We had a group that met at Sherry Ortner and
Bobby Paul’s* apartment. There were fifteen or twenty of us in New
York, and not all from Chicago but Chicago-style. We were sort of the
left Geertzians or the left Schneiderians. But we were ostracized. For ex-
ample, I was never allowed to teach a graduate course at CUNY. They
marginalized us because they despised Geertz and Lévi-Strauss and they
just saw this as some kind of, I don’t know what, right-wing thinking of
some sort or other. Who knows? In my eyes, it was an exercise of raw
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power. When I asked Geertz to intervenc, he said something to the effect,

“People I know have never heard of Marvin Harris.” Raw power meets

unabashed elitism —educational but despairing,

It’s interesting because this kind of internal history of anthropology never

had as strong an impact on me because . . .

You had a good job!

Well, T was not victimized by this kind of interesting, painful politics of
faction and purge. I had heard of this story about the Chicago types that

were kicked out of New York, but while it has a lot to do with your biog-

raphy, it seems to have little to do with what preoccupies you now. Intel-

lectually, so little is left of those controversies and feuds. Today there is #o

anthropological canon that influences how students think about and find

terms for what they’re doing as research. What 1s most influential is the

retailing of a vast range of more recent works across disciplines. Intellectu-

ally, there is this kind of complex political history that has pushed you and

your generation in one direction or another but you have continued to

grow and develop in ways that those old controversies could never have
conceived. But the typical professor of our generation is now left with the

question, what do I have students read of the anthropological canon as

they are increasingly oriented to moves they can use in very recent work
shaped by interdisciplinary tastes?

I completely agree.

So my point is that what’s interesting in retrospect is how profoundly it
all fell apart.

I would definitely underscore that. That’s also, though, why I think that
the Hymes volume actually started the process of the undermining of a
canon in the discipline. It did so above all in its rejection of the structure-
functionalist tradition in its near entirety as inherently politically conserva-
tive and so scientifically unacceptable. It was logically overreaching, to be
sure, but consequential. Bob Scholte’s essay,* in particular, also inaugu-
rates the call for a “reflexive and critical” anthropology, even if the terms
of both reflection and critique remain distinctly Marxist. I’s worth not-
ing that Scholte is indebted in that essay to the early Johannes Fabian,*
and that the debt signals what might be called the “retemporalization” of
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the anthropological subject (and the anthropological text). That project
continued with a flurry of now canonical critiques of the denial of the
historical consciousness and historical coevalness of the primitive, from
Richard Price’s First-Time** and Renato Rosaldo’s Ilongot Headbunting**
to Eric Wolf’s Europe and the People without History to Fabian’s own Time
and the Other ** So Writing Culture by no means arises altogether without
precedent, much less ex nihilo. But it carries its precedents much further,
reflexively and critically, than the precedents had themselves ventured. It
put the anthropological past in all its expressions cffectively in suspen-
sion—and by no means for political reasons alone.

Also, I think it must be said that in its deparochializing effort Writing
Culture was hardly alone, right?

Absolutely. For example, it was arguably close to the anthropology of iden-
tity that flourished at the time, a project that certainly had deparochializ-
ing ambitions of its own. But while Writing Culture was close to the
interest in identity, it also stood clearly apart from it. As a political critique,
its emphasis lies far more in the questioning and exposure of domination
and exclusion than in practical advocacy of the oppressed or the cham-
pioning of specific strategies of their empowerment. It is more centrally
an intellectual critique, and there its emphasis lies in questioning both
the scientific pretensions and the cognitive conservatism of a discipline
relying on a repertoire of well-tried concepts at the expense of consid-
ering, acquiring, or inventing new concepts better suited to coming to
terms with and to illuminating a thoroughly and ubiquitously modern
world.

Another significant deparochializing project to which Writing Culture
was close and yet far was the femynist anthropology emerging at the time.
Perhaps one could capture the difference by saying that of the divide be-
tween theoretical generalism and interpretive particularism the contribu-
tors to Writing Culture have been on the interpretive and particularist
side, while, with the notable exception of Marilvn Strathern, most of
the feminist anthropologists of the period—Michelle Rosaldo, Louise
Lamphere, Sherry Ortner, Svlvia Yanagisako, Jane Collier, Rayna Rapp,

and others—were squarely on the other side, committed to generalist
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programs of analysis however diverse their particular appro.aclhes and
projects have otherwise been.* Writing Culture is not a feminist tract.
Nor, however, does it deny that the feminists, too, were at work on dis-
ciplinary deparochialization, and to good effect.

Finally one may mention—as several critiques have—that in its broad
dissatisfaction with anthropology past, Writing Culture was not without
disciplinary precedents. This critique is partly justified and perhaps there
has been a failure to give credit where credit is due. But that being said,
it seems justified to say that the volume carries out a critique of the dis-
cipline more radical than any of its precursors or of its deparochializing
counterparts—namely an epistemological critique that puts its very proj-

ect in question.

LONG LIVE ANTHROPOLOGY

Writing Culture was viewed in largely negative terms in anthropology. It
did the job of opening up or of demolition, depending on how you look
at it, without putting anything else in place. As I think of Writing Cul-
tuve now, it maintained the mise-en-scene of traditional anthropology in
a refurbished form. Even though it addressed critically the problem of
the Malinowskian encounter with the Other, it was still framed by that
problem even if its moment had passed. Afterward there were years of
variations on Reflections on Fieldwork in Movocco and on the kind of ethnog-
raphy that feminist writers pioneered before and after Writing Culture.
For a while what was left were certain secondary or residual paradigms
that had been established in the 1960s, such as the Marxist anthropology
of Eric Wolf and others. They had the opportunity to a fill a certain void
or answer a desire for a big paradigm but they failed intellectually to take
advantage of the moment. The end of the Soviet Union and hopes for so-
cialism severely undermined Marxist movements such as they were in the
U.S. academy, and indeed leadership in the anthropology-history nexus
became dominated by postcolonial writers who were intellectually part of

the same currents as Writing Culture.
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was a surprisingly powerful figure writing textbooks. Eric Wolf was ex-
ercising power in a strategic manner and then, as you say, it totally im-
ploded at some point. Part of the retrograde and complex reaction that
we're about to get into in the 1990s turns on the fact that the conceptual
apparatus was stuck, but the leading figures who retained institutional
power were ultimately unscientific in their refusal to change, to modify
their thinking, to address new objects.
S0, yes, they have power over the beans, in relative terms, but they re-
tained power while the discipline declined, perhaps along with the rest of
the “soft” social sciences. And although anthropology becomes strongly
re-established in the interdisciplinary movements of the humanities, even
this fashion lost a bit of its glow by the end of the 1980s, and the humani-
ties today provide few resources for anthropology . . .
It continues ro matter who has power over the beans.
This is the thing about the 1980s. The institution of anthropology, its
profile in its traditional haunts, declines. In any case, anthropology has
always been on the margins of the social sciences, a supplementary dis-
cipline to mainstream projects organized by other disciplines (certainly
true of the development paradigm) — that’s what it cost to g0 its own way.
How its partners and constituencies within academia, and outside too,
have thought about anthropology and its usefulness has been crucial to
its fortunes, institutionally. So, for example, when area studies rises, an-
thropology rises with it. Otherwise anthropology is stuck in the museum.
The stereotypic receptions of anthropology have not really changed all
that much. I would say that the Writing Culture critique only temporarily
disturbed them, if it did so at all. Today the literature professor still thinks
of anthropology as some sort of supplement to Rousseau in her thinking
about difference for which the lineage of the “primitive” is still necessary.
Sometime in the early 1990s, 1 became very aware of and struck by
the self-fashioning of a number of successful younger anthropologists.
Their terrain of ambition, discussion, and debate was in feminism, media
studies, cultural studies, postcolonial studies, and science and technology
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studies. They made their institutional and administrative homes in de-
partments of anthropology, but they considered the latter to be backwa-
ters, places lacking intellectual coherence and energy, and at best, fonts
of symbolic and sentimental affection. So during the 1980s and atter, an-
thropology produced an elite of younger scholars who were and are most
productively functioning as anthropologists in the interdisciplinary arenas
and intellectual agendas that fueled them. At present, life in anthropology
departments, even in the most important ones, provides only a fractured
and indirect perspective on “where the action really is.” So it is hard to
articulate the history of anthropology after the 1980s in any of the terms
with which that history of its ideas, its personalities, and its institutional
politics and debates could be understood before, not only in textbooks
but also in what shaped actors.

What you say resonates strongly with my experience as a student in Ger-
many in the mid-r990s. We read the history of anthropology up to Writ-
ing Culture and . . .

... and there is nothing afterwards, in terms of ready labels or organizing
debates, and that’s still true!

I think we may differ here again, George. I think parts of anthropology
are very alive right now.

I don’t think we differ that much. I think anthropology is alive and well
but only in the context of the shifts that I have tried to outline. Anthro-
pology is alive in its post-1980s engagements, but these are very different
from in its old haunts, in its still stereotypic receptions, and in an insti-
tutional life that is still a beneficiary of what some have called its Golden

Age.

ANTHROPOLQGY IN MOTION

DIALOGUE I AFTER WRITING CULTURE

REFLEXIVITY

If we agree that by the 1980s the classical paradigms for how to do eth-
nography were weakened or exhausted, what can we say about what
emerged:?

Well, first there was reflexivity.

Yes, Writing Culture legitimated a strong strain of writing ethnography
reflexively. It continues, but I think many feel that there has been far too
much of it. As a genre form it stood etfectively as a practical response
to many of the ethical and moral critiques of anthropological research—
about its exclusions, its omissions, its acts of bad faith. Reflexivity is strong
medicine, but it becomes a little like secular religion, a feeble palliative in
the face of one or another enlightened or agnostic critique of what is na-
ively taken for granted as virtuous practice.

But in addition to this reflective response to ethical and moral critique,
what new kind of research venueg emerged in the course of the 1980s?
What kind of large-scale anthropological projects? What new kind of ana-
lytical foci?

A FOCUS ON IDENTITY

I think that in the aftermath of Writing Culture there has been a remaking
of anthropology’s traditional interests in the styles, topics, and concepts of
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cultural analysis. For example, there was a highly motivated appropriation
of, or at least interest in, culture in the anthropological sense by various
movements of cultural analysis and politics within these interdisciplinary
realms. Identity became the keyword. Today many of those projects that
invested in identity politics, and identity as the object of cultural analysis,
are trying hard to get beyond this concept.

Definitely. Identity was the dominant concept, and if you just look quan-
titatively at the monographs published from the later 1980s forward and
at their titles and subtitles, you see it: over and over and over again, work
on identity. Tt was a part of the discipline already, except that the approach
to identity—cthnicity, for example, being the classic one in anthropol-
ogy—was radically constructivist from Barth’s essay' forward. I think a
lot of people who were graduate students in the later 1980s came into
anthropology with these interests already formulared out of other disci-
plines besides our own. So what you often actually got was a lot of crypto-
essentialist work, or the typically celebratory work on people having
identities, and so asserting power via the assertions of the identities they
have.

Whar you’re saying sounds as if identity was actually an interdisciplinary
research topic to which anthropology, trying to redefine itself, searching
for new venues of research could contribute.

I would think so. In the aftermath of a fairly devastating critique, identity
was to organize a lot of people’s projects as a kind of a sun around which
a variety of often quite politically inflected interests could orbit together.
Multiple currents of feminism, for instance, were, in fact, quite productive
in attaching themselves to the same sort of orbit. It brought in gay and les-
bian studies, which secemed to me at least to hold the promise of being the
next great force of the undoing of humanist essentialism. Unfortunately,
it hasn’t accomplished very much in anthropology. It is limited work, and
I’'m not quite certain why. In a way it is a possible program that did not
fully rake off and it remains to be seen what will happen with it.

But why did this interest in identity come about? It for sure did not come
out of the blue, so by what was it prefigured?
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I think the explanation has to do with the history of politics. It has to do
with the New Social Movements—e.g., environmentalism, feminism, and
anti-nuclear activism—and people finding an academic niche appropriate
to their own political interests, and I think there was no niche more ap-
propriate than identity because it is so wide open. Margaret Mead and
Ruth Benedict and Gregory Bateson sustained a constant interest in the
question of personality formations, ethnicity, peoples, and whatnot. That
could find its place in anthropology because there was already so much
source material there to be used and attached to, even if it wasn’t, in fact,
really compatible with a lot of the interests and the commitments con-
cerning identity that were brought to it. Anthropology attracts a lot of
people out to champion the downtrodden, and attention to identity fits
very well as an academic site of that interest as well. I have no intention
of denigrating that, but I think that it just happened to be the politics
that fell into the discipline at a time when it was wide open to receive ef-
fectively anything. It received identity, the i1ssue to which that politics was
attached, because of the particularities of its own past as well as of its own
condition internally at that moment.

But it does correspond to some degree with the “collapse” —or whatever
word would be better—of cultural wholes.

Well, there are a lot of cultural wholes to be had there. In the anthropol-
ogy of identity, they get grounded in a self —but a self of a collective sort.
We may play very cleverly with the issue of whether there is such a thing
as the self as a kind of integral entity spatio-temporally, but effectively, it
is the substitute for culture itself and it allows methodologically all of the
same interpretative devices to be at play as Geertz could deploy talking
about culture itself. So I think it right to see that the turn to the selt—in
fact, I think it’s now very, very vividly the case—was remarkably conserva-
tive, given the kinds of politics to which it was attached. Conservative,
intellectually speaking,.

Could one summarize by saying that identity became a residue of culture?
That a focus on identity and later on the self or the collective self has
replaced culture? With the consequence that traditional conceptions of
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culture resurtace in new costumes, carrying on assumptions and implica-
tions?

Yes. I think so. Identity is the substitute. It comes in as the replacement,
the replacement concept of the whole.

Yes, a lot of traditional anthropology that could no longer study kinship,
religion, or ritual in isolated cultural units or an area was conserved after
the 1980s in the pursuit of these topics around identity issues. And identity
served to define a sort of generic common ground for the strong relations
that anthropology forged with history and historical study. It constituted,
in my view, both the conservative and the progressive mainstreams dur-
ing the 1980s and after, so that anthropology could remain much as it
had been while also being able to absorb the theories, categories, orien-
tations, and styles that the interdisciplinary movements emanating from
the humanities had to offer. Culture became all about, “Who are we?” or,
“What can we resist or accommodate in the face of change and still remain
who we distinctively are?” Important questions, indeed, and the sort of
meta-questions which anthropological ethnography was always about.
Well, there is no denying that anthropology lost a lot of its distinctive ar-
chitecture and rigor in making these changes in the study of cultures—so

that it could remain the same.

THE PUBLIC CULTURE PROJECT

What else? I mean in addition to identity? Were there further significant
projects giving shape to anthropology?

The Public Culture project,” which was informed by a hope for a new
public culture, after socialism and after capitalism.

Yes. And to me the Public Culture project emerged out of a new tendency
in work surrounding Writing Culture. It involved a theoretically commit-
ted, self-consciously cosmopolitan anthropology that cultivated a role as
intellectuals operating in the ideal of a global public sphere, which seemed
to be coming into being in the 1980s. This was, and is, the Public Culture
project, which Paul mentioned before. To me, this initiative was more

nteresting than the turn to identity or reflexive anthropology because it
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recognized that the conditions for the production of anthropology had
changed demographically, politically, and in terms of its objects of study.
The Public Culture project—focused on contemporary ideas of the public
sphere and the debates that could be had there—was, from the late 1980s
until the late 1990s, very influential.

Does influential mean successful?

I think both, influential and therefore successful in the way Writing Cul-
ture was for 2 moment, but not successful in the sense of establishing a
self-generating cross-disciplinary project of research. The journal Public
Culture was a unique and much needed place to explore ideas and styles
in the given trends of cultural analysis and politics, which most crucially
were not parochial geographically. Public Culture provided the ground for
rethinking the whole idea of area studies—not definitively, but it did fa-
cilitate the reaccommodation of area studies to a kind of Writing Culture—
influenced anthropology. There was a lot of remaking that was done in the
Public Culture group that derived from predominantly Chicago-networked
anthropology.®

What do you mean by “remaking™?

It offered a place for people who might still go to far-off places and study
ordinary people, but who would report something from this research that
was not the usual thing in your standard anthropology journals. It en-
acted a practice for anthropology within the early academic discussions
of globalization. Most importantly, it also provided both a transnational
readership and participation for this work. So it was made for anthropolo-
gists who were studying topics like advertising in Mumbai,* which, at that
time, were uncommon in the American Anthropologist and the American
Ethnologist. N

I think one has to mention here, as well, that later, in the early 1990s, Pub-
lic Culture played an important role in formulating a cultural anthropol-
ogy of globalization. Arjun Appadurai and others have reformulated the
culture concept and made it central for the understanding of the flux of
people and things in the age of globalization. The idea was as simple as it
was compelling: If a globalized world is a culturally heterogeneous world,
in which people and things are in flux, then “cultural” anthropology has a
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major contribution to make for the understanding and conceptualization
of a global cultural sphere or a cultural democracy.

Well, I think one must also note the shift toward the objective. For a good
two decades now, there has been an increasing turn toward objects and
the objective. Appadurai’s Social Life of Things,” which appeared the same
year as Writing Culture, is an early benchmark of a shift of attention that
has since snowballed and expanded its terrain. Daniel Miller’s work®—or,
even more, his influence —is an indication of how far the trend has un-
folded. One cannot escape noticing a rehabiliration of material culture
and cultural material as an entirely legitimate focus of analysis. Increas-
ingly objects are taking, if not center stage, at least as much of the stage
in anthropology as people. The revitalization of interest in the material
dimensions of the cultural but also a distinct and broader turning of atten-
tion toward the constitution not of selves or subjects but of things “out
there,” of which selves might of course constitute a part but of which they
are not necessarily the pivot or in any other sense the privileged party.

Is very interesting that when my first book” was being peer-reviewed,
every single reviewer said that it was ethnographically thin until I got to
the people. None of them said that in so many words, but all declared the
first hundred pages ethnographically thin. Well, it was all about the built
environment. It was about symbolic typology and typonomy. It wasn’t
ethnographically thin if one was supposed to be capturing the particular-
ity of the place. But there weren’t any people at the center of it, and that
was the problem. Now, however, objects increasingly are taking, if not
center stage, then perhaps at least as much of the stage in anthropology as
people and, with that shift, I think that one also sees the leaving behind of
epistemological problems or epistemological preoccupations about what
anthropology can generate or what fieldwork can generate in the way of
knowledge.

You mean a shift away from the questions of encounters and how they
give rise to knowledge and thus from the authority issues which have been
so central to Writing Culture?

Yes. In certain respects, some of these older issues of authority or legitimacy,
these were all epistemic and epistemological problems. 'm not saying we’re
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leaving epistemology behind in an always sophisticated or well-considered
way. There are many questions to be raised about leaving behind that
whole set of epistemological questions in favor of an interest in the objects
themselves and how to best conceprualize them. Such work is widespread,
not just in anthropology but across the disciplines. I’s also remarkable in
philosophy —this turn away from epistemology toward ontology.

SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY STUDIES

It is definitely true for science and technology studies. I think of Latour’s®

9

work on things or of Rheinberger’s “epistemic things™ or Lorraine Das-
ton’s volumes on Biographies of Scientific Objects'® and Things that Talk.
And this brings me to my next question: What about science and technol-
ogy studies? We have talked about identity and public culture, but what
was the place and role of science studies, of medical anthropology?

I see science and technology studies (STS) as being the place of real chal-
lenge for people who wanted to opt out of identity-dominated cultural
analysis. Although the question of ethics and the ethical became one of
the explicit arenas 1n which the relation of science/technology to society
has been engaged, STS was relatively free of the heavy load of moralizing
discourse and rhetoric that framed cultural analysis from the 1980s on.
STS ultimately winds up in the same terrain as other forms of cultural
analysis, but through unanticipated routes and new research challenges.
It also finally took anthropology beyond the subaltern subject without
neglecting that condition of life or perspective. It involved anthropology
in a much more complicated space of research, equal to new perceived
complexities in the world of the 19908 and beyond, with less of an antici-
pated path or frame of inquiry.

But that came temporally after identity and public culture, right?

Yes, it was a certain development out of medical anthropology by femi-
nists who were oriented to a much more open kind of theory than that
which brought science studies into anthropology as a “branded” field. As
an example, I am thinking of the spate of projects around the study of
reproductive technology.!!
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Absolutely. At the level of its actual fieldwork production, feminism sur-
vives most powerfully in the discipline through its engagement with ob-
jects and rationalities, and by no means the least of them the objects and
rationalities that come together in the new reproductive technologies. So,
it’s still the same ambit of issues—the natural and sociocultural dimen-
sions that influence both the conception and the position of women. Are
we redrawing the divide between nature and culture? That’s already in
Strathern’s work by the beginning of the 1990s.? So, yes, there really is
something happening in the world— culture isn’t what it used to be, and
nature correlatively isn’t, either—to which people haven’t actually been
attending until recently. The attention hasn’t been anthropological alone,
but when anthropological it has been at its most substantive. That counts
as a real achievement.

And that was also the context of new work on kinship, right?

Yes, the whole revival of the analysis of kinship, which was dead as could
be in 1986, has largely occurred in the context of STS and medical anthro-
pology.

So, in summary, we have identified as the major trends of research in an-
thropology since the 1980s: reflexivity, identity, public culture, science
studies. And Jim has indicated that in recent years one can see a shift away
from the epistemological concerns so dominant in Writing Culture to-
ward an interest in things, objects, and rationalities.

I would simply add that it’s important to recognize that such trends aren’t
free-floating but instead have been the hallmarks of particular disciplinary
networks, particular cooperatives, the meetings of like minds.

Yes, and if we’re looking for groups that are carrying these ideas, the
various identity groups are self-evident. The emergence of self-identified
populations of one sort or another (gay, native, of color) in the profes-
sion is straightforward. And the problems that the earlier, liberal devel-
opmentalists (Geertz and company) ultimately had to face have had to be
faced again. Revolution—whether liberal or socialist or sexual this time
around—didn’t work and then the sort of Public Culture aspect of post-
coloniality also didn’t work. As Ben Lee has said publicly, the global pub-
lic sphere that they hoped for didn’t turn out to be very much like they
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had hoped. There has been more savage capitalism and less democratic
revolution than anticipated.

TRANSFORMATIONS OF THE STUDENT BODY

When we talk about the changes anthropology has undergone since the
late 1980s, we should also talk about the transformation in the curiosity of
students entering anthropology grad schools. I know that you, Paul, have
found these changes significant for the ways anthropology has developed.

For a number of years now, I have been intrigued by the fact that elite
students in the qualitative social sciences and humanities in the United
States have become so interested in postcolonialism when they had not
previously been particularly interested in colonialism. And my hypoth-
esis—meant to provoke—is that the rise of NGOs (which is one of the
major events of the 1990s in terms of globalization) opened jobs for per-
haps thousands of Ph.D.s in a circuitous way. Many bright young college
students, who had read some Foucault and Derrida, aren’t quite ready to
go to law school so they find their way into NGOs all over the world. In-
cidentally, this phenomenon of recruitment into NGOs has been studied
in France, and it follows a different pattern. The recruitment pool is from
workers of the social and health professions. And now, at least at Berkeley,
we’re seeing an entry into anthropology graduate school of many people
who have been through NGOs and have, in a bigger way, run through
the crisis of the Peace Corps that we saw earlier—an existential crisis in
which the humanitarianism and the “let’s go somewhere exotic and let’s
test ourselves” turns stale at age twenty-five and people realize they don’t
want to do this for the rest of th\eir lives and, more important, experience
a deep and thoughtful crisis about what it all means. At Berkeley we see a
growing number of these humanitarians-turned-graduate students. So, I

see this pattern as a recruitment vector for some of these movements like

public culture and postcolonial studies in anthropology, which have today
seemed to run their course.

I'see the three vehicles of globalization as being capitalism, life sciences,
and humanitarianism. As I explained in a preliminary manner in Anthropos
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Todmy, changing practices and significations of life, labor, and language, in

Foucault’s terms, define a problem space in transition or reproblematiza-

tion today. Not enough people have bothered to study capitalism on the

ground, as it were. An exception is Caitlin Zaloom,"* who spent two years

in London and in Chicago in the pits of the Stock Exchange actually look-

ing at capitalism as a practice, as a way of life—a sort of combination of
Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks and Max Weber’s Protestant Ethic. And now

we’re beginning to get a wave of people’* looking at humanitarianism as a

problematic way of lifc and as something that needs to be understood and

studied and reflected upon as much as to be put into practice. But none

of these projects of thinking through and studying humanitarianism and
capitalism and genomics have the raw ideological appeal that is going to

win you revolutionary points among colleagues and undergraduates and

the media.

Because all of these constituencies still have faith in humanitarianism, per-

haps even in spite of its particular tailings.

Yes. But its mass appeal aside, I am certain this is an important direction
to pursue. I think this is where the anthropological science lies even if it is
not where the immediate academic politics is found today.

So, in the 1990s students entering anthropology were no longer predomi-
nantly interested in the cultural Other and the classical themes like ritual,
myth, magic, and the romance of far-away places?

Not in my experience. Instead they were guided by political interest and/
or humanitarian ideals and values and by their experience of being part of
NGOs. And I can see two ways of integrating them into anthropology.
One 1s public culture and/or postcolonial studies. The other is to teach
them tools to analyze what they’re interested in, namely humanitarianism
and its related discourses—capitalism, or the life sciences, or globaliza-
tion,

And this is precisely what leads or has led to a shift from the ordinary to
experts that characterizes the present, a shift away from the traditional
emphasis on studying the embedded and the everyday, with the conse-
quence that the old concepts no longer really work and, at least in part,
the traditional anthropological seems to wither away, no?
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THE POWER OF TACIT EXPECTATIONS

But such a shift leaves its deep marks. A lot is gone, for better or worse, de-
pending upon who you are. Nonetheless, the largely tacit aspects of profes-
sional culture, specifically regarding what it has to do with anthropological
rescarch, remain. The weakly articulated but still powerful origins of our
methods were deeply invested in those topics. The topics might be gone,
but there is a very significant residue.

And these former concerns are often wholly inadequate when they are
invoked for use with a new object—for example, when someone tries to
apply the considerable literature on ritual to contemporary scientists. We
used to be taught, and to teach, an article on the “Nacirema,”™ a parody
of the strange customs of the Americans. Everyone knew it was supposed
to be funny, but they didn’ seem to realize that it signaled a crisis in the
anthropological tool kit in the double sense of a coming re-examination of
traditional ethnography and a search for concepts and methods adequate
to a globalized world. Examples of using the older concepts on contem-
porary material that are not parodies, unfortunately sound like they were
intended to be.

For mainstream anthropology you still have to work in far-away places
among ordinary people. This is what is expected of anthropologists, in
the field and even more so in the interdisciplinary arenas in which anthro-
pology takes part. Or you have to mark it as distinctively anthropological
by the prominent, but sometimes only partly successful, use of signifying
tropes, such as ritual, exchange, magic, etc. So even though these clas-
sic tropes are no longer very active in themselves, they are sometimes a
resource for moving into terrains of the modern, the rational, and the
contemporary, especially in the West. If you go beyond that or work dif-
ferently, then you are doing something unusual and therefore you are not
necessarily criticized, you can even get a reward for that, but the work is
insignificant, the work is . . .

Invisible.

Yes, invisible.

How to change that?
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Well, what is at stake, and needed, is the forging of frames, techniques, and
practices that are deeply anthropological but don’t have to depend on such
“signifying” tendencics, the clever uses of such tropes. Marilyn Strathern
is perhaps the great and artful current practitioner of this bridging of,
say, the anthropology of new technologies and the concept of the person
in specific Melanesian societies.” The question is what is anthropology
itself going to do about these complex and substantial receptions of its
research, already out there, so to speak, and in relation to which its own
internal, guild reception, while authoritative, is often anemic—neither of
profound nor lasting impact. So, perhaps this means that anthropologists
will have to theorize and create norms for these present conditions of re-
ception within their own models and expectations for standard research.
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DIALOGUE 11l ANTHROPOLOGY TODAY

FRAGMENTATION AND MULTIPLE DISCOURSE COMMUNITIES

We've discussed how the norms and forms of traditional ethnographic
work—1.e., a focus on far-away places, ordinary people, culture, etc.—
continue to implicitly organize mainstream anthropology. However,
much as some anthropology may have changed, mutated, and adapted,
such newer types of anthropology are perceived somehow as not fully
anthropological. What is needed, then, are bridges that connect past and
present anthropology. If this does not happen, George, are you suggest-
ing the discipline might disintegrate?

Well, anthropology is not on the verge of disintegration. Institutional in-
ertia alone will keep it going for some time. More significantly, anthropol-
ogy has useful and important things to teach the world, but much more
pressing is what it has to teach itselt. Is there a coherent answer to this
question? Are the previous renovations of the ideas and styles of inquiry in
the study of culture sufficient to gevitalize anthropology’s own intellectual
culture? I confess to a primary, even emotional, concern with the relative
prestige of the discipline—how it is received, understood, or listened to
by those who fund it, by its publics who seek to learn something from
it, by the disciplines to which it has related and with which it has formed
sustained collaborations, and, perhaps most importantly, by the very sub-
jects of its field research. Much more than ever before, subjects have to
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understand what the project of anthropology is and how it relates to
their own interests and lives in order for them to be eftective partners,
informants, and subjects in our agendas of inquiry. So understandings of
reception today are inseparable from constituting the very data that eth-
nography distinctively generates.

So you’re seeing real fragmentation and multiple discourse communities
who share very little but some implicit sense of what an anthropological
project of research is.

Or the haunting of the notion of what constitutes anthropological re-
search by regulative ideas still very much in operation.

The classical norms and forms?

Yes, as I have tried to sketch, the topics are gone but the norms and forms,
at the level of practice, still exercise decisive control over what anthro-
pologists listen to, don’t listen to, and can think about as anthropologists.
This is not “policing” in the highly negative sense, but deeply internalized,
self-selected desires of anthropologists committed to a distinguishing re-
search practice that, far from being outmoded, is enjoying new respect
and caché.

So there is a need for an explicit reflection about these norms and forms,
a kind of making them visible and debatable.

Yes, but that is lonely work. There are a lot of us who have thrived by
doing productive things in interdisciplinary arenas where anthropology
enjoys a certain intellectual distinction, but who don’t particularly care
about the state of the disciplinary community. The question, “What is
anthropology now?” —an inward-turning interest in revising disciplinary
agendas as such—does not necessarily propel movement toward the fron-
tiers of the field. In fact, to answer such a question could be an obstacle or
a distraction. In any case, many successful anthropologists today care little
for reestablishing a disciplinary intellectual center of gravity. Many might
even think that it is no longer possible to do so or not even worth doing,.
On the other hand, Paul, you are definitely not one who takes for granted,
or has given up on the question, what anthropology is, or what it might
become, within its own disciplinary frame.
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No, but I am a hyperactive pessimist, to use Foucault’s phrase,' about the
actual existing discipline. My hope is focused on the future, on students,
and on respondents who send e-mails from Iran or Peru.

I think it is of the utmost importance to keep arguing about the purely
internal, disciplinary tendencies of anthropology, despite the difficulty of
so doing. Solutions to the problems of reception and the ephemerality
of substantial ethnographic work depend on finding intellectual centers
of gravity for its diverse and centrifugal research participations, even if
these participarions are not the centers of gravity right now. They should
be reappropriated into a disciplinary discourse of some sort. A range of
prominent anthropologists are addressing the character and substance of
this future disciplinary discourse.

I agree. I think that one sees this quite vividly in the recent editorial
projects ot such journals as American Ethnologist or Anthropological Quar-
terly or, in Europe, Social Anthropology.

For me it is the most interesting meta-theoretical issue right now. Paul
has moved beyond his Writing Culture affiliation but I am still very much
identified with that moment. When I give talks, I still speak in the shadow
of its legacies, of what pcople have made of it as time has passed.

CHALLENGE: CONTINUITY ACROSS CHANGE

George, one of your criticisms of contemporary anthropology is that
today anthropological work is nearly always first and foremost ethical
and political but often only secondarily analytical. Can you identify an-
thropological projects that are informed by politics and ethics but which
are first of all analytic in their orientations—work that rakes place in new
arenas and is therefore no longer reducible to the classical norms and
forms?

It’s not hard to identify such work. You find it especially in engagements
with the sciences, with markets and finance, with the circulation of art,
with the media. The problem isn’t that it doesn’t exist, but that it tends
not to have very much disciplinary reach.
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So the challenge consists in creating a space for such work within the
anthropological discourse, to create the conditions of the possibility that
this work would be recognized as anthropological.

The distinction between the ontological and the epistemological, which
Jim mentioned earlier, is helpful here.

You mean on the one hand a focus on the fieldwork scene, on encounters
with people, on the organization of fieldwork and on the other a focus on
objects, rationalities, institutions, i.c., on the things to be known, right?
Yes. If you focus on the ontological, you have to do a kind of conceptual
work that will be accessible and adoptable. People might appreciate Paul’s
concepts as developed in Anthropos Today—and even use them among
students and with colleagues. But in the current fragmented nature of
anthropology, would such a conceptual scheme have much of a chance in
the discipline at large? I take Paul’s work to be moving in this direction—
ethnography as a project of conceptual work—but fieldwork needs to be
re-functioned from its traditional formation as method in anthropology
radically enough so that the discipline fashions new terms that replace
“ethnography,” “fieldwork,” and “culture.” In my own efforts, in partner-
ship with Doug Holmes, we remain true to the norms and forms regard-
ing method that still haunt the discipline. For example, we are interested
in what has happened to “the native point of view” and the changing na-
ture of fieldwork and its persistent Malinowskian scene of encounter. Our
engagement is more aligned with the existing professional culture of an-
thropology, which is mostly concerned with epistemological issues. So in
evoking terms like “para-ethnography”? (what the contemporary “native”
might offer the anthropologist as “point of view”) or “imaginaries” (what
anthropologists work inside of so as to create a map or design for field-
work), we retain some of the terms and contours of traditional method in
order to refashion it. Paul, on the other hand, starts elsewhere to do this
job of reform, which makes the task of communicating a design for re-
functioning more difficult than ours, more estranging to anthropologists.
What Paul is attempting is more radical and perhaps richer conceptually.
Could concern for the epistemological —the tools ethnographers have
available to produce anthropological knowledge —and the ontological —
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the development of new tools for studying new objects, in a way that
could potentially create a space for new work to be viewed as anthropo-
logical —be brought together?

An analysis of these two different concerns could be important for rees-
tablishing the standing of anthropology in its diverse environments to-
day, to counter the dangers of invisibility, ephemerality, and the powerful
stereotypes that anthropology has long left behind in its practice.

T'agree. Epistemologically, anthropologists are obliged to remain critically
vigilant of their ontological commitments. But the exercise of such vigi-
lance can’t have as its result an anthropology that is devoid of or somehow
beyond ontological commitments. We always do and always must have
such commitments —revised or refigured as need or obligation arises.

So, in a way, the challenge is to have a sense of continuity despite all the
changes taking place. Hence the task is to relate new forms and concepts
to the traditional mise-en-scene of fieldwork. The focus on fieldwork then
could provide a bridging between what we’ve been referring to as the
epistemological and the ontological.

I think so, and T am grateful to Paul for proposing something completely
different, so to speak—an alternative in another key or set of terms, one
that boldly works in a frame different from “fieldwork” and “ethnogra-
phy” but that still encompasses their tradition of practice in anthropology.
To think differently, we need difference, and the schema of conceptual
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tools such as “equipment,” “problematization,” “apparatus,” “assemblage,”
“event,” the “untimely,” the “actual,” and so forth provides this.? Whether
one agrees or not with the results, no one else who is as deeply in touch
with the tradition of method in anthropology has done this so radically
and systematically. Yet, in the end, to communicate such an alternative
scheme, some sort of translation is necessary back into the terms and ex-
pectations of anthropology, such as the cultural, or culture, which you,
Paul, are not really interested in describing or analyzing.

I came into this discipline when it was still a numerically small field; its
horizons were very broad and many of its practitioners styled themselves
as bohemian. Stanley Diamond,* for example, would regale me with all

the poets the field had known and their ardent politics. I approached
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anthropology as one among several disciplines that could contribute to an
understanding of the larger world. It is the larger world that mainly in-
terests me, although at the same time I have always thought that method
was important. I have done a large amount of fieldwork in the last fifteen
years, but since I have not been primarily interested in the mainstream
preoccupations of the profession—identity politics, or the (re)discovery
of colonialism, or the deconstruction of science—I have had to forge my
own path. I have always remained loyal to a vision of anthropology by
remaining vigilantly disloyal to the existing state of affairs.

But you are not interested in what has long been understood as “a native
point of view,” even the recent reformulations of which presume the holis-
tic analysis or description of a systematic cultural model or logic expressed
in practice. Yet, a concern for this form—from which an ethnographer is
expected to present rich materials and data from fieldwork—would en-
able you to establish a crucial connection to something that anthropolo-
gists have thought much about. Not losing this continuity is important. I
might add that I dislike the term “native,” or “native point of view,” which
was a caricature even when Geertz appropriated it into his discussions of
interpretation.®

I agree that making connections is essential, and I think the project that
we’re engaged in here, at some level, is precisely to make some of those
connections visible for emergent anthropologies elsewhere. So let me of-
fer one, in the form of a thought on description. A Machine to Make a
Future, my Celera Diagnostics book, 1s a kind of writing degree zero. It is
a modernist project where I wanted to be utterly saturated with things 1
know and to disappear from the text. But in some ways that form of mod-
ernism is now traditional —it is hardly new. On the other hand, the project
rejoins anthropology by demanding an engagement with the unfamiliar.
However, whereas no one would ever say to Marilyn Strathern, “The fact
that you’re making us learn these terms from New Guinea is illegitimate,”
they will say that about a SNP [single nucleotide polymorphism]. I don’t
know what to do about that except persevere. Why is there such an invest-
ment in refusing to be open to the contemporary world? In a very differ-
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ent mode, I am attempting a version of Hans Blumenberg’s attempt to
articulate The Legitimacy of the Modern Age® for the contemporary —or to
be mindful of Foucault’s comments that the opponents and critics of mo-
dernity have been all too frequently counter-moderns. Having said that,
I suppose what it means to be consistently “anti-contemporary” is worth
exploring.

I heard you refer just now, if obliquely, to the near dogmatic practice after
the 1980s of putting yourself in the text. Writing oneself into one’s work
became synonymous with being reflexive, but even though sometimes
creatively practiced, more often today, the self-reflexive in ethnography (a
near requirement) answers to a very narrow sct of rationales and justifica-
tions.

Getting rid of an embedded form of the subject so as to transform it into
something more appropriate for thought and action is even more work
than inscribing the self. And that’s the work that P'm currently engaged
in. These experiments can take the form of writing differently and/or the
form of organizing collaborative research and writing such that the pro-
duction of anthropological work takes a different form and has different
norms than traditional ethnographic work.

It was only inscribing the self that was canonized. “Where’s yourself in
this?” has become a cloying question. Becoming invisible, especially, now
requires crafting, and is not getting rid of identity.

It certainly isn’t. It’s a different form. And it’s a move away from subjec-
tivity to objectivity but it’s completely rooted in a hermenecutics of the
subject, which is a critical aesthetic, ethical, and even ontological practice,
an undertaking of self-examination, of coming to terms with who you
are and how you got to be that way that, if not done, leaves you with the
naive or debased or ill-prepared subject that you very likely are at the out-
set of any research project. Without this ascetic work on the self, one can’t
advance knowledge in our disciplines. The analytic work is hard enough
to imagine and to practice; if one insists on an ethical dimension of care of
the self, or others, and of things, then the challenge is exponentially more
challenging and more worthwhile.
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THE ANTHROPOLOGY OF ANTHROPOLOGY

For me, a key problem to address is how to establish “standard” works
that can become exemplars for what aspiring, entering scholars should
attempt. We all want to encourage work that can produce innovation, but
there is a drive these days to create only singular works that will set the
trend in a research area that is seen as new or emerging. Such high stakes
burden the field—one either performs with highly exceptional distinction
or one fails—since most of these attempts to be singular are bound to be
ephemeral. There is little detailed examination of a range of new work by
a disciplinary community no longer used to carefully consuming its own
products of knowledge. The ethnography is more an aesthetic exercise,
certainly not as subject to detailed reception and assessment, as it moves —
theoretically, anyhow, it seems—into a comparative archive. Even if an-
thropologists are still reading, they’re no longer bothering thoroughly
to digest one another. This high-stakes game is unfortunate because an-
thropologists have invested considerable hope for their discipline’s future
init.

That’s to say that it constitutes a mode of investing in the discipline’s fu-
ture that tends to exacerbate the disciplinary fragmentation that already
exists.

Which leads us back to the absence of commonly shared norms and forms
in anthropology that would tacitly organize its “politics of knowledge.”
That’s the problem, ves.

So the point is to find ways to take conceptual work, put it to work in a
practice of fieldwork, and then link that back to some kind of ongoing
self-critical tradition.

Yes.

That it is your task, George, as an anthropologist of anthropology, to
point toward such problems, to indicate where people get stuck with a
game of form that is not productive.

Maybe, though any discipline, including anthropology, only likes to hear
in public about what’s positive or progressive. I think I am doing that,

ANTHROPOLOGY TODAY

if with a critical bent. One sees progress as working through knots and
vulnerabilities.

And hence it is a matter of debate. We should detect the implicit and
under-recognized changes in the organization of fieldwork and method
and make these changes explicit. That would be one quite big step toward
changing the norms and forms.

There are notable recent steps in this direction. I'm thinking in particular
of the essays collected in Vered Amit’s Constructing the Field.”

To me, the character of anthropology as a challenged discipline is much
more fascinating today than in the Writing Culture era. The experimental
context of the 1980s has shifted now to the work of apprentices becom-
ing professionals. From the point of view of current pedagogy—what is
on the minds of mentors and students as they work through dissertation
projects and how they might play out—the discipline seems to me in a
moment of considerable ferment.
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DIALOGUE IV THE ANTHROPOLOGY OF THE
CONTEMPORARY

WHAT IS THE CONTEMPORARY?

: What is distinctly anthropological when anthropologists no longer study
ethnos, culture, or society, when what is being studied instead are con-
temporary events and processes?

: When you talk about the contemporary, you strip anthropology of its
former privilege of being out of time, and without immediately moving
it to the more usual solution of historicizing the subjects of ethnography.
Temporalizing is thus a key problem for ethnography. How to slow things
down, but not be belated, how to avoid all too easy historicization that
makes what is happening in the time of ethnography all too dependent on
a past.

: What the present or the actual is is really up for grabs. As you say, the
move toward historicizing the subject, or perhaps doing the “history of
the present” can make valuable contributions but it actually takes us away
from the practices that are making a difference yesterday, today, and to-
morrow. As we have no philosophy of history or over-arching theory to
guide us, the obligation to stay close to practices, to work hard at identi-
fying significance poses a constant challenge. Certainly, the work of un-
covering the contingencies of the present and their genealogical lines can
be very helpful, and it is one reason among others that I am certain that
collaborative work 1s a necessity. But I am not convinced that historical
work is the primary arena or method for a future anthropology.
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But to speak of the contemporary is a provocation and we need to be
clear about what we mean by it. I hear you rejecting any dependency on
historical contextualization of what is going on in the present. Isn’t this
presentist? Aren’t you asking us to forget history? Who can agree with
that? And, in addition, there’s a hierarchy of people talking about the
contemporary—consultants, advisers to policy makers, etc.—for whom
there are rewards of status and influence; being an expert is to talk au-
thoritatively about what is happening in the contemporary world. What
does an anthropologist have to add to what they are saying about the
contemporary?

George, the idea that I am eliminating historical conditions as partially
determinative of the present is far from my position. All of my books
have a historical dimension to them. The question is rather, as Nietzsche
saw long ago, whether historical conditions are everything. And I believe
strongly that they are not. There is a great deal of contingency and under
determination in most situations. That being said, retrospectively one can
always create narratives about what happened that are plausible.

Take, for example, the fall of the Soviet Union, the rise of the Internet,
or genome sequencing projects. In the early stages of these events all of
the experts were speaking authoritatively about the present, and what they
had to say proved not to be illuminating. The Kremlinologists missed the
fall of the Soviet Union; Bill Gates was very late on the significance of
the Internet; we heard very serious debates about imminent eugenics as
soon as the human genome was sequenced. That’s fine, there’s nothing
wrong with being wrong; it is the essence of recursive and critical work
in science. Niklas Luhmann makes the point that the function of experts
today is to establish points of discourse and discussion, not to produce
knowledge, and I agree with him.! Experts establish talking points in
think tanks and at fancy conferences. Who ever looks back to discuss seri-
ously the predictions and pronouncements? In contrast, the conceptual
work of anthropologists is more lonely and isolated. Few journalists offer
analyses at odds with the conventional wisdom. This is not to denigrate
those first-rate journalists—quite the contrary—who have much to teach
us about timely writing, investiga