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Chapter 8
WRITING AGAINST CULTURE

Lila Abu-Lughod

WRITI’NG CULTURE (Clilford and Marcus 1986), the cotlection that
) marked a major new lorm of critique of cultural anthropology’s premises,
' more or less excluded two critical groups whase situations neatly expose
. and challenge the most basic of those premises: leminists and “halfes”—
" people whose national or cultural identity is mixed by virtue of migration,
overseas education, or parentage.' In his introduction, Clifford (1986a)
apologizes [or the leminist absence: no onc mentions halfes or the in-
digenous anthropologists to whom they are related. Perhaps they are not
yet numerous enough or sufficiently sell-defined as a group.? The impor-
tance of these two groups lies not in any superior maoral claim or advan-
tage they might have in doing anthropology. but in the special dilemmas
they face, dilemmas that reveal starkly the problems with cultural anthro-

. pology’s assumption ol a fundamental distinction between sell and other
R In this essay [ explore how feminists and halfies, by the way their’-
_ anthropological practice unsettles the boundary between self and other,
- ' enable us to reilect on the conventional nature and political effects of
this distinction and ultimately to reconsider the ‘value of the concept of -
culture” on which it depends. | will argue that “culture” operates in
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-, * anthropological discourse to enforce separations that inevitably carry a

sense of hierarchy. Thercfore, anthropologists should now pursue, with-
out exaggerated hopes for the power of their texts to change the world. a
variety of strategies for writing against culture For those interested in

7, gextual strategivs. | explore the advantages of whas 1 all “ethnogriphivs

: .~ ol the particular” as instruments ol a tactical humanism.

v
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SELVES AND OTHERS

The notion of culture (especially as it funcuens to distinguish “cultures™.
despite a long uselulness, may now have hecome something anthropolo-
gists would want to work against in their theories, their cthrographic
practice, and their ethnographic writing, A helplul way to begin o grasp
why is to consider what the shared elements of feminist and haltie anthro-
pology clarify about the sell/other distinction central to the paradigm of
anthropology. Marilyn Strathern (1985, 1987a) raises some of the issues
regarding feminism in essays that both Clifford and Rabinow cited in
Writing Culture. Her thesis is that the relationship between anthropology
and feminism is awkward. This thesis leads her to try to understand why
feminist scholarship, in spite of its rheroric of radicalism, has failed 10
fundamentallv alter anthropolagy. and why feminism has gaincd even less
from anthropology than viee versa.

The awkwardness, she argues, arises from the [act that despite a com-
mon interest in differences, the scholarly practices of feminists and anthro-
pologists are “dilferently structured in the way they organize knowledge
and draw boundaries” (Strathern 1987a:289) and especially in “the na-
ture of the investigators' relationship to their subject matter” (1987a: 284).
Feminist scholars, united by their common opposition te men or o pa-

_triarchy, produce a discourse composed of many voices; they “discover
. the self by becoming conscious of oppression from the Other” (1987a: 289).

“nthropologists, whose goal is “to make sense ol diflerences” (1987a: 286),

v »"also constitute their "selves” in relation to an other, but do not view this

'/:;J“- other as "under attack” (1987a; 289).

In highlighting the self/other relationship, Strathern takes us to the
heart of the problem. Yet she retreats from the problematic of power

(granted as formative in Teminism) i her strangely uncritical dépietion of ™

anthropology. When she defines anthropalogy as a discipline that “contin-

ues to know itsell as the study of social behavior or society in terms of

systerns and cotlective representations” (19874, 281), she undurplays the

sell/other distinction. In characterizing the relagionship between anthro-

pological self and other as nonadversarial, she ignores its most fundamen-
%
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tal aspect Anthropology’s avowed goal may be “the study of man [sic].”
but it is a discipline built on the historically constructed divide berween
the West and the non-West. It has been and continues to be primarily the
study of the non-Western other by the Western sell, even il in its new
gutse 1 sechs evphatls e give voree 1o the Oter or o present . dialoguoe
between the sell and other, either textually or through an cxplic;uioﬁ of
the ficldwark encounter {as in such works as Crapanzano 1980, Dumont
1978, Dwver 1982, Rabinow 1977, Riesman 1977, Tedlock 1983, and
Tyler 19861, And the relationship between the West and the non-West, at
least since the birth of anthropology. has been constituted by Western
domination. This suggests that the awkwardness Strathern scnses in the
relationship hetween feminism and anthropology might better be under-
staod as the result of diametrically opposed processes of sell-construction
through opposition to others—processes that begin [rom different sides
ol a power divide.

The enduring strength of what Morsy (1988:70) has called “the he-
gemony of the distinctive-other tradition” in anthrapology is betrayed by
the delensiveness of partial exceptions Anthropologists (like Ortner. this
volume) conducting fieldwork in the United States or Europe wonder
whether they have not blurred the disciplinary boundaries between an-
thropotogy and other helds such as soctology or history. One way to re-
tam then wienoties s anthropologists 15 to make the communines thes
study seem “other.” Studying ethnic communities and the powerless as-
sures this.' So does concentrating on “culture” (or on the method of ho-
lism based on it, as Appadurai [1988] has argued), for reasons | will
discuss later. There are two issues here. One is the conviction that one
cannot be objective about one’s own society, something that aflects indige-
nous anthropologists {Western or non-Western). The second is a tacit
understanding that anthropologists study the non-West; halfies who study
their own or related non-Western communities are still more easily rec-
ognizable as anthropologists than Americans who study Americans.

Il anthropology continues to be practiced as the study by an unprob-
lematic and unmarked Western sell of found "others” out there, feminist
theory, an academic practice that also tralfics in selves and others, has in
its relatively short history come 1o realize the danger of treating selves and

~-others—as-givens—t-is-instructivetor—the-development—ofa—eritique-of -

anthropolegy to consider the trajectory that has led, within two decades,
to what some might call a crisis in [eminist theory, and others, the devel-
aprient ol posticrmnzm,

From Simone de Beauvoir on, it has been accepted that, at least in the
modern West, women have been the other to mens self. Feminism has




.other “women of color™ that their experiences as women were dillerent
“lrom those of white, middle-class. heterasexwal women problematized the

“flect the voice of a naturalized or essentialized speaker. |

~1989})-tham with-the "HWEI'EI'IESS‘S[IC!T‘Sp‘h‘tS—gmbIUUt“mTCE‘CNda{“‘*——
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been a movement devoted to helping women become selves and subjects
rather than objects and men's others.” The crisis in feminist theory (related
1o a crisis in the womens movement) that followed on the heels of lemi-
nist attempts to turn those who had been constitutgd as other inte
stives-—or, o use e populao etaphor, o et women|speaks was the
problem of “difference.” For whom did feminists speak? Within the wom-
en’s moverment, the abjections of leshians. Alrican-Americun women, and

identity of women as selves. Cross-cultural work on women alse macle it
clear that masculine and [eminine did not have, as we savi the sume mean-
ings in other cultures. nor did Third World women's lives resemble West-
ern worens lives. As Harding (1986: 246) puts it, the| problem s that
“once ‘woman' is deconstructed inte women and ‘genderf is recognized w
have no fixed referents, leminisn isell dissolves as a theory that can re-

- From its experience with this crisis ol selthood or subjecthood, femi-
nist theory can offler anthropology two useful reminders(First} the seif is
always a construction. never a natural or found entity, ever if it has that
appearance. Second, the process of creating a sell through opposition to
an other always entails the vivlence of repressing or iglw:ring other forms
ol difference. Feminist theotists have been lorced 0 exploie the nnplica-
tions lor the [ormation of identity and the possibiliues for political action
of the ways in which gender as a system of difference 1s intersected by
other systems of difference. including, in the modern apialist world,
race and class.

Where does this leave the [eminist anthropologist? Strathern (1987a:
286) characterizes her as experiencing a tension—"caught between strue-
tures . . . faced with two different ways of relating to her or his subject
matter.” The more interesting aspect of the feminist’s sitwation, though, is
what she shares with the halfie; a blocked ability to conkfurtably assunie
the self of anthropology. For both, although in different|ways, the sell is
split, caught at the intersection ol systems of differencg. 1 am less con-
cerned with the existential consequences of this split (these have been

eloquently explored elsewhere [e.g., Joseph 1988, Kondb 1986, Narayan

issues: positionality, audience, and the power inherent in distinciions of

sell and other. What happens when the “other” that the %nthropologist is

studying is simultaneously constructed as, at least partially, a sell?
‘Feminists and halfie anthropologists cannot easily avoid the issue of

p .
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pusitionality. Standing on shilting ground makes it clear that every view
is a view from somewhere and every act of speaking a speaking from
somewhere. Cultural anthropologists have never been lully convinced of
the ideolugy of science and have long guestioned the value. pussibility,
and deinnton of shjectan - B thes ol seers mebucrang o exaemine the
implications of the actual situatedness af their knowledge -

Twa common, intertwined obijections to the work of leminist or narive
ar semi-native anthropologists. both related to partiality, betray the per-
sistence ol ideals of objectiviey: The first has o do with the partiality (as
bias or position) of the ohserver. The second has w do with the partial
(incomplete) nature ol the picture presented. Halfies are more associated
with the first prablem. feminists the second. The problem with studying
one’s own society is alleged o be the problem of guning enough distance.
Since for halfies, the Other is m certain ways the sell, there is said to be
the danger shared with indigenous anthropologists of identification and
the easy slide into subjectivity.” These worries suggest that the anthro-
pologist is still defined as a being who must stand apart from the Other,
even when he or she secks explicitly o bridge the gap. Even Bourdieu
(1977:1-2), who perceptively analyzed the ellects this outsider stance
has on the anthropologist’s (mis)understanding of social life, fails 1o break
with this doxa. The obvious point he misses is that the outsider self never
sinply stands vwiside He or she stands o detintte celavon wieh the
Other of the study, not just as a Westerner, but as a Frenchman in Algeria
during the war of independence, an American in Morocco during the
1967 Arab-Israeli war. or an Englishwoman in postcolonial India. What
we call the outside is a position within a larger politicat-historical com-
plex. No less than the halfie, the “wholie” is in a specific position vis-a-
vis the community being studied. .

The debates about {erminist anthropalogists suggest a second source of
uneasiness about positionality. Even when they present themselves as
studying gender, [eminist anthropologists are dismissed as presenting
only a partial picture of the societies they study because they are assumed
to be studying only women. Anthropologists study society, the unmarked
form. The study of women is the marked lorm, too readily sectioned off,
as Strathern (1985) notes.® Yet it could easily be argued that most studies

Malinowski's Trobriand Islanders or Bell's (1983) of the well-studied Aus-
tralian aborigines indicate. they have been the study of men." This does
not make such studies any less valuable; it merely reminds us that we
must constantly attend to the positionality of the anthropological self and
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its representations of others. James Clilford {1986 01, tmong othiers, hus
convincingly argued that ethnographic represeniations are always " partial

truths.™ What 1s needed 15 g recognition that they are also posttioned

truths.
phel 2t
~ Split selfhood creates for the 1w groups beng discussed a sceond
problem that 15 ilimnaung for anthropology generally, muluple audi-
ences. Although all anthropologists are beginning to feel what might be
called the Rushdie effect—the effects of living in a global uge when the
subjects of their studies begin to read their works ane) the governments of
the countres Tt vt~k AL e LSS TCNnISt el Il lae
anthropologists struggle in poignant ways with multiple dccountabiliy,
Rather than having one primary audience, that of other anthropologists,
feminist anthropologists write for anthropologists and lor feminists, twy
groups whose relacionship to their subject matter is at odds and whe hold
ethnographers accountable in different ways. “urthermore, leminist
circles include non-Western feminists, often from the societies feminist
anthropologists have studied, who call them to account in new ways, 2

Halfies' dilemmas are even mare extreme As anthropologists, they
write lor other anthropologists, mostly Western, Identified also with com-
munities outside the West, or subcultures within it, they are called to
account by educated members of those communities. More importantly,
not just because they position themselves with reference 10 twa com-
munities but because when they present the Other they are presenting
themselves, they speak with a complex awareness of and investment in
reception. Both halfie and feminist anthropologists are orced to confroni
squarely the politics and ethics of their representations. There are no easy
solutions to their dilemmas.

“The third issue that feminist and halfie anthropologists, unlike antliro-
pologists who wark in Western societies (another group for whom sell
and other are somewhat tangled), force us to confront is the dubiousness

ol maintaining that relationships between selfl and other arc innocent of

power. Because of sexism and racial or ethnic discrimination, they may
have experienced—as women, as individuals of mixed parentage, or as
foreigners—being other to 2 dominant self, whether in everyday life in
the U.S., Britain, or France, or in the Western academy. This is not simply
an experience of dilference, bur of inequality. My argument, however, is
V,ﬁstzucuualrngt—experiemial.-Women.—bfzrcks’,‘a

West have been historically constituted as others in the major political
systems of difference on which the unequal world ol modern capitalism
has depended. Feminist studies and black studies have made sullicient
progress within the academy to have exposed the way that being studied
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by “white men™ (1o use o shorthand for a complex and historically consti.
tuted subject-position) turms into being spoken far by them. It becomes a
sign and instrument of their power
Withmn anthropology, despite a long history of sell-conscious OPPNs-
Hen o rsm o g frowing. selt meal beeruure on-anthropology’s
links to colonalism (for example, Asad 1973, Clilford 19832, Fabian 198'3.
Hymes 1969, Kuper 1988), and EXPerimentation with techniques of eth-
nography to relieve a discomfor with the power of anthropologist aver
anthropological suhject, the fundamental t<sues of domimation keep by
skirted. Bven dempts 1o refigure informams as consultants and to “let the
other speak” in dialogic (Tedlock 1987) or polyvocal texts—decoloniza-
tions on the level of the text—-leave intact the hasic configuration of
global power an which anthropology. as hinked ro other institu‘-rions of the
world. is hased. Tor see the Strangeness of this cnterprise, al) that is needed
IS o consider an analogous case. What would our reaction be if male
scholars stated their desire to "let women speak™ in their texts while they
continued 1o dominate gl| knowledge about them by controlling writing
and other academic practices, supported in therr positions by a particular
organization of economic, social, and political lif,
~ Because of their split selves, feminist and halfe anthropologists travel
uneasily herween speaking “lor” and speaking “from,” Their situntion ¢n-
ables us 1o e niore learly tha dividing practices, whether they naral-
ize differences, as 1n gender or race, ur simply elaborate them, as [ wil|

rgue the concept of culiure does, are lundamentat methods of enfoicing
I

a
inequaliry.

e?

CULTURE AND DIFFERENCE

Tlle convept ol culture 1s the hidden term in_atl that has just been said

e S R laogts.bebg o e
C'EHEErE: .,i‘.).[f.)rj?"‘d / res.lstant i1 and ambipuous of relerent, 1s
nevertheless the True object of anthropological in uiry. Yet it could also
be argued tﬁ"r.t Culture is important to anthropology Beiuse The anthro-
pological distinction berween sl and other 1esis on it Culre Is The
essential tool [or making other. As 3 prolessional discourse that elaborates

P tsetiesi . fates
on_the meaning ﬂl.vcul{u-Fe-—fﬂ—Gl"dCT*tUTK‘CUUﬁf 167 explain, and under-

md people of Mot ol the fon-

stand culturai difference, anthropology also helps construet, produce, and

maintain iL. Anthropological discourse gives culwral difference (and the
a 1 r i ie t] A

sep ration between groups of people it implies) the air ol the sel-évident
In this regard The concept of culture operates much like “its prede-

Cessor—race—even though in its twentieth-century Torm it has some

—‘—M




important political advamageOn!ike race, and unlike even the nine-
teenth-century sense of culture as a synonym for civilization (contrasted
to barbarism), the current concept allows lor multiple rather than binary
differences. This immediately checks the eay move to hierarchizing; the
shilt to "culture” (“lower case ¢ with the possibility of a final 5." as Clifford
[1988a: 234] puts it} has a relativizing elfect. The most important of cul-
ture’s advantages. however, is that it removes dilference from the realng of
the natural and the innate. Whether conceived of as a set of behaviors,
customs, traditions, rules, plans, recipes, instructions, or programs {to list
the range of definitions Geertz [1973a:44] furnishes), culture is learned
and can change.

.Despite its anti-essentialist intent, however, the culture concept retaing

‘5‘01“}_{}2[&*19_,@11@_5&1&:5..;@_[@5 differenge, possessed by concepis.like

s

"ria__"c_g_.‘_ Thgwseg il we cnnsider_:;_ field in which there has heen a
shift [rom..one.to.the gther OFemalism s W SCRGTATY diECourse (among
other things) is, according to Said (1978:2), “a style ol thought based
upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made between ‘the
Orient’ and (most of the time) ‘the Occident’” What he shows is that in
mapping geography, race. and culture onto ane another, Orientalism fixes
dilferences between people of "the West" and people of “the East™ mn ways
so rigid that they might as well be considered innate. in the twentieth
century, cultural difference, not race, has been the basic subject of Ori-
entalist scholarship devoted now to interpreting the “culiure” phenomena
(primarily religion and finguage) 1o whech basie deflerences m develop-
ment, economic performance, government, character, and so lorth are
attributed.

Some anticolonial movements and present-day struggles have worked
by what could be labelled reverse Orientalism, where attempts {0 reverse
the power relationship proceed by seeking to valorize for the self what
in the former system had been devalued as other. A Gandhian appeal to
the greater spirituality of a Hindu India, compared with the materialism
and violence of the West, and an [slamicist appeal to a greater faith in
God, compared with the immorality and corruption of the West, both
accept the essentialist_terms ol Orientalist constructions, ‘While turning

them*“ot_their Reads, they preserve the ugid sense of diflerence based

#on_gultiire’

:parallel ‘can be drawn with feminism. It is a basic tenet of feminism

b
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c‘»ﬁbra[ions of and strategics built on the notion of a womens culture,
Cultural feminism {¢[. Echols 1084) takes many forms, but it has many
ol the qualities of reverse Orientalism just discussed. For French feminists
tike Trigaray {1985z, 1985b). Cixous {1983), and Kristeva (1981), mas-
culine and feminine, if not actually male and fetnale, repiesent essentially
dillerent inodes of being, Anglo-American feminists take  differen rack.
Some attenipt o “describe” the cultural differences between men and
women—Gilligan {1982) and her lollowers (e.g.. Belenky et al. 1986)
who elaborate the notion of “a dilferent voice™ are popular examples. Oth-
ers iry to “explain” the differences, whether through a socially inforined
psychoanalytic theory {e.g., Chodorow 1978), a Marxist-derived theory
of the clfects of the division of labor and women's role in social reproduc-
tion (MHarsock 1985), an analysis of maternal practice (Ruddick 1980),
or even a theory of sexual exploitation (MacKinnon 1982). Much feminist
theorizing and practice seeks to build or reform social life in line with
this “womenss culture.” !’ There have been proposals for a woman-centered
university (Rich 1979), a feminist science (Rose 1983, 1986), a leminist
methodology in the sciences and social sciences (Meis 1983: Reinhar-
[983: Smith 1987; Stantey and Wise 1983: see Harding 1987 for.a sen-
sible critique), and even a feminist spitituality and ecology. These pro-
posals nearly always build on values traditionally associated ifi the West
with woimen-—a sense of care and cannectedness, maternal nurturing,
immediacy of experience, involvement in the badily (versus the abstrac
and so forth. .
T!}Eﬁzlorization by cultural feminists, like reverse Orientalists of the
previously devalued qualities attributed to them may be provisionally use-
tul'in Torginig a scnse o unity and in waging struggles f-emnpowermerir. *
Yet BeCause T eaves I place the aivide thar STt eed Ths eXperiences ol
{glﬂﬁ)jd"é‘ﬁ’d OpPIession on whiclh 10builds, it perpetuates some tlariger-
ous tendencies: Firstcultural lemmias overlogK ifie connections between
those on each side of the divide, and the ways in which they define each
other. Second, they overlook dillerences withm each category constructed
by the dividing practices, diflerences like those of cfass, race, and sexu.-
ality (to repeat the feminist litany of problematically abstract categories),
but_also_ethnic origim, personal experience, age, mode of livelihood,
health, living sitanen (Farat or urdai), and historical experience. Third,
and perfiaps Mot TMporent, they ignore the ways in which experiences

;bqu\&omenm.méde,_nbpbgrnfut—has—beemﬂpeﬁﬁm—brﬁms{ femix
‘nists to locate sex dilferences in culture, not biology or nature. While this
has inspired some [eminist theorists to attend to the social and personal

effects of gender as a system of difference, lor many others it has led to

tave beetr tonstructed fistorically and have changed gver time B@t I3

- R &
tural Teminism and revivalist movements tend 1o tely-on notions. of-aut
thenticity and the return to positive; values not represented by the

dominant other. As becomes obvious in the most extreme cases, these

o




noves erase history. tnvecanol, 1 Cretan goddesses i some cultural-
ferninist circles and, in & more complex and serous way, the powerful
invocation of the seventh-century community of the Prophet in same Is-
lamic movements are good examples.

The point is that the notion of culture which both types of movements
use dues not seem to guaranice an escape lrom the rendency toward s
sentilism, T CouTT B ar et T oo TS S oo T 1TTTe
sophisticated and consistent ways and that their commitment to it as an
analytical tool is firmer. Yet even many of them are now concerned about
the ways it tends to freeze differences. Appadurai (1988), lor example, in
his compelling argument that *natives” are a fgment of the anthropologi-
cal imagination, shows the complicity of the anthropological concept of
culture in a continuing “incarceration” of non-Western peoples in time
and place. Denied the same capacity for movement, travel, and geographi-
cal interaction that Westerners take for granted. the cultures studied by
anthropologists have tended 1o be denied history as well.

Others, including mysell (1990b), have argued thar culiural theories
also tend to overemphgsi rence. Cliflord notes both that “the dis-
cimm%%y, in constituting its authority,
constructs and reconstructs coherent cultural others and interpreting
selves” (Clifford 1988b:112) and that ethnography is a form of culture
collecting (like art collecting) in which “diverse experiences and facts are
selected, gathered, detached from their original temporal occasions, and
given enduring value in a new arrangement™ (Chiford 1988a: 231). Or-

ganic metaphors of wholeness and the methodology of holism that char-

acterizes anthropology both favor coberence. which in turn contributes to
the perception of communities as bounded and discrete.

Certainty discreteness does not have to imply value; the hallmark of
twentieth-century anthropology has been its promotion of cultural relativ-
ism over evaluation and judgment. 1f anthropology has always to some
extent been a form of cultural (sell-) critique (Marcus and Fischer, 1986),
that too was an aspect of a refusal to hierarchize difference. Yet neither
position would be possible without diflerence. It would be worth thinking
about the implications of the high stakes anthropology has in suswining
and perpetuating a belief in the existence of cultures thar are identiftable
as discrete, different, and separate [rom our own." Does dilference always
smuggle in hierarchy?
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secks to show how and when certain dilferences, in this case of places
and the people atached w them, hecome inplicated in the donunation
ol one by the other. Should anthrapologtsts treat with similar suspicion
“culture™ and “cultures” as the key terms in a discourse in which other-
ness and dilfercnce have come to have. as Said (1989:213) points out,
“ralismanic qualitics™

THREE MODES OF WRITING AGAINST CULTURE

Il “culture,” shadowed by coherence. timelessness. and discreteness, is the
prime_anthfopological 6ol Tor making “other,” and dillerence. as lemi-
nfists and halfies reveal, tends to be a relationship of power, then perhaps
anthropologists should consider strategies for writing against culture. |
will discuss three that TTmd promising. Although they by no means ex-
haust the possibilities, the sorts of projects | will describe—theoretical,
substantive, and textual—make sense for anthropologisis sensitive to
issues of positionality and accountability and interested in making an-
thropological practice something that does nor simply shore up global
inequalities. | will conclude, however, by considering the limitations of
alb anthropological reform.

DISCOURSE AND PRACTICE

Theoretical discussion, because it is one of the modes in which anthro-
pologists engage each other, provides an important site for contesting
“culture.” It seems to me that current discussions and deployments of two
increasingly popular terms—practice and discourse—do signal. a_shift
away Irom culttire. AlthGUgN thete 15 always the danger that these terms
will come to be used simply as synonyms for culture, they were intended

to enable us 1o analyze socal life without presuming the degree of coher- Hding
o B S
ence that the culture concept has come 1o carry.

Practice 1s associated . ini anthropology, with Bourdieu (1977 also see
Ortner 1984), whose theoretical approach 15 ot around problems of
contradiction, isunderstanding, and misrecognition, and lavors Strate-
gies, interests, and mprovisalions over the more static and homogenizing
cultural tropes ol rutes, models, and texts. Discourse (whose uses T dis-
cuss in L. Abu-Lughod 1989 and Abu-Lughod and Lutz 1990) has more

In. Qrientalism _Said.(1978:28) argues lor the elimina

tign-afteh
HTm o Tor

P T
(L L
ent” and “the Occident” altogether. By this he means not the erasure of
all differences but the recognition of more of them and of the camplex

ways in which they crosscut. More important, his analysis of one feld

diverse soufces and meanings i anthropoloay. Tl Foucauldian deri-
vg_t_i_gp, as it relates to notions ol discursive formations, ammd
technologies, it is meant to refuse the distinction between ideas and prac-
tices or text and world that the culture concept too readily encourages. [n
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its more sociolinguistic sense, it draws attention to the social uses by

individuals ol verbal resources. In either case. it allows {or the possibility
OFrecogmzmg within a social group the play ol multiple, shilting, and
cdtmpermgsTateiiens with practival offects. Both practice and discourse
aresefulbreatise they work against the assumption ol boundedness, not
to TheEntiBthetdealism (Asad 1983). of the culture concept.”

CONNECTIONS

Another stratepy of writing against culture is to reorient the problems or
subject matter anthropologists address. An important locus should be the
various connections and miterconnections, histerical and contemporary,
between a community and the anthropologist working there and writing
about it, not to mention the world to which he or she belongs and which
enables him or her to be in that particular place studying that group. This
is more of a political project than an existential one, although the rellexive
anthropologists who have taught us to focus on the feldwork encounter
as a site for the construction of the ethnographic "“facts™ have alerted us
to one important dimension of the connection. Other significant sorts of
connections have received less attention. Pratt (1986:42) notes a regular
mystification in ethnographic writing ol “the larger agenda of European
expansion in which the ethnographer, regardless of his or her own atti-
tudes to it, is caught up, and that determines the ethnographers own
material refationship to the group under study.” We need to ask questions
about the historical processes by which it came to pass that people like
ourselves could be engaged in anthropological studies ol people like
tm?mﬁﬁ;bles us to engage in this
sart of work in this particular place, and about who has preceded us and
is even now there with us (tourists, travelers, MIssiONaries, AL consul-
tdnts, Peace CoTps workers). We need to ask what this “will to knowledge”
about the Other is connected td in the world.

~Theée questions canriot be asked in peneral; they should be asked
about and answered by tracing through specific situations, configura-
tions, and histories. Even though they do not address directly the place

Y
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volved. The anthropological turn to history. tracing connections between
the present and the past of particular communities, is also an important
development.

Not all projects shoupcopeetipnsgesd b hisioreal Anthropologisrs
are increasingly concerned with national and transnational connections
of PEOPIE CUIUTAT OIS TMENT, techniquEs. and CamMOUTIes, LoT.gar

am[ﬂe see ApPPadurii, this volurmey, They study the articularion.aluacld
capl tahsm and lntern"l'(“lﬁ"‘na' "PANNES with the situations of people living

in pamcu'l.ar cominunities, AlCTHeEe BTOjeCTs, WIICH IMVOIve a shill 1 pase
o mclude phcnomem ol connection, eXpose the inadequacics of the con-

actti ot

cept of culture and The cRISTeness of the entitics designated by the term

(uTturcs "Although there may be a tendency in the new work merely to
widen the object, shifting from culture o nation as locus, ideally there
would be attention to the shifting groupings. identities, and interactions
within and across such borders as well. If there was ever a time when
anthropologists could consider without oo much violence at least soine
communitics as isolated units, certainly the nature of global interactions

in the present makes TATTIOW MPOSSIHE.

ETHNOGRAPHIES OF THE PARTICULAR

The third strategy {or writing against culture depends on accepting the
one insight of Geertz's about anthropology that has been built upon by
everyone in this "experimental moment” (Marcus and Fischer 1986) who
takes textuality seriously. Geertz (1975a, 1988) has argued that one of
the main things anthropologists do & Wite a1 What They wiite are fc-
tionis (WHICh d0es not mean they are Reutious]. ™ Certainly the practice of
ethnographic writing has récerved an inordinate amount of attention from
those involved in Writing Culture and an increasing number of others who
were not involved. Much of the hostility toward their project arises from
the suspicion that in their literary leanings thev have too readily collapsed
the politics of ethnography into its poetics. And yet they have raised an
issue that cannot be ignored. [nsolar as antﬁ?opologlsts are in the business

gl Tepresenting others throm, gh their €tfmo ;

rfpgrpp [7a) ﬁﬂr‘h‘T_unE_ﬂP i £ A A TE AT TRV theil stidy anpear ToLher.
Fi T I

ofthe—ethnographer-and-even-theugh-they-engage-in-an-oeversystemiza
tion that threatens to erase local interactions, studies like those of Woll
(1982) on the long history of interaction between particular Western so-
cieties and communities in what is now called the Third World represent
important means of answering such questions. So do studies like Mintz's
(1985h) that trace the complex processes ol transformation and exploi-
tation in_"which. in Europe and other parts ol the werld, sugar was in-

must also be party T fimciorof tow Iithropologists write about them.
Are there ways Lo write about lives so as to constitute others as less other?
[ would argue that one powetlul tool Tor unsetting the culture con-
cept and subverting the process of “othering” it entails is to write “eth-
ographies of the particular.” Generalization, the characteristic mode of

operation and SiyIe of wiiting of the social sciences, can no longer be
ht

L
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 processes. Ethnomethodologists (discussed by Watson, this volume)
other students of everyday life seek ways to generalize about microinte;

lives imply disregard for forces and dynamics that are not locally bas
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regarded as neutral description /Foucault 1978;\S‘é{d 1978; Smith 198 3. volved in proi'é‘s‘%ional, managerial, and administrative structures and is

Ithas two unlortunate effects in anthropology that make it worth esché
ing. | will explore these before presenting some examples lrom my ows
work of what one could hope to accomplish through ethnographies of 13
particular.

[ will not be concerned with <rveral issucs frequently raised aboy
generalization. For example, it has often been pointed out that the genst
alizing mode of social scientific discourse facilitates abstraction and reif
cation. Feminist sociologist Dorothy Smith (1987:130) put the prob
vividly in her critique of sociological discourse by noting that

thus part ol “the ruling apparatus of this society.” This critique applies as
ell to anthropology with its inter- rather than intrasocietal perspective
nd its origins in the exploration and colonization of the non-European
world rather than the management ol internal social groups like workers,
.wouw::_ hlacks, the poor. or prisencrs,
On the other hand, even il we withhold judgment on how closely the
ocial sciences can be associaled with the apparatuses of management, we
have to recognize how all professionalized discourses by nature assert
h‘i_e_r_f_i_rgl'_l_‘/_-.-fhe very_g—ép\b—et\T'een the prolessional and authoritative dis-
. courses of geieTatization and the languages of everyday Tile (our own and
ottieTs ) estabiishies @ findamental separation between the anthropologist
and the people being written about that facilitates the construction of
anthropological objects as simultaneously dillerent and inferior.

~Thus, to the degree that anthropologists can bring closer the language
ol everyday life and the language of the text, this mode of making other
is reversed. The problem is, as a reflection on the situation of feminist
anthropologists suggest, that there may be professional risks [or ethnog-
* raphers who want to pursue this strategy. 1 have argued elsewhere
(1990a) that Rabinow’s refreshingly sensible observation about the poli-
tics af ethnographic writing—rhar they are to he found closer to home.
in academia, than in the colonial and neocolonial world—helps us under-
.stand a few things about [eminist anthropology and the uneasiness about
it that even someone like Clifford betrays in his introductory essay [or
Writing Culture.” His excuse for excluding feminist anthropologists was
that they were not involved in textual innovation. If we were to grant the
i dubious distinction he presumes between textual innovation and trans-
formations of content and theory, we might concede that feminist an-
thropologists have contributed little to the new wave of experimentation
in form.

But then a moment’s thaught would provide us with clues about why

Without even asking the basic questions about individuals, institutions,
i patrons, and tenure, we can turn to the politics of the feminist project
tsell Dedicated to making sure thar women’s lives are represented in de-

the complex organization of activities of actual individuals and
their actual relations is entered into the discourse through con-
cepts such as class, modernization, formal organization. A realm
of theoretically constituted objects is created, freeing the discur- -
sive realm from its ground in the lives and work ol actual individ-
uals and liberating sociological inquiry to graze on a field of
conceptual entities.

Other critics have fixed on different flaws. Interpretive anthropology, (32
example, in its critique of the search for general laws in positivistic sogj
science. notes a failure to rake account of the centrality of meaning 't
hiuman experience. Yet the result has been 10 Substtute generalizatio
about meanings for generalizations about behavior. !
1also want to make clear what the argument for particularity is not;
ot to be mistaken for arguments for privileging micro over még

actions, while historians might be said to be tracing the particulars
macroprocesses. Nor need a concern with the particulars of individua

ary; the effects of extralocal and long-term processes are ol
d locally-and specifically, produced in the actions of individua
githeir:partiCular, lives, Tnsciibed 11 _thelt bodies and their woj

{am arguing lor is a form of writing that might hetter conyev.it
o L= [ L) W SO

“There are two réasons for anthropologists to be wary ol generaliza
The first is that, as part of a professional discourse of “objectivity™ ang
expertise, it is inevitably a language of power. On the one hand, it is_{
language of those who seem tg stand apart from afid outside of what,
are describing. Again, Smith’s critique of sociological discourse is relevailg
mﬁga%d (1987:62) that this seemingly detached mode of reflectzss
ing on social life is actually located: it represents the perspective of thog

scriptions of societies and womer’s experiences and gender itself theo-
rized in accounts of how societies work, feminist scholars have been
nterested in the old political sense of representation. Conservatist of
orm may have been helpful because the goal was to persuade colleagues
hat an anthropology taking gender into account was not just good an-
. thropology but better anthropology.

The second pressure on feminist anthropology is the need to assert
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PPearance of an absence of
onceive ol 4 group of eople as

LILA ABU-LUGHOD ‘/"“)

professionalism. Contrary o what Clifford Writes (19863:21), w
have produced “unconventionaj forms of writing.” He just ignored
neglecting a [ew professiona anthropologists |jke Bowen (Bohanpe, _ er.” “the Balinese » and “the
(1954), Briggs (1 . Cesara (Poewe) (1982) who have ¢ peti 1o this or that and believe such=an -such, The
i s also whay might be consig nographic descriptions of people’s beliefs orac-

separate "woman’ ition” withjn echnograp_hic writing é i : contradictions, conllices g interest_and doubts
it is not prolessional, however, it might only reluctantly be claimed and$ ntion changing motivations and circurnstances.
explored by feminis; anthropologists uncertain of their standing. | ;e “The eras i onflict make whar ia inside the boundary se; up

referring to the ofte, excellent and popular ethnographies Written by (. arnization something essenial and fixed. These ¢ ects are of
“untrained” wives ofanthropnlogisrs, hoaks lik, Clizabeth Ferneay Guests special moment (o nmhropologists becayse they con[rim
of the Sheil (1963), Marjorie Shostak’s Nisq (1981, Edith Turperp: ;.01 essentially” different ang discrete others whe can be Separated {rom
Spirit of the Dyym (1987), and Margery Wolf’s The House of Lim (1968)3 SO Sort of equally essenitar self s AT a5 dillerence 1s. as I have argued
Directing their works 1o audiences slightly differen; iEfE}EETEﬁT:'Eﬁ?d’E'sEEFETé'HEBI Separation a way of denying responsibiliry,
professional writers of standard ethnographies, they "

generalization tsell must be treated with sye icion,
. . L S R

differeny conventions: they are more open abou ¢

assertive of their scientific author:

vp
tend’to break with Fumg 8 trom elite dig 0 the explotation o o topi
arﬁ“ﬁmmmﬁm&“ : R FERIESENEd By the o] fors 1o this volume. |
1 the final section the reason ethnographies are still important to write.
‘Before that | wan, to give some sense of the potential value of syl
ethnographies.
Anthropologists commonly generaljze about communigies by saying
that they are characterized by certain institutions, rules, or ways of doing
things. For example, we can and ofien do say things like “The Bongo-
Bongo are palygynous.” Yer one could refuse (g generalize in this way,
instead asking how 2 particular ser of individuals—fo, instance, a map

itt i Lo ethnographies would s are elements with the 3 eTNatve " Womens tradi.
lon? A partial answer can be found in Writing Culture jtself The prop _ ‘“mhm%n
nents of the current €Xperiments and crjy ues of ethnographic Writing e5 pPotogical projects - rom theareti

ClﬁlTEEJI_k@hT 0Sophy
Prosaic sources j

antﬁ'

known for a decade__jye the “institetiom i we call polygyny. Stressing,
he Patticularity of this marriage and building a picture of it through the.

distinctions betys Sl

participants’ discussions, recollections, disagreements, and actions would
make several theoretical points,
" First; refusing to generalize would highlight the constructed quality of
: that typicality so regularly produced in conventional social scientific ac.
counts, Second, showing the actya] ctrcumstances and detailed historjes
Findividuals and their relationships would suggest that such Particulars,
which are always present (as we know from our owp personal experi-
nces), are also always crucial to the rnmes... -

thériselves and anthropo ogical others, thap that of the ordinary anth ol

~ The second problem with genetalization derives not from its parti
Patior I the Tuthoritmoe discourses of professionalism but from h
%& NG UMETeSsness 1t tends to produgy
When orie p; neralfifﬁmrmﬁ*ﬁé“nces_,an&qmc, ISt '

of spe_ciﬁchfi‘éaf?lﬁ?“}_fa Comﬁgpj_ty; one tends to flatten oyt differenced

L=
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reconstructing people’s arguments about, justifications for, and iuterpre..
tations ol what they and others are doing would explain how social life
proceeds. [t would show that although the terms of their discourses may,
be set {and, as in any society, include several sometimes contradictory g
and often historically changing discoursesY. within these limits. people
contest interpretations of what is happening, strategize, feel pain, and live
their lives. In one sense this is not so new. Bourdieu (1977), for example, *
theorizes about social practice in a similar way. But the difference here
would be that one would be seeking textual means ol representing how
this happens rather than simply making theoretical asseruons that it does.
By locusing closely on particular individuals and their changing rela-
tionships. one would necessarily subvert the most problematic connota-;
tions of culture” iomogeneity, coherence, and_timelessness. Individuals
aré conlronied with choices, struggle with others, make conllicting stat
THiCHS, arpueatonT puimsof view on (he same cvents, UNdergo ups and_;
dowins il varous relationships and_changes 1n their circumstances ang
desires, lace new pressures, and fail to predict what will happen to them

At A,

the term “Bedouin culture” makes sense when one tries 10 piece togetheg
and convey what life is like for one old Bedouin matriarch.

should only think about God. Yet she tells vivid stories, fixed in memory;
in particular ways, about her resistances to arranged marriages, her deliv:
eries of children, her worries about sick daughters. She also tells abou
weddings she has attended, dirty songs sung by certain young men a;
they sheared the elders’ sheep herds, and trips in crowded taxis wherg
she pinched a man's bottor to get him off her lap. o
The most regular aspect of her daily life is her wait for prayer timeé
Is it noon yet? Not yet. Is it afternoon yet? Not yet. Is it sunset yet? Grandzg
mother, vou haven't prayed yet? It’s already past sunset. She spreads het
prayer rug in [ront of her and prays out loud. At the end: as she folds_up
her prayer rug, she beseeches God to protect all Muslims. She recit
God’s names.as_she goes through her string of prayer beads. The

decoration in her room is a photograph on the wall of hersell and her 3§
as pilgrims in Mecca. o

Her back so hunched she can hardly stand, she spends her days sitti
or lying down on her mattress. She is practically blind and she complal
about her many pains. People come and go, her sons, het nephews;
daughter, her niecas, her granddaughters, her great-grandson. They c
they confer with her about connections between people, marriages, ki
ship. She gives advice; she scolds them [or not doing things properly.

\?‘Organization; when her family migrated with the sheep herds and milked
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she plays with her great grandson, who is three, by teasing, “Hey, I've run
out of snuff. Come here so 1 can snill your little tuber.”

Being pious and fercely preserving protocol in the hosting of guests

. and the exchanging ol visits and greetings does not seem to stop her from
* relishing the outrageous story and the immoral tale. A new favorite when
- 1 saw her in 1987 was one she had just picked up from her daughter,

hersell a married mother of five living near Alamein. It was a tale about
an old husband and wife who decide to go visit their daughters, and it
was [unny for the upside-down world it evoked.

This tale depicted a world where people did the unthinkable. Instead
of the usual candy and biscuits, the couple brought their daughters sacks
of dung lor gilts. When the first daughter they stayed with went off to

- draw water from the well, they started dumping out all the large contain-

ers of honey and oil in her merchant husband’s house. She returned to
find them spilling everything and threw them out. So they headed off to
visit the second daughter. When she left them minding her baby for a
while, the old man killed it just to stop if from crying. She came back.
discovered this and threw them out. Next they came across a house with
a slaughtered sheep in it. They made belts out of the intestines and caps

“out of the stomachs and tried them on, admiring each other in their new
- finery. But when the old woman asked her husband if she didn't look

pretty in her new belt he answered, “You'd be really pretty, except for that
fly sitting on your nose.” With that he smacked the fly, killing his wie.

. As he wailed in grief he began to fart. Furious at his anus for farting over
- his dead wile, he heated up a stake and shoved it in, killing himself

The old woman chuckles as she tells this story, just as she laughs hard
over stories about the excessive sexuality of old women. How does this

sense ol humor, this appreciation of the bawdy, go with devotion to
prayer and protocols of honor? How does her nostalgia for the past—
when the area was empty and she could see for miles around: when she
used to play as a litde girl digging up the occasional potsherd or glass

ottle in the area now fenced and guarded by the government Antiquities

and made butter in desert pastures—go with her fierce delense of her
B~ [avorite grandson, whose father was furious with him because the young

an was rumored to have drunk liquor at a local wedding? People do not
rink in the community, and drinking is, of course, religiously proscribed.

What can “culture” mean, given this old woman's complex responses?

Time is the other important dimension that gets built in if one takes

Seriously the narrative of people’s everyday lives. When the young man's

father hits him, the son who has been accused of drinking at the wedding



=="E’en ritual, that communal practice for which time seems to hav
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How soon? Even the central rite of the wedding celebration itself—the
defloration or public virginity test—was an event of great dramatic ten-
sion whose outcome was unknowable in advance. The pattern of the de-
P oration. as | have written elsewhere (1988). is standard: in the daytime
swhen the wedding guests are gathered, the groom, accompanied by his
" {riends, penetrates the women’s sphere and enters the room in which his
ride, surrounded and supported by several old women, waits. Yet every
defloration involves a specific set of people and takes place in a particular
way. The narratives of the women who stay with the bride as the groom
rakes her virginity underscore this specificity. They describe the bride’
2. reactions, her words, the extent of her struggle, their own specific loca-
“tions in the room and role in the event, the groom's reactions, their advice
1o him, the problems encountered, the tension of getting that blood out.

They compare brides they have known and the blood stains on the white
cloth. They evaluate the skills and qualities of the various old women who
Fstay in with the brides. Their narratives, as well as the responses of all
participants at weddings, reveal the central question that provides the
;drama ol weddings: Will there be blood? Events take different courses.
¥That is the nature of “life as lived" (Riesman 1977). everywhere. Gener-
;; alizations, by producing effects ol timelessness and colicrence to support
rthe essentialized notion of “cultures” different from ours and peoples

2

i separate from us, make us forget this.

sells his cassette player to a neighbor to raise cash and then disappears
His grandmother cries over him, his aunts discuss it. His father says not
ing. It is days before distant in-law comes to reassure his grandmot
that the young man is fine and to indicate that they know his whereabouts
(he is working at a construction site about 100 kilometers away). No o

kaows what the consequences of this event will be. Will he return? Wha
will his father do? Family honor is at stake, reputations for piety, paternal}
authority. When the young man returns several weeks later, accompanied:
by a maternal uncle from 50 kilometers west who intervenes to forestall
any further punishments, his grandmother weeps in reliel. 1t could easily
have turned out differently. Since his disappearance, her days had bees
raken up with worrying, discussing, waiting, and not knowing what
would happen next. That beating and that running away, events that ha y
pened in time, become part of the history of that family, the individualg
involved, and their relationships. In this sequence of events in a particulag
famnily in 1987, we can read what we call the “larger forces” that made

possible, things like growing opportunities for wage labor, the com?®
mercialization of Bedouin weddings, and the influx of goods [rom the
cities. Yet because these “forces” arc only embodied in the actions of in®
dividuals living in time and place, ethnographies of the particular captujg
‘them best., ' %

sucha different, perhaps cyclical, meaning, that kind of practice whicHi
anthropological discourse so perfectly marks the (exotic, primitive) culies
tural other as different, turns out 1o be particular and anything but time3y
less. If looked at closely T terms ol the actual participants and it
&vent, it involves unpredictability. Even in ritual the unfolding of whip
cannot be knowibeforehand generates great drama and tension. Let m
give an example, again from my work. Within the first week of my arriv
in the Bedouin community in Egypt where 1 was to spend years, thaé
young girls in my household outlined for me the exact sequence of evellis

A
i,
!

CONCLUSION: TACTICAL HUMANISM?

b The critiques of anthropology that have emerged recently from various
i¥ quarters have encouraged us to question what we work on, how we write,
. and [or whom we write. 1 have been arguing that cultural difference,

course, is a problematic construction and have proposed a number of
strategies, most already taken up by others, for “writing against culture.”

every bride went through iz Bedouin wedding—Over the years, I gave examples [rom my own work of the way in which one strategy—

which has been both the ground and product ol anthropological .dis- .

Eo—

ethnography of the particular—might bean especiatty useful-way-to-dis

urb the culture concept.

The special value of this strategy is that it brings out similarities in all
lives. To say that we all live in the particular is not to say that for any

tended many weddings, all of which followed this outline, yet eact!
which was distinct. For each bride and groom, not to mention their fani:
lies, the wedding would mark a moment of major life translormation; i
just of status but of associations, daily life, experience, and the fufl U
Fach wedding was different in the kinds of families being brought f'us the particulars are the same. It could well be that even in looking at
gether, the network of relations created and the goods exchanged, spel the everyday we might discover fundamental differences, such as those
and displayed. i ?lgetween everyday experience in a world set up to produce the effect of

il B:tructures, institutions, or other abstractions (as Mitchell [1988] argues the

More important, the elements of unpredictability were many. Wallk
T PR, > Whmnld tho ~enmie oot alone? Would there be childrelg odern West has been), and in worlds that have not. But the dailiness

1



This mig” jbe called a tactical humanisim, made both politically nec-”
essary and limited in its effects by anthropology’s location on the side of
It domination in the context of a world organized by global inequality along
¢ lines of “cultural” dilference. We should not have illusions that tactical
humanism, whether in the form ol ethnographies of the particular or
her modes of writing against culture, contributes to some universal lan-
guage or universal good. From our positions as anthropologists, however
‘tenuous our identifications if we are [eminists or “halfies,” we work as
Westerners, and what we contribute to is a Western discourse. As Mu-
dimbe (1988:19) writes in The Invention of Africa, "it seems impossible to
and family, and our world. For those who live “outside” our world, how.: imagine any anthropology without a Western epistemological link." [ ar-
ever. we have no discourse of amiliarity to counteract the distancing s ued catlicr that positionality could not be escaped. Nor can the l;act as
discourses of anthropology and other social sciences, discourses that also WL Riesman (1982) blunty puts it in his critical response to proposals ‘fo.r
serve development experts, governments, journalists, and others who deal; dialogic anthropotogy, “that we are using other people for our own ‘PUT‘
' with the Third World. : poses all the time” and “using the knowledge they give us for goals the
s Ethnographies of the particular could provide this discourse of famil- would never imagine themselves.” That does not mean that the goals arz
iarity, a familiarity that the humanist conventions favored by the unpro- .- not worth pursuing or that working with Western discourse is not crucial
fessional and devalued women ethnographers always encouraged. Why As Said (1989:224) notes, “anthropological representations bear as mucE;
invoke humanism when it has become so discredited in poststructura], on the representer’s world as on who or what is represented.” The West
afid postmodernist circles?” There are certainly good reasons to be su still has tremendous discursive, military, and economic power. Qur writ-
picious of a philosophy that has continually masked the persistence 8 g can either sustain it or work against its grain. .
systematic social differences by appealing t an allegedly universal indi- We must also be prepared, despite efforts directed at the West, to be
vidual as hero and autonomous subject; a philosophy that has allowed v3 >confronted with the problems posed when even our most enligfl[ened
10 assume that the domination and exploitation of nature by man wag humanistic endeavors reach those in other contexts where the conven-
justified by his place at the center of the universe; a philosophy that hag tions may not be recognized and the power issues are read differentl
failed to see that its essential human has culturally and socially specil ‘Again [ can illustrate from my work. Writing in the context of \#idesprea);

characteristics and in fact excludes most humans; and a philosophy thah estern antipathy towards the people of the Middle East has been in part
project to convey a sense of the common everyday humanity of an Arab

refuses to understand how we as subjects are constructed in discours
attached to power. community.* Yet although 1 can try to explain this context to the mem-
Because humanism continues to be, in the West, the language of hus bers of that community, the work cannot be received by them in the same
man equality with the most moral force, we cannot abandon it yet, if onlj$ way. My revelation of Bedouin individuals' attachments and vulnerabili- .
ties through their poetry, to create for Westerners a sense of recognition, 3

as a convention of writing. In advocating new forms of writing—pastiche;
dialogue, collage, and so forth—that break up narrative, subject identi; ot distance, has provoked several other responses in Egypt. When one -
woman heard someone read from the book a few of the poems she had °
;

ties, and identifications, antihumanists ask their readers to adopt sop
ted years earlier, she exclaimed, hall joking, “You've scandalized us!” :

(c_c_)_n_t_l:géi_C_tion. And the particulars suggest that others live as we percej
ourselves living, not as robots programmed with “cultural” tules, but ag?
people going through lile agonizing over decisions, akmg Tistakes, i
tryimg to ke themselves 100K good, enduring tragedies and personal;
|55%€s, enjoyng others, and [inding moments of happiness:

“The language of generalization cannot convey thiese sorts of experi
ences and activities. In our own lives, we balance the accounts of our
selves that social science purveys with the ordinary language we use ing
personal conversations to discuss and understand our lives, our friends'

ticated reading strategies along with soctat critique.-Can anthropelo
- ? = . £ . - -
ask this? Already, complaints about boredom and resistance to b il or he.r, a book about partlc‘ular_ people and everyday life in her commu- .
ity might seem only a public display. of family secrets. ¥

jarred have been leveled against experimental ethnographies. Humanis
. My presentation of the way ideals of personal autonomy and indepen-

is a language with more speakers (and readers), even if it, too, isa
nce were manifested in men’ lives also took on complex and different

language rather than the universal one it pretends to be. To have an € _
on people, perhaps we still need to speak this language, but to spedlg faeanings in Egypt. A copy of a long review (in Arabic) of my book came
: 0 the attention of an Awlad ‘Ali Bedouin who was a civil servant and

knowing its limitations.
1.

[t




~ with Arjun Appadurai, Carol Breckenridge, and various participants in the South
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aspiring ofhicial in the Egyptian governmentd__J conlronted my host wijl
the article, argry that I had reported that they liked to CaITY guns, evagald
taxes, and guard their rights to settle their own disputes rather thap =
the government interfere. As my host told me, the man accusingly argueq
“This is your girl who wrote this!” What happened then | will never kng
since [ was not there and heard only my host’s version. He was, as usu4[®
defiant, retorting that he had taught me everything | knew, And wasn't i
true? Didn't this man have unlicensed guns? Did he report all his shee

i3 1. Halfies i'S'«a)term I borrowed [rom Kirin- Narayan (personal communi-
jon).

t?_. i.ikcwise, Marcus and Clifford (1985) and Marcus and Fischer (1986) ges-
ture toward feminists as important sources of cultural and anth ropolegical cri-
ﬁque but do not discuss their work. Fischer (1984, 1986, 1988), however: has
®long been interested in the phenomenon of biculturality.

3. 1uus still rare for anthropologists 1 this society or others w do what Laura
:Nader (1969) advocated many years ago—to “study up.”

4. lts various strategies are based on this division and the series of oppositions

culture/nature, public/private, work/home. transcendence/im mediacies, abstract/
particular, abjectivity/subjectivity, autonomy/connectedness. etc.) associated with
- it {a) women should be allowed to join the valued mens world. to become like
: 1en or have their privileges, (I} womens values and work. cven il dillerent,
_should be as valued as mens, or (¢) women and men should both change and
“ enter each other's spheres so that gender dillerences are crased.
5. lt does not, Harding adds, dissolve feminism as a political identity, but the
- mosl pressing issue in feminist circles now is how 1o develop a politics of soli-
s “darity, coalition, or affinity built on.the recognition of dilference rather than the
solidarity of 2 unitary sell defined by its opposition o an other which had for-
-merly defined it as other. The most interesting thinking on this subject has been
Haraway's (1985).

6. For a discussion of the convergence of anthropological and feminist cri-
» tiques of objectivity, see Abu-Lughod (19002) '

- 7. In his 1988 address to the American Anthropological Association, Edward
tain—such problems enable us to choose provisional strategies in lin Said’s central point was that anthropologists had 1o attend not just to “the anthro-
with our hopes but without sell-righteous illusions about the larger value ®:  pological site” but to the “cultural situation in which anthropological worl is in

’ fact done™ (1989:212).

8. Much of the literature on indigenous anthropology is taken up with the
advantages and disadvantages of this identification. See Fahim (1982} and Altorki
and El-Solh (1988).

9. Sec also my discussion of the study of gender in Middle Fast anthropology
(L. Abu-Lughod 1989).

10. In parallel fashion, those who study the black experience are thoughr of
as studying a marked lorm of experience. It could be pointed out, and has been
by such figures as Adrienne Rich, that the universal unmarked form of experience
: [rom which it differs is itself partial. It is the experience of whiteness.

lated into Arabic so that Egyptians would corne to understand and appn
ciate the superior moral standards of his community—of which many
Egyptians were contemptuous. Yet this incident showed that he was only
one voice in the Bedouin community and his ideas about what woyld;
gain him respect were different from those of someone loyal to the gov
ernment. My work, intended for a different audience, had entered a loca]!
political field where the relationship between Awlad ‘Ali Bedouins and the;
Egyptian state was a contested issue. ;

Notes
None of the many people to whom [ am indebted for conversations un which [
have built over the years should be held liable for what | made of them. As 3
Mellon Fellow at the University of Pennsylvania, 1 benefitted from discussions

Asia Program’s seminar on “Orientalism and Beyond.” I am grateful also to the
members of the 1987-88 Gender Seminar at the Institute for Advanced Study
(in which ! was able to participate through generous support from the Nation
Endowment for the Humanities) for intense and helpful discussions about fem{

11, Apanzano Q ha itten_insigh aboutthe

o3 distancing from the fieldwork experience and building identifications with the

between “culture” and “race.” Tim Mitchell helped me clarify many aspects of my  anthropological audience that all anthropologists go through when they return
from the feld.

argument, as did the participants in the enormously stimulating advanced sem
12. This is happening, for example, in heated debates in the field of Middle

nar at the School of American Research, where | first presented this paper. Ul
mately, however, it has been the generosity of the Awlad “Ali families in Egyp i - - East women’s studies about who has the right to speak for Middle Eastern
women.

with whom I have lived that has made me seek ways to undermine notions 0
otherness. My most recent extended stay with them, in 1987, was made possibl 13. Some would like to make distinctions between “womanism” and "ferni-
nism,” but in much of literature they blur together.

rist-theoryBanRosenberg firststarted me thin ing critically about the parallg]

by a Fulbright islamic Civilization Award.
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14. Arens (1979), for example, has asked the provocative question of wh
anthropologists cling so tenaciously to the belief that in some cultures cannibal
ism is an accepted ritual practice. when the evidence (in the form of eye witness ™
accounts) is so meager (if not, as he argues, absent).

15. 1n my own work on an Egyptian Bedouin community 1 began to think in *
terms of discourses rather than culture simply because | had to find ways to mak
sense of the fact that there seemed to be two contradictory discourses on inter.
personal refations—the discourse of honor and modesty and the poetic discourse
of vuinerability and attachment—which informed and were used by the same
individuals in differing contexts (Abu-Lughod 1986). In a recent refllection on
Bedouin responses to death (Abu-Lughod n.d.), 1 also had to make sense of the -
fact that there were multiple discourses on death in this community. Not only '
did people play with contradictory explanations of particular deaths (invoking, °
in one case of an accidental killing, stupidity, certain actions on the part of family |
inembers, the {evil] eye, [ate, and God's will), but the two primary discourses— "
ritual funerary laments and the 1slamic discourse of God's will—were attached
to dillerent social groups, men and women, and worked to sustain and justily"
the power differences between them. _

16. Two new journals, Public Culture: Bulletin of the Center for Transnationa
Cultural Studies and Diaspora: A journal of Transnational Studies, provide lorums
for discussion of these transnational issues.

17. For evidence of a “world system” in the thirteenth century, see ]. Abu-
Lughod (1989).

18. Dumont (1986) has recently reiterated this, declaring changes in socia
theory to be merely methodological changes. '

19. For a more detailed and interesting discussion ol Clillord’s unease with
femninism, see Gordon (1988).

20. To this list could be added many others, including most recently Friedl:
(1989). "

21. This may also explain their neglect ol Paul Riesman, whose experiment in
ethnographic writing was published in French in 197+ and in English in 1977
making it one of the earliest.

22. My own experiment in this sort of narrative ethnography is [orthcomin

Chapter 9
READING AMERICA

Preliminary Notes on Class and Culture

Sherry B. Ortner

ANTHROPOLOG[STS are turning in increasing numbers to the
study of modern American society. When [ was in graduate school in the
sixties, it was virtually unheard of to get the blessings of the department
(not to mention a grant) to do American fieldwork. The only project in
my cra to get such backing was a study of American drag queens (Newton
1972}, and one could argue that this was only because drag queens were
seen as so exotic and “other” that they might as well have been Australian
aborigines

S W

(Abu-Lughed, in press).

23. So damning is an association with humanism that Said’s lapse into it gLt
the crux of Clifford’s (1980) critique of Orientalism.

24. The strength of anti-Arab racism in the West has sometimes seemed
make this a discouraging project. A recent article called “The Importance of Hug
ging” used a mistepresentation of my work as evidence for its argument that theg
natural violence and bloadthirstiness of Arabs are caused by their supposed fail;
ure to hug their children (Bloom 1989). :

The growth of anthropological studies of the U.S. began in the seven-
ties (1 will discuss some of these studies below). The turn to such-work
may be taken in part as a response to the sixties’ call for “relevance,” for

; bringin’ it all back home. Insofar as | would argue that we are still in the

process of playing out many of the changes set in motion in the sixties,
the point still applies. At the same time, quite a few things have happened
since then, both out in the world and in the pages of academia. Sticking

- to the academic [ront, there has been an extraordinary growth of concern

about the question of how we produce and authorize the claims we as
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