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    Introduction


    RON EMOFF AND DAVID HENDERSON


    
      Wouldn’t you say any attempt to tell a story is an attempt to tell the truth? It’s the technique you use in the telling that is either more or less plausible. Sometimes the most direct way to tell the truth is to tell a totally implausible story, like a myth. That way you avoid the muddle of pretending the story ever happened, or will happen.

      —Ursula K. Le Guin, “Coming Back from the Silence”

    


    When we write about our lives and the people who inhabit them, we often find ourselves searching for words that graphy, though, a common ploy is to move our experiences to the background while placing in the foreground what we have come to know about the experiences, perceptions, and lives of the people with whom we have lived. Franz Boas, one of the ancestral spirits of American anthropology today, lived among and wrote about the Kwakiutl of the northwest coast of North America in the late 1800s and early 1900s. While he collected an immense amount of information from one particular Kwakiutl man, George Hunt, there is very little in Boas’s work about George Hunt himself.1 We read instead about Kwakiutl social organization,religious practices, grammatical forms, and expressive culture. This, as James Clifford, Dick Cushman, George Marcus, and others have made clear, has been the basic narrative formula of ethnography—turning individuals, isolated moments of talk, and relatively brief encounters into coherent depictions of a people and their way of life.2

    Sometimes, strange tales emerge when we condense, streamline, and translate the desiderata of our fieldwork. Margaret Mead, for example, has been criticized for making essentializing and inaccurate comments about a particular group of people in Papua New Guinea, using information given to her by a neighboring group. One of these groups lived by fishing, and the other practiced agriculture; each group told myths about their superiority over the other. But Mead, with her limited knowledge of Papuan speech genres, did not recognize what she heard as caricature and confabulation. Rather, she apparently felt compelled to author an ethnographic “truth” about one group of Papuans, based upon the comments of the other group.3

    Certainly, ethnographers have toiled assiduously to learn how to ascertain whether or not the information that they report is accurate. Many also have recognized that accuracy is not always ensured and enshrined within the collected data. Most importantly, some have argued that the conventional narrative strategies of ethnography leave little room to say anything about the research process itself. Turning the Nuer or the Newars into narratives about social structure and cultural patterns, for example, often omits much of the experience of doing ethnography and bypasses much of the reality of being there. This is not to say that understanding and representing something of the whole of culture has not remained of utmost importance in the work of anthropologists, ethnomusicologists, folklorists, and others; it has. But are there ways we might also explore a third space of research—a space that encompasses how others inscribe structures and patterns upon us, how we write these upon others, and how we brood over these transformations in the course of writing.

    When we frame ethnographic narratives as realistic depictions of what happens among other peoples in other lands, or as overarching explications of how society or culture is constituted, we sometimes manage to slip around any troublesome differences of opinion as to what happened. We slide into a space where modes of representation operate separately from modes of production, where writing ethnography erases some of the muddle of doing ethnography. While we could take ethnography to be a matter of explaining and accounting for what happened, we also might undertake it as an exploration of the ways by which knowledge and culture come into being. Ethnography is clearly not just the work of the ethnographer. When ethnographers are at work, the people with whom they have lived are at work as well, struggling with the complexities of making meaning through discourse and making sense through observation. One way to do ethnography is to explore the unfolding of ethnographic events in ways that shake the author’s faith in fixed interpretations, ways that reiterate that the meanings of events are never secure, ways that clarify that these meanings are socially produced and historically situated. Writing then becomes, in part, less the mastery of a form of knowledge and more a collection of excerpts, outtakes from a continuous conversation about what happens on the edges of multiple forms of knowledge.

    Rethinking ethnography as open-ended rather than finished, then, some ethnographers have explored other narrative strategies for representing what they come to know, other ways of writing people. Their goals have been to tell something else of what is out there, huge and unwieldy as “out there” is; to explore other threads in the social fabric of a place, a fabric that is rent with irreconcilable differences of opinion and points of view; and to explore the possibilities of engaging the distinctive unfolding of life in other places and times.

    Edmund Carpenter, a Canadian anthropologist who traveled and researched widely and briefly became an American media icon, once compiled a collection of fieldnotes in which he had made brief observations about the response of peoples everywhere to the electronic media that were becoming pervasive tools for creating, representing, and imagining just about anything. These were included in his book, Oh, What a Blow That Phantom Gave Me! (1974). In it, he confessed that “in glancing through these notes recently, I found the observations superficial, the comments petty” (71). But he recognized their value in addressing moments in fieldwork that were often elided in ethnographic writing, and he “decided to include a number of them here because they refer to events which anthropologists rarely acknowledge” (71). In this volume, we have brought together writers who try to depict such events and who admit their own struggles with representing them. They acknowledge events that might have been left buried in their notes or memories and try to overcome their inclinations to write about particular things in particular ways.

    Culture, the presumed ground of our writing, has been depicted as many things—as predicament, as locale or vehicle of critique, as site of being-at-home-in-the-world, and, of course as something good to write about.4 While perhaps living up to any or all of these things, culture comes into our imaginations and intellects through procedures of recounting, often laden with significant interruptions in time, place, and perception. Such spans of experience create varying modes of tension, often implicit, between the specific cultural field and writers and readers of culture themselves. As we read them, though, ethnographic monographs are more than mere representations of different practices, peoples, and places. We are privileged, sometimes again more implicitly than candidly, to be given not simply a representation of culture itself, but a view or sense of a complex system of interactions through which a cultural entity comes to (literary) life and through which it can be taken as truth.

    In this book, we are concerned less with unveiling and categorically asserting cultural truths for other people and more with passing on varied ways of experiencing distant places—whether such places exist out there in the world or right here at home. The authors for the most part make no pretense about the role of self as mediating body through which meaning must in these cases pass. Yet these offerings are not meant as self-indulgent exercises in reflexivity. They tell of a confluence of individual reflection— of thought processes, critique, and imaginative extrapolation— with shared, or at least collective, experience in the field. Such a confluence here extends (writing about) culture into realms of creativity, feeling, humor, and reflection often omitted from scholarly writings. The “mementos, artifacts, and hallucinations” of our title are outtakes—the cutting room floor is analogous to their frequently neglected position in a scholarly milieu that often takes “ethnography” to be a realm composed exclusively of information and knowledge. It is not our intention to create a dichotomous relation between a “real” world out there and a ground created through the expressive liberties we have taken here. In other words, we do not for the most part think here in terms of creating representations that transmit merely an interfered-with aura of essential realities in the world. Rather, of importance in this volume is the aura itself that is created when we step onto foreign ground to engage—indeed to become immersed in— others’ lives. These chapters explore the production of truth through the acts of writing and reading, and work to create the sense of being there that underlies or even provides an often unstated foundation for the experiences that allow the writing of culture. These chapters address rather than evade the question, “How do you know?”

    We approach delicately the matter of introducing these assembled outtakes, for each one speaks eloquently for itself. A few words about how each contributes to the spirit of the whole, however, help explain the assemblage. The order in which the chapters appear creates a counterpoint of styles and issues. Kirin Narayans voice sounds quite different from Karen Tranberg Hansens, and Amitava Kumars accent sounds nothing like Ben Feinbergs. Yet the montage of styles, like any intentional juxtaposing of materials, invites readers to absorb thematic similarities along and across the borders between chapters. Several authors— especially Katherine Hagedorn, Karen Tranberg Hansen, and Laurel Kendall—address the issues involved in their ethnographic work more directly. When these issues emerge momentarily, it becomes evident that the narrative styles in all of the chapters have been working to raise and discuss the same issues.

    Andrew Causey, engulfed in the sounds and scents of Sumatra, writes of his own loneliness, of his claustrophobia during the rainy season, and of his wavering uncertainty about the existence of spirits in his surroundings in “Samosir’s Dark Rains.” Although his carving teachers family is Christian, they also tell stories of begu, or ghosts. Causeys grappling with local actualities of spirits is counterpoised by the apparent ease with which local people assimilate and incorporate sometimes disparate belief systems. Having lived in Austin while doing his doctoral work at the University of Texas, Andrew must regularly remind himself, “This is not Texas.” Just as monsoon mold creeps through his home in Sumatra, so, too, do Toba Batak belief systems begin to seep through him, and the chapter vividly demonstrates the effect of place—seen and unseen, heard and unheard—on the construction and elaboration of the ethnographers realities.

    Katherine Hagedorn moves deftly back and forth between critical and descriptive languages in “Sacred Secrets: Lessons with Francisco.” She tells of her drumming lessons with a Santería drummer who makes use of constant linguistic code switching in his communications with her. Does he do this to confound Hagedorn, or to maintain an ethnographic upper hand? She suggests that rather than working to gain some mode of ascendancy in the immediate moment, Francisco instead creates a “personal creole” with which he “speaks in the margins.” He shifts persistently in language use between the sacred/secret realm of the initiated and Katherine’s world, the world of the noninitiate, revealing just enough of the secretive without giving up the sacred/secret itself. Occasionally, Hagedorn steps back from her lessons and raises questions about the processes through which ethnographers acquire knowledge of ritual and ritual performance. In her focus on language, she provides a subtle yet playful exploration of the collaborative nature of translation throughout this chapter.

    Ron Emoff, in “Wildness in the Heart of Town,” writes of how in Madagascar many people speak with a mixture of fear, reverence, and disgust about Antandroy, a Malagasy group from the southern part of the island. Members of this mythologized group often leave their own regional homeland to search for wage labor in a distant east-coast port town, a place where they are often shunned. Elucidating a sense of how different Malagasy groups create social and geographical distance through their constructions of place and identity, Emoff also conveys his sense of discomfort with the numerous imbalances of working and living among a distant group of people, particularly these Malagasy people for whom he has an intense fondness. He describes a dual positioning of himself as subject of and within “the field.”

    In “Ethnography and Fiction: Where is the Border?” Kirin Narayan points out the dangers involved in delving too far into fictional accounts, reminding us that anthropology’s value lies in “the importance of close, respectful attention to the lives of other actual people that characterizes fieldwork” (1999, 143). Her contribution to this volume shows beautifully how fictional narrative styles sometimes help us carve detailed descriptions out of ethnographic experience. And while she focuses in “The God of Doorways” on the congenial and densely layered mix of voices surrounding the ethnographer, she also raises questions of how the ethnographer’s past infiltrates and shapes not only perceptions of the present, but also the events of the present.

    Underlying Karen Tranberg Hansen’s “A Touch of Danger” is the sense of apprehension and fear that overtakes her when an imposing and powerful male military figure in Zambia interferes with her research. This encounter brings the politics of ethnography into sharp focus, and the ensuing events shuffle and rearrange the relations between ethnographers, subjects, and their presumed readers. As George Marcus notes in Ethnography through Thick and Thin, “the future of critical ethnography itself depends on an understanding of its relationships and affinities to critical sensibilities within other power/knowledges” (1998, 206), and Hansen’s work describes this sort of understanding in its making. As Emoff does in his chapter, she expresses this in terms of the desires of ethnographic “subjects” to write themselves or to influence what will be written about them.

    As in much scholarship, this volume bespeaks an inherent inequity—the majority of contributors are from the United States, and the ethnographic sites they have chosen are not. An exception is Amitava Kumar, who writes, in “Leaving My Father’s House,” of his experiences of coming to, living, and working in the United States. Here America is the “other place,” the foreign land out there. Remarkable in this chapter is the intensity of India’s presence; this is not so much an ethnography of America as an ethnography of an Indian’s existence in America. Through writing, the place Kumar inhabits fades and the place that he has been takes on the character of the real, seeping around every corner of everyday life in the United States. Indeed, each of the chapters in this volume conveys some sense of dis-ease with being in varied, distant places—each of us has to some degree been recentered through the experience of being in varied ways “out there.”

    Rather than move back and forth between different narrative registers, as several authors in this volume do, Ben Feinberg works to blur the separate voices in his writing. “Miguel Alemán and His Dam” compels us to dwell momentarily within its narrative, not letting us hear people from a distance and not allowing us to step back and examine the events that unfold. Feinberg never tells us who narrates his chapter, and his characters do not tell us much about the narrator—an unusual tactic in ethnography as well as in fiction. At the end of his book The Location of Culture, Homi Bhabha reminds us that “we must not merely change the narratives of our histories, but transform our sense of what it means to live, to be, in other times and different spaces, both human and historical” (1994, 256). This is precisely what Feinberg does here, using writing to transform our sense of what it means to live, to be in rural Mexico (as husband, as father, and as godfather, rather than simply as native).

    Laurel Kendall, in “The Battered Wife’s Tale,” makes us listen to something that even she did not necessarily want to hear and forces us to question the relation between the narrative strategies that people use with us and the narrative strategies that we use to let them have their say. As Kendall talks us through an interview of a young woman in Seoul, she shows that goals and desires emerge from the narrative act itself and that narratives are not just utterances that follow from preconceived notions but are performances that continuously interact with and reflect back upon ever-changing notions. This makes her work a critical contribution, a centerpiece that displays how the concerns of this volume are embedded simultaneously in doing and writing ethnography.

    In excavating tales from our ethnographic work, we are always wary of having our experiences collapse in upon us. As Kirin Narayan points out, in the essay cited above (1999,143—144), “if one is free to invent other people and their lives, why even bother with the inconvenient dislocations and anguished ethical ambiguities of fieldwork?” Such inventions would locate us in a very different world, a world built around the author, a world made up of flat surfaces reflecting always inward. The first pages of David Hendersons “The Freak Street Riots of’59” drop us into a world that seems to be entirely of his own making—after all, the narrator begins talking some years after the publication of the account and tells a story of something that happened in 2002. Yet it is clear that he is not “free to invent other people,” but indeed constrains his inventions by locating his characters in the midst of the “anguished ethical ambiguities of fieldwork,” and he uses his anachronistic parody of Nepali political satires to focus upon very real Nepali concerns regarding cultural commodification and globalization.

    We close this volume with Ruth Behar’s “The Last Time Tere Danced a Rumba,” which, like Kirin Narayans work, skillfully weaves together ethnography, autobiography, and fiction. Her narrative makes heartbreakingly clear how “the outsider self never simply stands outside” (Abu-Lughod 1991, 141) and how outsider selves are often at the same time insider selves “offering their own, more complex and more lacerating representations” (Behar 1996, 162). Examining the relations between place and identity among Jews in Cuba, she vividly recapitulates the themes of this book. How can we more effectively represent the places we have inhabited and worked in? How can we use narrative styles to situate the people who have taught us what we know about those places? How can we clarify the work these people have done on us without placing ourselves in the foreground of our narratives?

    Several common practices and strategies become apparent from reading the work as a whole: these include the twin practices of erasure and disclosure, the confluences and divergences of place and identity, and the mimesis of others’ inscriptive or performative genres within our ethnographies.

    Some authors have deliberately erased themselves from their narratives, effectively writing themselves out of the picture. One convention of ethnographic writing indeed has been the writing out of the author, in an attempt to compile and convey an objectivity, an informational certainty. Here the authors that remove themselves in part from their narratives do so to trade places, to put themselves into the experiential space of others, and in turn to allow others to speak more immediately through them and their tales. This is a reciprocal form of possession, one in which the body of the ethnographer is inhabited by the voice of the other, while the ethnographer inhabits the other temporarily. On one hand, the disjunction between author and narrator—whether the writer appears as one of the characters in the narrative or assumes the shape of a narrator masked or transformed—in part makes it easier to critique one’s own ethnographic practice. On the other hand, the writing of self as other opens up the performative dimensions of cultural and social knowledge.

    A related move in some of these chapters is the emergence of a need among ethnographic “subjects” to write themselves, a desire to disclose poignant fragments of their lives, a compulsion to influence what is written about them. In doing ethnography, we find ourselves grappling—ethically, sentimentally, intellectually, spiritually—with the numerous imbalances of working and living among a distant group of people. Sometimes we choose to hear these imbalances as noise—noise that is inevitably silenced in the writing and editing of the multitude of voices that resound throughout our research. Yet it is clear that some of these voices have continued to haunt us. Having asked to be let into others’ worlds, we have expected to mediate some of the pains, struggles, and hardships associated with those worlds. Rarely, though, did we anticipate how powerfully the stories and lives of others would resonate within us, even from afar. Later, situating ourselves some distance from our collected and recollected fieldwork, we found ourselves surrounded by the words and worlds we left behind. Through the amassed memory of their telling, the stories others have told us demanded to be written. By giving voice to these stories, we assert the collaborative nature of fieldwork once again, showing how our work is never fully ours.

    A third strategy in many of the following chapters is the creation of dissonance between place and identity. Places shift underneath our feet, both in doing and in writing ethnography. For ethnographers, fieldwork is a deliberate displacement of identity, an immersion in others’ identities, and we are incapable at any given outset of predicting the ramifications of the venture, either for ourselves or for those with whom we have chosen to work. The fluidity of relations between place and identity, however, acts in counterpoint with ongoing efforts to fix those relations. We call upon others to speak for themselves and their places and are called upon to speak for our own places, in relatively fixed terms. Yet even in fieldwork, our explications of peoples and places, all collected diligently from a variety of sources, appear immediately suspect. We quickly recognize how our narratives are contingent upon a particular way of understanding how people are indexical of places at the same time that places are indexical of people. It is possible to disrupt these interpretive inclinations, however, by focusing on the moments in which the familiarity of place and identity dissolve. This volume, in particular, highlights the sense of displacement through which identities move into and out of focus.

    All of the chapters in this volume avow that style and form matter just as much as content and that experimenting with form offers opportunities to convey information and experience provocatively. Several authors, however, explore the relations between the spoken and written genres that they research and the written genres that they produce, making use in print of the narrative styles and forms through which their ethnographic worlds have been collaboratively built. Especially for those of us who focus on expressive culture, it is imperative to convey in writing something of the experience of the genres we research. Ethnomusicology and folklore in particular are disciplines in which the transcription of some part of a performance has long been important, yet the incapacity of written forms to convey the experience of participation has remained troublesome. This is due in part to the fact that doing so effectively or even adequately appears to move us out of the realm of scholarship and into the realm of performance. Infusing our writing with the poetic registers of others, we appear to neglect more conventional forms of description and analysis. Yet by mimicking the forms and styles of local inscriptive and performative genres, the authors who adopt this strategy work toward not only more compelling, but also more complete, descriptions and analyses of the genres they research.

    Choosing to use different narrative strategies, then, is not a fancy of the ethnographer, a muse that needs to be followed for her own sake. Nor is the work collected here meant to supplant other forms of writing ethnography, for each of us outside this volume continues to write within the recognized genre of our field. We have chosen to explore narrative possibilities here as one of many techniques we use in working to understand the lives and experiences of others. By writing ethnography that encompasses some of our own frailties, we begin to recognize the complexity of fixing culture in words. By attending specifically to narrative styles, we intend to amplify aspects of doing fieldwork that are otherwise barely audible. And by circulating these ethno-graphic outtakes, we strive to show ethnography as a creative process, constructed of ongoing conversations, hesitations, frustrations, and, inevitably, realizations.

    In turning to these outtakes we are neither avoiding ethno-graphic truths nor covering up our own faulty memories. Rather, we hope that through these stories, some plausible and some perhaps less so, and through the different styles of telling them, that varied truths will unfurl in the midst of the looming muddle of writing about other people and places.

    Notes

    1 This is not to say that Boas did not acknowledge his debt to Hunt. On the title page of his first major Kwakiutl ethnography, published in 1897, Boas specified that his report was “based on personal observations and on notes made by Mr. George Hunt” (1970 [1897], i) and acknowledges his debt to Hunt—“to whom I am under great obligations” (315)—in the first paragraph. In a later and shorter article, “The Social Organization of the Kwakiutl” (1920), Boas mentioned his correspondence with Hunt—which “clears up a number of points” (111)—also in the very first paragraph. For more on his Kwakiutl work, see Boas (1966); for more on his collaboration with George Hunt and his writing on shamanism, see Taussig (1998, 228-241).

    2 See especially Marcus and Cushman (1982), Clifford and Marcus (1986), Marcus and Fischer (1986), and Clifford (1988). A number of provocative and useful explorations of the boundaries and possibilities of ethnographic representation have emerged since then. These include Trinh (1989), Fox (1991), Tedlock (1991), Thomas (1991), Krupat (1992), Okely and Callaway (1992), Lavie, Narayan, and Rosaldo (1993), Visweswaran (1994), Behar and Gordon (1995), Marcus (1998), Narayan (1989), and Russell (1999). A few recent ethnographies exploring these boundaries and possibilities are Abu-Lughod (1986), Kendall (1988), Narayan (1989), Kondo (1990), Behar (1993), Tsing (1993), Lortat-Jacob (1995), Stewart (1996), Lassiter (1998), and Emoff (2002). We do not mean to suggest that earlier authors did not address the aesthetic and political issues involved in doing and writing ethnography, for these questions most certainly have been with us from the early days of American anthropology. However, such issues clearly have become more prominent in recent writing about ethnography and more central to the practice of ethnography. As Barbara Tedlock noted in 1991, “There currently exists a new breed of ethnographer who is passionately interested in the coproduction of ethno-graphic knowledge, created and represented in the only way it can be, within an interactive Self/Other dialogue” (82). Her historical overview of the work that preceded the “emergence of narrative ethnography” actually suggests that this breed is not quite as new as it may seem, but there is no doubt that renewed concerns regarding the relations between culture, power, style, and representation have infused much ethnographic writing since the 1980s.

    3 Mead’s initial fieldwork in Papua New Guinea was published in 1939 in From the South Seas: Studies ofAdolescence and Sex in Primitive Societies. Doubts about the validity of Mead’s field research have spurred some anthropologists, as well as Samoans and Papua New Guineans, to question Mead’s representational practices. Peter Worsley’s early questioning of her limited field experience (1957) went largely unheard; Derek Freeman’s 1983 criticism of Mead and the myth of Samoan promiscuity got much attention, but was roundly denounced. The afterword to Freeman’s The Fateful Hoaxing of Margaret Mead (1999) summarizes the debate that his earlier work spawned. For more on Mead’s work in Papua New Guinea, see the film Anthropology on Trial (1983) and the book that emerged from that project (Foerstel and Gilliam 1992).

    4 See, respectively but not exclusively, Clifford (1988), Marcus and Fischer (1986), Jackson (1995), and Torgovnick (1994).
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