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Culture/Contexture:
An Introduction

E. Valentine Daniel and Jeffrey M. Peck

The presence of the literary in anthropology is best described as “un-
canny”—a nonscientific drive lodged in the heart of a putative science, a
presence both desired and dreaded, a Freudian wunheimlich. For literary
study, anthropology has for the most served merely as a source of the eso-
teric in theory and example. About fifteen years ago, the two fields found
deeper significance in each other, which resulted in a flurry of publications
heightening this awareness. In Culture/Contexture,! scholars from these two
disciplines join, for the first time, to reflect on the antidisciplinary urge that
has made this creative rapprochement both possible and necessary. The
common urge springs from a common predicament. Both anthropology
and literary study—and culture and writing—are alive to their extrinsic and
intrinsic contextures; “contexture” being the term Hobbes used to connote
both the texture that surrounds and the texture that constitutes. The
themes by which the authors work through the fascination and fears that
hold these disciplines together and hold them apart range from reading
and race, nation and narration, and writing and representation to state and
self, incest and violence, and travel and time. The resulting revelation is one
of rich possibilities that each side, in its own contexture, holds for the other.

E. VALENTINE DANIEL: FROM AN ANTHROPOLOGIST'S
POINT OF VIEW: THE LITERARY

In previewing my colleague’s “Point of View” that follows, I was struck by the
image he paints of scholars in literary study wanting to “get their hands dirty
in the field.” Some anthropologists today, with more than a century’s hind-
sight, are more likely to identify with Lady Macbeth fretting about all the
perfumes of Arabia not being up to snuff for sweetening her little hands.

1
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For some of us at least, fieldwork is an act of “atonement,” atonement for
sins less sanguinary but more consequential than Lady Macbeth'’s, atone-
ment for our conceits and the conceit of the West wherein our disciplinary
interests originated. We provided the theory; they provided the cases. The
more romantic among us have sought to make such atonements by getting
to this unctuous word’s radical etymology by achieving an at-one-ment? with
the Other whom we have violated. But such attempts are condemned to fail
even as the awkwardness of the decompounded word in question defies an
at-one-ment with “atonement.” The atonement an anthropologist is capable
of making is at best an atonement between self and Other, almost never an
at-one-ment with the Other.

Getting to know the Other has been anthropology’s raison d’'étre. This
Other has existed for anthropology in two modes. The first concerns an-
other people, the second another form. The form in question goes by the
popular appellation of the day, “the text.” My emphasis in this introduction
will be on the form that sustains the notion of the text, the literary. To ap-
preciate anthropology’s encounter with the literary, we need to briefly re-
view anthropology’s engagement with its other Other, another people. The
Other as a people has borne various names throughout anthropology’s brief
history: primitives, natives, traditional peoples, tribes, and ethnic groups, to
mention but a few. In short, anthropology has been enamored by that which
is foreign to it. This Other with which anthropology has attempted to en-
gage, and about which much has been written recently, is difference essen-
tialized and distanced in time and space by a particular way of coming to
know it.* Willingly or otherwise, this form of knowledge has abetted three
strategies of engagement with difference: conquest, conversion, and mar-
ginalization (Connolly 1991: 36-63). The project is essentially Hegelian:
how to reconcile the radical divide generated by the Enlightenment, the
divide between subject and object, self and other, home and the world
(Adorno 1973). Conquest and conversion, the stratagems of conquistadors
and priests, respectively (Todorov 1985), played lambently on the methods
and theories of anthropology. Broadly speaking, from its Tylorean begin-
nings in 1878 until E. E. Evans-Pritchard’s 1950 Marrett lecture, anthropol-
ogy's conquests advanced on the shoulders of the pumped-up brawn of
positivist scientism in which reductionist explanations were the be-all and
end-all. Insofar as the quest was for explanations rather than interpreta-
tions, laws rather than patterns, universals rather than particulars, the pre-
dictability of a naturalized moral order rather than the spontaneity of a
moral* cultural field, the conquest of the Other lay in the imposition on it
of such explanations, naturalized laws, and universals, with little regard to
the historically specific scientistic culture to which these valorized goals be-
longed. Had the conquest in question, the conquest by imposition, been
limited to our understanding of the Other, it would have been a partial one.
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But to the extent that we may have succeeded in converting the Others to
our point of view without reciprocity, in making them see themselves as we
see them, our conquest is a resounding one. In many anthropology depart-
ments in India, for example, cranial indexes and nasal indexes, along with
the concept of race, continue to preoccupy researchers. The high-precision
calibrating instruments needed for such measurements are no longer im-
ported from Europe but are locally manufactured. Archaeology, history,
and folklore have become the instruments for constructing hoary traditions,
antiquarian nations, and jealous national identities (e.g., see Ivy, this
volume). And occasionally the point is made tragicomically vivid, as when
Margaret Trawick’s search for the Jackal Hunters' myth of origin ends at
the door of the group’s “chief native-informant” who informs her that the
urtext of the myth is to be found in none other than the little black box of
a white man who had taped the myth some years earlier. Authorship, in
its several senses, had been surrendered to a foreign white male who, in
this instance, happened to be Trawick's own student (see Trawick, this
volume).

But the opposite point needs to be made as well. The muscle of scientism
and colonialism notwithstanding, and despite Edward Said’s (1989) pes-
simistic picture of what anthropology had wrought, the Other has not only
bent to but also resisted, frustrated, and transformed anthropological de-
signs. That is, the asymmetry in the power relationship has not been con-
sistently tilted in the anthropologist’s favor. We certainly overstate the case
when we attribute too much power to the anthropological account, inter-
pretive or explanatory, in considering the dyadic relationship between the
anthropologist and his or her Other. By and large, the Other’s reality con-
tinues to exist, persist, grow, and change, independent of how that Other is
reconstituted in anthropological reality. Times change, too. Consider Edgar
Thurston, that British civil servant-cum-lay ethnographer of the early part of
this century about whom Nicholas Dirks writes in his essay (this volume).
Quite apart from “making much of” (in both senses) the “castes and tribes
of South India,” Thurston’s seven volumes by that title became a paradig-
matic text for the construction of South India’s ethnographic reality and a
veritable manual for learning about South Indian society. By contrast, the
writings of most contemporary ethnographers lack that “reality-making”
power. I can think of at least six reasons for such a state of affairs. First, con-
temporary anthropology has consciously attempted to disengage itself from
both explicit and tacit collusion with the designs of the more obvious cen-
ters of power. Second, in the late twentieth century, anthropological pro-
ductions do not matter as much to these centers and institutions of power
as do the productions of economics, political science, psychology, and even
sociology. Third, anthropology has come to possess self-doubts about its
previous claims to explanatory authority (the kind of self-~doubts sadly lack-
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ing in many of its sister social sciences). Fourth, anthropology’s Other is not
only distanced by space and time but, as often, by status and class as well, in
which, as Dan Rose shows in this volume, the anthropologist is his Other’s
unequal. Fifth, a significant number of anthropologists have taken to heart
Evans-Pritchard’s claim (or at least parts of it) that if anthropology “studies
societies as moral systems and not as natural systems, then it “is a kind of
historiography, and therefore ultimately of philosophy of art. [It is]. ..
interested in design rather than process, . . . seeks patterns and not scien-
tific laws, and interprets rather than explains™ (1962: 152). But finally and
most significantly, anthropologists as well as those in literary study—in-
spired by the likes of Jacques Derrida, Raymond Williams, Michel Foucault,
Mikhail Bakhtin, Walter Benjamin, and Antonin Gramsci—have realized
that there are narratives, other than the available master narratives, that
need to be drawn on to compose ethnographies. The writing of such eth-
nographies calls for the cultivation of an ear for discourses that are normally
drowned out by hegemonic ones. Such discourses, or rather, “counter-
discourses” (Marcus 1992), have made “culture” into an unsettled and
unsettling thing, much like writing, or even more like “reading.” The last
point, reading culture, is amplified by Dirks in this volume. But we are get-
ting ahead of our story.

If conquest and conversion are two interrelated operations employed by
anthropology, especially in its engagement with the Other in distant lands,
marginalization is the strategy employed by anthropology (as well as the lib-
eral sectors of the society in which it feels mostly at home) in its engagement
with the Other among us. The latter is most often expressed in the liberal
idiom of tolerance without the awareness that toleration is but another form
of marginalization and neutralization, a point elegantly brought out by
David Lloyd in his chapter. The strategies of tolerating by marginalizing and
marginalizing by tolerating are resorted to mostly in coming to terms with
the stranger among us, who, in the argot of our time, is called the ethnic.
Regardless of which three strategies are resorted to, and in whichever com-
bination, the relationship between self and Other is embedded in a matrix
of a kind of power: “the power over” rather than “the power t0.” A friend of
mine, in a moment of alliterative weakness, opposed “othering” to “moth-
ering.” To continue this somewhat infelicitous pun, “mothering” is no less
implicated in a relationship of power and can be construed in two ways. At
the negative end, it thymes with “smothering” and is found in various kinds
of mushy universalisms, in a lovey-dovey “family of man™ or Walt Dis-
neyesque Small World and in Benetton ads with smiling faces of several rep-
resentative “races.” At its ideal best, it nurtures rather than smothers
difference, it involves a power-to rather than a power-over: the power to
bring out the best in the other or make a space wherein the other might find
his or her identity and the freedom to express it.> But if that were to be the
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end of it, it would be paternalism under a different sign. Anthropology also
urges us to open ourselves up to the Other so that the Other may recipro-
cate by bringing out the best in us. Such a reciprocity of recognition should
not be confused with the liberal agenda of homogenization, or equated with
the relegation of difference to an annual ethnic parade on Main Street.
Rather, it pleads for a nonhierarchical relationship in which there will not
only be the inevitable give-and-take but also the willingness to let differences
be and, if need be, grow.

Now let us turn to anthropology’s second Other, form, The form that
we have called the literary must be presupposed if we are to appreciate its
better-known manifestation as the text. To kidnap an expression from Julia
Kristeva (1991: 191), the literary has been “the stranger within us” anthro-
pologists. Let us enter our problem more broadly, by considering “other”
disciplines in general. Given the relatively young field that anthropology was
(and still is), many of its practitioners have had their primary credentials in
foreign fields: biology, A. C. Haddon; classics, Sir James Frazer; engineer-
ing, Sir Edmund Leach; geology, Erminnie Smith; history, George Stocking
and Francesca Bray; law, Robert Redfield and Max Gluckman; mathematics,
John Atkins; medicine, W, H. R. Rivers; music, Frances Densmore; physical
geography, Franz Boas; sociology, S. J. Tambiah. There are others for whom
work in another field had a significant impact on later anthropological
work. In this regard one thinks of Gregory Bateson and biology, Victor
Turner and English literature,% Paul Radin and philosophy. Indeed, as one
of the anonymous readers of the original manuscript of this volume re-
minded us, to this day most graduate programs in anthropology prefer stu-
dents with backgrounds other than anthropology. Despite the full
professionalization of anthropology by the 1920s by the second generation
of anthropologists through the ritualization of fieldwork and the academi-
cization of the discipline in university departments, the doors to the sub-
ject’s interior have remained—relative to its sister social sciences—quite
open, with the only proviso that the ritual of fieldwork be gone through.
And thanks to this ritual, the discipline’s center held, and its inner life was
enriched with each stranger’s entry.

Among the strangers who are at home in anthropology’s arcane recesses,
however, the literary has had, as I have indicated, an “uncanny” presence.
The German word used by Freud for “the uncanny,” unheimlich, signifies a
breach of heimlich, which in its turn has the double meaning of homeyness
and secrecy. In both the use and the denial of this second Other of anthro-
pology, the same three strategies of engagement with the Other were
brought to bear on the literary: to conquer and/or to convert and/or to
marginalize. In a discipline nurtured in the hothouse of positivism, where
“to see” was more than a metaphor, to admit to the literary was tantamount
to admitting to the subjective, and the subjective was, unlike the objective,
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essentially blind.” For in an “objective science” such as anthropology, the lit-
erary, which after all belongs to the last of the triumvirate of logic, grammar,
and rhetoric, with its attention and admission to style, had to be repressed.
At no time in the history of the discipline, however, was the conquest of the
literary as successful as it has been in certain other social sciences such as
economics, political science, psychology, and even sociology. In fact, the
rhetorical was the hallmark of many justly famous anthropologists. At the
risk of excluding more than we include, those who come to mind alphabet-
ically in this respect are Ruth Benedict, Sir Edwin E. Evans-Pritchard, Sir
James Frazer, Clifford Geertz, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Bronislaw Malinowski,
Ervin Meggitt, Hortense Powdermaker, Kenneth Reed, W. E. H. Stanner,
and Victor Turner. The rhetoric of writing can often mask its politics. How
easy it is to miss the politics for the rhetoric in the writings of two of our fore-
most women anthropologists, Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict. Mead
dared to write for Redbook magazine, compromising her chances of being
taken seriously by the academic world. In the case of Benedict, we can ap-
preciate the contrast between the diaries that characterize her vivid prean-
thropological phase and the neutralized voice of her academic writing only
against the background of disciplinary politics. The politics of writing is far
more obvious with respect to Franz Boas's two other students in whose work
gender and race meet. Ella Deloria, the Native American author of the
ethnographic novel Waterlily, began her career as Boas’s student, research
assistant, and informant. But neither her career nor her writings had any
chance of breaking through and into the largely Eurocentric anthropolog-
ical canons. Written in 1944, Waterlily was published only in 1988. The sec-
ond of Boas's students whose writings—in particular, Mules and Men—
remain excluded from the canons is the African-American ethnographer
Zora Neale Hurston.?

Many are the closet novelists among anthropologists. A few (notably two,
Saul Bellow and Kurt Vonnegut), fortunately or otherwise, had but a brush
with anthropology, cut loose, and went on to become famous. Some an-
thropologists have opted to operate at the very edges where ethnography
blurs into fiction. The most recent example of a work that has entered this
no-man's-land from anthropology’s side is Barbara Tedlock’s The Beautiful
and the Dangerous. Has the difference been effaced? And, if so, at what price?
The jury of anthropological critics is out on this one. The South Asian nov-
elist Amitav Ghosh, who holdsa D.Phil. in social anthropology, returns to the
margins of ethnography and fiction in his latest book, In an Antigue Land,
after having written two award-winning novels, The Circle of Reason and The
Shadow Lines. Kirin Narayan has traversed in the other direction, from
ethnography to fiction, in her recent novel, Love, Stars and All That, and so
have Richard Handler and Daniel Segal in their study, fane Austen and the
Fiction of Culture. Scott Momaday’s House Made of Dawn and Tillie Olsen’s
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little jewel, Yonnondio, from the Thirties, represent two of the many more liter-
ary works that have drawn deeply from the well of ethnography. On any of
these moves from the literary toward the ethnographic, there have been no
adverse judgments and none likely. For ethnography is still seen as a reposi-
tory of facts; even in our world of fiction, facts are highly valued.

Unlike prose, poetry’s Otherness is seen as radical. The need to resort to
poetry in the face of expressive inadequacy of prose is an only too familiar
experience for those who have struggled to represent an otherwise eluding
clarity of experience. Many are the anthropologists who have seen such
a need as temptation and yielded to it in encloseted safety. But there are
a number of exceptions; Edward Sapir, Margaret Mead, Ruth Benedict,
Paul Friedrich, Dell Hymes, Dan Rose, Jerome Rothenberg, and Stanley
Diamond, to mention only a few, went public with their poems. And Gary
Snyder, like his counterparts in fiction, Bellow and Vonnegut, went “com-
mercial,” as they say. Dennis Tedlock has taken on himself the task of
“transliterating” into poetry as a means of giving the Other voice. Giving
voice is not merely letting someone else speak, for example, through
transliterated and translated quotation. Giving voice is an art; the art of dis-
covering the language of the Other. What Tedlock tries to show us is that
this is an art that lies at the very core of linguistic understanding and trans-
lating skills. This was also what the late folklorist, linguist, and poet A. K.
Ramanujan strove to achieve in his translations of classical Tamil poetry
into English, trying to give voice to another language and another time.
Derrick Walcott has done the same for St. Lucian English, revealing the
inherent mimeticity of the English language and the English people. Un-
like his fellow Caribbean, V. S. Naipaul believes in the existence of an orig-
inal but is disappointed to find only mimicry in India—both in Indian
English and among the English in India—and diagnoses his finding as de-
generate by definition. Walcott goes beyond Naipaul, to reveal through his
poetry that the English in England are mimics in their turn, no less than the
Afro-Caribbean or the Englishman in India or the West Indies, transform-
ing thereby the purported original into yet another simulacrum.? The Chi-
cana lesbian writer Gloria Anzaldua also uses poetry and translation to give
voice to a “borderland” of cultural heterogeneity and dynamism. Some an-
thropologists may find Anzaldua’s book an explicitly autobiographical work
that deserves to be appreciated as such and should not be confused with
ethnography, quite apart from the fact that it is written in verse. But what
ought not to be missed is the ethnographic impulse to be found in her at-
tempt at giving voice not merely to her self but to a language, the language
of her Borderlands—a language made up of English and Spanish, learning
to be Indian in Mexican culture and being Mexican from an Anglo per-
spective, being lesbian among homophobes and a woman in a patriarchal
social order.1?
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Unlike the expressive prose of fiction, however, poetry’s radical Other-
ness has never carried the threat of being confused with ethnography. Po-
etry is seen as something that one does when one takes leave of one’s
ethnographic senses. Not to have access to its “angled vision and voice”™—to
borrow an expression from Ivan Brady (1991: 5)—is hardly seen as a loss and
never as a failure. Despite Steven Tyler’s (1986) call for a plurality of ex-
perimental ethnographies, none, to my knowledge, has attempted to write
ethnography in verse, even though some poets could well serve as models
for doing so; for example, Michael Ondaatje’s The Collected Works of Billy
the Kid. But how many ethnographers, when in their honest best, when they
are most capable of reflecting on their struggle with their field notes against
the winds in the field, will not consider Robert Frost's definition of a poem
as “a momentary stay against confusion,” equally applicable to ethnography?
No master narrative there. And further, William Pritchard (1980: 175), writ-
ing about poetry, said, “Poetry will continue to count as a living force inso-
far as we keep the poems open, prevent their hardening into meanings
which make them easier to handle only because they are no longer fluid,
problematic, and alive.” Substitute “ethnography” and “ethnographies” for
“poetry” and “poems,” and you have the means for judging good ethnogra-
phy. Again, no master narrative here.

Nevertheless, the literary within anthropology, which has both widened
and deepened this discipline’s identity, has made its presence something to
reckon with only since the field took its “linguistic” and, more recently, “re-
flexive” turn. Some may trace the attention and place given to language in
ethnography to Malinowski's Coral Gardens and Its Magic, others to Franz
Boas, Edward Sapir, and Benjamin Whorf. But the linguistic as harbinger of
the literary awakening in anthropology did not occur until biology, an ear-
lier ill-exploited guest, had been displaced. British structural functionalism
of the twenties may have displaced Victorian evolutionism as pseudohistory,
but biology continued to provide the dominant trope even for this new
school of anthropology. In functionalism, the model was that of an organ-
ism's body. If the guest had been ill-exploited, his presence (the guest was
“male”) was also an uneasy one. If biology had empowered anthropology, it
also overpowered it. For in a science that described itself as “cultural,” the
paradigm claiming regnance was “natural.” With the linguistic turn came
the euphoria of a coronation, anthropology’s discovery of one it could claim
to be its own. For who could deny, it was then thought, that language was
anything but fully, centrally, definingly, and distinguishingly cultural. It was
no mere metaphor; it was all-embracing and all-pervasive.

This turn of events either coincided with or was triggered by two other
events: the animated activity initiated in language philosophy by Ludwig
Wittgenstein’s transformation from The Tractatus to The Philosophical Inves-
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tigations and the rise in importance of Lévi-Strauss and his heralding of
structuralism, The first of these drifted into what came to be called the “ra-
tionalism debates,” which raised issues like the translation of one culture
into another culture’s terms, the universality of reason, relativism, whither
reality, and so on.!! In many ways, these issues and debates tilled the ground
for a later, interpretive anthropology in general to take root and for ethno-
graphic pluralism to flourish; they provided a means for the narrowly lin-
guistic to expand into a broader interest in discourse in general and
counterdiscourses in particular.'?

The second kind of linguistic orientation in anthropology came with
Lévi-Straussian (French) structuralism, which found its origins in the semi-
ology of Ferdinand de Saussure and the phonology of Roman Jakobson and
Nikolaj Troubetzkoy of the Prague school. Apart from displacing biologism
in anthropology, French structuralism yielded two consequences of its own,
one liberating and the other limiting. The former provided a clearing
wherein anthropology and literary criticism found common ground. Not
since James Frazer’s Golden Bough had something from anthropology quick-
ened the interest of literature as structuralism. An undergraduate thesis
written by James Boon and published in 1972, From Symbolism to Struc-
turalism: Lévi-Strauss in a Literary Tradition, remains one of the finest early
examples of this link between anthropology and literature. Several more
such bivalent works followed, channeling a respectable flow of ideas be-
tween the two fields. Furthermore, Lévi-Strauss himself was being read as
much for his literary flair as for his anthropology. This was liberating. The
second consequence, however, turned out to be limiting. The kind of semi-
ology that Lévi-Strauss inherited from de Saussure was what Augusto
Ponzion appropriately calls “code semiotics.” Code semiotics has not only
been incapable of dealing with the heteroglossia, plurivocality, ambiguity,
and semantic-cum-pragmatic wealth of discourses but also reduced the task
of interpretation to the act of decoding, which in the hands of lesser mor-
tals than Lévi-Strauss, Roland Barthes, and a few other literary geniuses be-
came bland reductionist exercises. A genuinely interpretive semiotic in
which interpretation, unlike mere decodification, “is never final or guaran-
teed by appeal to a code with the function of prescribing the way in which
signifiers and signifieds are to be exchanged” (Deledalle 1979: xii—xiii), did
not make its appearance until the mid-1970s with the “discovery” of the writ-
ings of the other co-founder of modern semiotics, Charles Sanders Peirce.
Milton Singer (1978), with different ends in mind than ours in this chapter,
attempted to stress the difference between the de Saussurian version of the
study of sign activity and its Peircean counterpart by calling the former semi-
ology and the latter, semiotics. The attempted nomenclatural clarity, alas,
has been largely ignored, and “semiotics” is indiscriminately used as a label
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to characterize both these and many other variants of approaches to the
study of the activity of signs. Furthermore, Peirce’s inherently dialogical
semiotic itself began to be (mis)read in de Saussurian dualistic terms.!® But
even before the recovery of Peircean interpretive semiotics (or as Peirce pre-
ferred to spell it, “semeiotic”), code semiotics was beginning to be unsettled
by another form of auention to language, the hermeneutics of Dilthey,
Hans Gadamer, and Paul Ricoeur. Wilhelm Dilthey’s influence on the an-
thropologists Geertz and Turner was considerable. Apart from being writ-
ers who paid special attention to style in language, revealing personalities,
alert to life, in all of their sentences, they set “in motion,” to adapt a line
from Richard Poirier (1992: 66), “a beautifully liberating instability, a rela-
tivity rather than a ‘relevance.”” Like Lévi-Strauss, Geertz and Turner were
read and quoted by nonanthropologists in the humanities. Geertz, in par-
ticular, describing himself as a hermeneutician and a pragmatist (of the
Jamesian variety), drove home the point that no longer could there be a
point of view that wasn’t a point of view. The objective scientist found his
narrative to be part of a prejudicial world where every judgment, including
his or her own, was a prejudgment. The best that anthropologists could
hope for was not to escape prejudice in general but to be able to transcend
their particular prejudices and thereby never lose sight of context and self.
And it was this task that the anthropological narrative, the ethnography, was
called on to carry out, painstakingly and reflexively.

In those heady days of liberation from the shackles of positivist con-
ceit, some anthropologists wrote reflexive ethnographies that were so self-
indulgent in their celebratory excesses that it was difficult even then, and
harder now, to tell where reflexivity ended and self-indulgence began. It
was forgotten that reflexivity, by definition, did not have to be expansive. It
was forgotten, furthermore, that reflexivity and representation were mutu-
ally immanent categories. I, for one, held that the relationship between the
two ought to be like that between the subjunctive and indicative moods of
a proposition, where reflection is parenthetically embedded within repre-
sentation (Daniel 1985). Perhaps mine was a mixture of overreaction and
overcaution. But to call reflexive anthropology parenthetical was not to triv-
ialize it. Johnson defined a parenthesis as “a sentence so included in an-
other sentence, as that it may be taken out without injuring the sense of
that which encloses it.” When applied to ethnography, the first part of his
definition holds, but the second does not. In this sense, ethnography is bet-
ter likened to poetry than to prose. Consider those poets—T. S. Eliot, Emily
Dickinson, Geoffrey Hill, for example—who give such importance to inter-
cluding parentheses in their poems. Remove any one of them and the re-
sult would sound deranged. But, in the case of ethnography, one ought to
close in on this metaphor of interclusion even further, to make it more
snug than its manifestation as parenthesis.
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I am thinking of the ultimate in intercluding marks, the hyphen. Reflexivity
in ethnography can be brief, small, a particle in flight or a fleeting particular,
a crepuscular detail, hyphen-like: holding together and holding apart, main-
raining continuity and creating a breach, uniting and separating, estranging
and binding, and most importantly, dividing but also compounding. (Daniel
1985: 247)

This more spartan form of reflexivity was to be found, not in the ethnog-
raphies of the self-declared reflectivists but among those who made the
translation of cultural texts into contextured texts their central concern.
Prominent among these are James Siegel's Shadow and Sound, Dennis
Tedlock’s Popol Vuh, A. L. Becker's Writing on the Tongue, and Lila Abu-
Lughod’s Veiled Sentiments. The irony is that, in a previous age, ethnogra-
phers such as Siegel and Tedlock would more likely have been philologists
than anthropologists, reminding us that there flow currents from our “an-
tiquarian” past that continue to irrigate our field and, at times, better than
might the floodwaters caused by a passing tide. Philology is, after all, that
nineteenth-century ancestor of both anthropology and literary study.

The reign of this kind of attention to the linguistically and reflexively sit-
uated in general may have helped both widen and deepen anthropology’s
identity, but it left it fundamentally untroubled. This fundamentally un-
troubling awareness of our linguisticality came to be best exemplified by the
philosopher Richard Rorty. His Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature became
the darling of as many literary critics as anthropologists, who were sympa-
thetic to the turn to discourse and the questioning of all manner of foun-
dationalisms, especially the belief that there were indubitable foundations
to knowledge. This much-reviewed book gave (anti-) philosophical vim to
Geertz's interpretive verve. The call was to replace the quest for “epistemo-
logical certainties” with “edifying conversations” between self and Other.
In the eighties, with the rise of postmodern, poststructuralist, and feminist
sensibilities, Geertzian anthropology, even if liberating of anthropology, in
its turn came to be seen as issuing forth from a far too liberal view of life,
culture, and the world—a view that was only possible from the safety and
privilege of bourgeois comfort. The latter charge was especially directed at
the easy hermeneutics advocated by Rorty—whom Geertz refers to with fa-
vor, a favor anticipated by Rorty (Geertz 1983: 222-224; Rorty 1979: 267).
For the most part, such edifying conversations appeared to be thin ones,
even thinly veiled monologic ones, blind to the structures of power that pro-
vided the ground on which such conversations took place. Foucault was to
show us that even while conversing with the Other, as Bellow said some-
where, “one had to dig out from layers of discourse that had accumulated
under one’s feet.” This difference with Rorty (and, by extension, Rorty’s
hero, John Dewey) is tellingly brought to our attention by William Connolly,
who contrasts the “mellow metaphors” of Rorty et al. with those of Foucault:
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Foucault's metaphors concentrate one’s attention on the metaphorical char-
acter of conventional discourse which pretends to be literal; they incite a re-
sponse stifled or cooled by the mellow metaphors conventionally used. Thus
he substitutes “surveillance” for “observation” in “probing” (a Foucauldian
term of art which replaces the more conventional “exploring”) the relation of
the social scientists to object populations. He substitutes “interrogate” for
“question,” “interrupt” for “pause,” “production” for “emergence” (in talking
about the “origin” of the self), “penetrate” for “open,” “discipline” for “har-
monize” or “socialize,” and “inscribe” for “internalize.” . . . Foucault disturbs
and incites; Rorty comforts and tranquilizes. (1983: 134)

Even if Foucault's reality was a relativized one, it turned out to be hard,
densely and obdurately constructed by discursive and material practices, and
not one sustained by an easy conversation that could be written out into an
ethnography of equally untrammeled but aestheticized prose. With the ex-
pansion of “discourse” to refer to far more than the conversational context
intended by certain branches of linguistics and linguistic anthropology, “con-
text” itself no longer remained a concept transparent to reflexive reverie or
pragmatic analysis but became a vexed one. As Michael Taussig (1992: 46)
has recently told us, “Context [is] not . .. a secure epistemic nest in which
our knowledge-eggs are to be safety hatched, but context is this other sort of
connectedness incongruously spanning times and juxtaposing spaces so far
apart and so different to each other.” Context has to become contextured.

To have observed that the Other is anthropology’s uncanny is both a
revealing and a misleading metaphor. If it reveals a fear or even an aver-
sion, it also misleads one into thinking that the Other is no more than
a projection of one's fears, which then ought to be cured by one’s
“understanding” of one’s self. Quite apart from the narcissism of the “truth
and method” involved in arriving at such a solution, it restores the illu-
sion of an identity of coherence, an organic wholeness. The solution is
Hegelian, except that the Geist is individualized, and Hegel's philosoph-
ical imperialism is replaced by Freud’s psychoanalytic one. In short, it
proffers an atone-ment that denies its inherently hyphenated condi-
tion. The Hegelian riddle remains, the Other that resists reconciliation
remains, and so does the self that fails to reconcile. But none—neither
anthropologist nor informant, neither anthropology nor literary study—is
left out with identity intact. What of the hermeneutic hope wherein hori-
zons of understanding merge in ever-expanding hermeneutic circles, pur-
portedly in nonhierarchical patterns? This is perhaps where feminism's
contribution to poststructuralism is most apposite: identities, including
anthropology’s and literary study’s, are not sites of conjunction and con-
cordance but sites of “multiple disjunctions that demand politicization
on the one hand as well as unities that enable life on the other” (Connolly
1991: 163). Two fine examples in this regard—and there are several
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more—are Abu-Lughod’s Veiled Sentiments (1986) and Behar’s Translated
Woman (1992).

JEFFREY M. PECK: FROM A LITERARY CRITIC/GERMANIST’S
POINT OF VIEW: ANTHROPOLOGY

From anthropology, at least in its more reflexive form as practiced by Clif-
ford Geertz, Paul Rabinow, Vincent Crapanzano, and others, we literary
critics have learned to anthropologize our field, to ask questions about the
way meanings are constructed under disciplinary conditions, and to reflect
on our “situatedness.” My own field, German, as part of the broader disci-
pline of (foreign) literary studies, was always doubly predisposed (although
unconsciously) to cultivate anthropological sensibilities. First, the principal
task of a German department was to teach German language and literature.
This is correspondingly true of any foreign language department. To Ger-
man departments, culture was a concern, primarily in the form of Kultur,
which was invoked, tacitly or otherwise, only to underwrite the importance
of Germany's (and German'’s) intellectual and cultural contributions to
Western civilization. Consigned to be mere background or context, the
study of culture could be an attendant issue whose presence could en-
lighten the literary work or author but rarely be a subject in its own right.
When culture is discussed in foreign language departments, it is subordi-
nated to the more important and central work of the discipline, namely,
literary interpretation or criticism. While German Kultur or French civilisa-
tion expanded a narrow notion of literature and its “criticism,” it likewise
collapsed two national (and competing) variations on culture under a
generic concept.!

Second, foreign language departments in American universities are
dominated by English departments. Because of their sheer size, status, and
power, English departments have always represented, de facto, a hegemonic
archdiscipline that incorporated all academic practices focusing on the lit-
erary text and the activities surrounding it, such as theory and pedagogy. In-
stitutional, historical, and national factors have determined that English
dominates literary criticism. It is easy to understand why many of those in
English departments located in English-speaking countries come to assume
that their relationship to English as a discipline is unproblematic and trans-
parent. Entrenched discursive practices repress the problematization of
their own ethnocentric position vis-a-vis the teaching of English or Ameri-
can literature, much less their responsibility to teach “culture.” American
studies, which has often had a very uneasy position in English departments,
is the exception, But its interdisciplinary nature opened its practitioners to
charges of dilettantism and superficiality. In Europe, however, American
studies flourishes as the main vehicle for transmitting “American Culture”
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to the Dutch, Germans, and Scandinavians, as well as to the Eastern and
Southern Europeans. A large and growing body of writing in English com-
ing from Africa and South Asia is accommodated in some English depart-
ments under the rubric “Third World Literatures,” in England under
“Commeonwealth Literatures,” or in some universities in departments and
programs of comparative literature. With the surge of social and political
criticism in the eighties, the breakdown of the canon, and the exposure of
white, Western, male, and heterosexist authority, English departments be-
gan to open up to “foreign” literatures and cultures (Native American, Afro-
American, Latino, gay and lesbian literature) and to the different languages
of popular culture (advertising, political pamphlets and speeches, newspa-
persand television), accommodating thereby a new subfield called “cultural
studies.” But they all remained under the privileged eye and authority of a
dominant academic English (department) culture. And when and where
the notion of “literary study” was redefined under these pressures, tradi-
tional critical activities in English moved toward appropriating the concerns
and even the texts of foreign languages and literatures to the extent that
they could—which, alas, has remained quite inadequate.

Thus it was left to foreign language and literature departments to make
more out of their “foreignness.” Some, however, chose to do so in ways that
were not always the most productive. In German, an orientation called Lan-
deskunde (the study of the country) focusing on general cultural back-
ground, including everyday popular cultural forms, rituals, and customs,
was counterpoised to Kultur. Its demise was in part linked to its old-
fashioned uncritically affirmative approach toward anything German that
was signified by the antiquarian German term used to designate this field.
In French the more worldly civilisation was used to describe the same activ-
ity. Cultural study as mere presentation and glorification of a country’s
grand memories and masterpieces gave way to more reflexive and critical
approaches. It was often those in foreign language methodology (e.g.,
Claire Kramsch)!® who addressed “cultural discourse” in more sophisticated
ways. Those analyzing minority literatures as oppositional positions in their
respective national cultures also made more out of the positive “alienation
effect” of teaching a language, literature, and culture in a foreign environ-
ment. A special 1989 issue of the unique journal New German Critique was
devoted to “Minorities in German Culture” and was edited, not surprisingly,
by a Turkish, an Asian-American, and a Jewish Germanist.

Teaching German, French, or Hindi literature or culture in America was
simply not the same thing as doing this in Germany, France, or India. The
teaching of foreign languages (applied linguistics, as it is officially called)
does not receive the respect that it deserves as the pragmatics of teaching
grammar, reading, and writing is often subordinated to communicative
competence (much like rhetoric and composition in English). Similarly,
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where literature and culture are concerned, those working on minorities,
ethnic groups, and the oppressed and dislocated are often not taken seri-
ously or are viewed as wasting their literary talents on second-rate literature
or “interesting” yet “minor” subjects. The transmission of Kultur has re-
mained the monopoly of those who taught the literature of Germany. While
there are scattered academicians in foreign language and literature de-
partments who take the “noncanonical” seriously, these departments still
have not made a commitment to cultural study of a kind that combines
the best of contemporary theory and what they themselves already know and
experience from living, writing, and teaching about “other” cultures and
peoples. In short, they have not made enough of the “foreign™ and its an-
thropelogical and ethnographic relevance for the work that they have al-
ways been doing without reflecting on its dual nature (see Peck 1992).

Thus literary study, especially in the teaching of foreign language and lit-
erature, already has an anthropological component. It merely needs to be
joined with the intellectual, theoretical, and cultural apparatus that an-
thropology has already conceptualized more deeply. To this one must add
that the misconception among many in literature of anthropology as a field
endowed with an undifferentiated and unproblematic notion of culture, on
the one hand, and a single-sighted view of literature as only an aesthetic cre-
ation, on the other, offered little appreciation of an immensely problema-
tized concept of culture and its representation in textual form.

Today anthropologists and literary types, joined by sociologists, political
scientists, art historians, and scattered others, find themselves asking simi-
lar questions about culture and its many representations and are not satis-
fied by the answers provided for by their disciplinary paradigms. One of the
consequences of this engaged encounter has been the creation of the field
known as cultural studies, a field disdained by some members of both our
professions and by others in the humanities and the social sciences. For the
one side it is too hard; for the other, too soft. In between cohere (and at
times incohere) intellectual interests that resist the hemming in by tradi-
tional disciplinary boundaries. For literary study, the clearing made by cul-
tural studies has been a welcome one. And in this clearing our encounter
with anthropology has been an exceptionally felicitous one. “Classics” such
as James Clifford and George Marcus's Writing Culture and Marcus and
Michael M. ]. Fischer's Anthropology as Cultural Critique have significantly
affected literary study’s regard of itself. But some feminists have argued that
in the advocacy of self-reflection these “classics” have slighted the existence
of an entire tradition of reflexive ethnographies written by women. The
more recent Modernist Anthropology by Eva Manganaro and numerous essays
by feminist anthropologists are a partial corrective to this blindness.

For this American Germanist and literary critic, professional identities,
institutional affiliations, and national traditions have become the dominat-
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ing tropes for defining disciplinary attachments. The history of literary
study, in fact, is an account of not only how language and literature depart-
ments emerged in the last quarter of the nineteenth century but also Ger-
many’s influence on this evolution. The German university's rigorous
scholarly tradition and research methods as well as philology were trans-
ported to the United States as colleges and universities were established. In
an attempt to legitimize the teaching of modern literatures, philology be-
came the uneasy standard-bearer, “satisf[ying] the nostalgia for the past, es-
pecially for the European past and the Middle Ages, and at the same time
the desire for facts, for accuracy, for the imitation of the ‘scientific method’
which had acquired such overwhelming prestige.” Philology was a “worthy
ideal . . . conceived of as a total science of civilization, an ideal originally
formulated for the study of classical antiquity and then transferred by the
German romanticists to the modern languages” (René Wellek, cited in
Graff 1987: 68-69).

For philologists like the German Max Miiller, a Sanskrit scholar and the
first German philologist to be appointed at Oxford, “the study of linguistic
roots demonstrated the unity of ‘all Indo-European nations,’ proving their
membership in a ‘great Aryan brotherhood’ ” (ibid., 69). Other respected
philologists joined in the debate, which ultimately came to be about theo-
ries of race and national character. Franz Bopp, Joachim Boeckh, Wilhelm
and Jacob Grimm, and Hippolyte Taine and Matthew Arnold were notable.
Arnold, who became the standard-bearer for *high culture,” was particularly
interested in questions of national cultural identity, especially between the
“Teutonic” and the “Celtic.” Gerald Graff (ibid., 71) correctly concludes
from these points, “One cannot minimize the importance of these theories
of ‘race’ in the formation of language and literature departments in the
1880s. . . . The very decision to divide the new language and literature de-
partments along national lines was an implicit assertion of pride in ‘the
English speaking race.”” Ultimately German dominance in philological
scholarship was attacked for racial and nationalistic reasons. These hostili-
ties were spawned by the increasing political tensions between England and
Germany that would culminate in World War [, Ironically, it was England’s
colonial advances over Germany that drew would-be anthropologists, colo-
nial officers, missionaries, and travelers to explore these unsurveyed terri-
tories and contributed to the professionalization of anthropology at the end
of the nineteenth century and in the early decades of the twentieth century.
Literature (at approximately the same time as anthropology) had been es-
tablished as a credible academic field, but at the cost of nationalizing the
discipline and of situating literature in a field identified with language and
philological study, with an almost exclusive focus on literature.

Nowhere is this process to be seen more clearly than in the development
of “comparative literature.” Proclaimed as an advance in literary study that
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would encompass all of world literature by breaking down national bound-
aries, it often reinscribed national borders all the more forcefully by insist-
ing its practitioners literally “compare” themes, characters, or authors in
more than one national literature. However, it was in comparative literature
where those in the various foreign language and literature departments
could be exposed to Continental theory transported from the very national
literatures whose uniqueness this field was intended to subvert. German
hermeneutics via Dilthey and Gadamer and French semiotics and struc-
turalism via de Saussure, Lévi-Strauss, and later Barthes had a crucial influ-
ence by introducing unfamiliar national traditions. For example, Schlegel,
Heidegger, and, above all, Nietzsche became stock figures in French theory,
ultimately producing “the new Nietzsche.” Comparing literatures meta-
morphosed into comparing or applying theory on an international level.
The constant crossing of national boundaries, first with literature and then
with theory, also set the stage for a comparative cultural approach much
more akin to anthropology than the practices of national literature fields.
The foreign countries and international contexts through which compara-
tivists traveled to situate their more theoretically informed readings could
not but divert their attention to experiencing anthropological “otherness.”
It is not surprising that “comparative literature,” the discipline that once
represented reformist notions of literary study, has become a popular site
for “cultural studies,” the newest transformation of the discipline. Whereas
comparative literature may be a site through which cultural studies has
blown in as a new wind, cultural studies itself has received much of its
challenges and inspiration from what we may call the hyphenated depart-
ments, programs, and fields such as Afro-American studies, Latino studies,
Native American studies, and Asian-American studies. These are driven by
a defiant spirit, which, unlike the one that inheres in the heart of the estab-
lished departments of comparative literature, does not genuflect, tacitly or
otherwise, before Eurocentric—even if not European—canons. Itis such ac-
ademic environments that insist that we turn our attention to multicultur-
alism while striving to resists its normalization. In this respect, cultural
studies’ greatest advantage is precisely this heterogeneity. Cultural studies
is also opening up intellectual discourse to the social sciences, especially
anthropology, whose concern with cultures and texts goes beyond only the
“literary,” engendering equally transgressive border crossings between
national/ethnic as well as disciplinary divides.

Professional identities, whether Germanist, literary critic, or anthropolo-
gist, are constituted by a whole range of criteria, and naming itself is symp-
tomatic. If a practitioner of anthropology is asked about what she or he does,
the answer is usually “I am an anthropologist,” and to this designation a sub-
field is added, cultural, social, biological, linguistic, archaeological, then a
specific region, South Asia, Africa, or even Europe, and finally a particular
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theoretical orientation or specialization may be given, for example, eco-
nomic anthropology or feminism. In literary studies, however, the response
is not so straightforward. While one may have these same categories of sub-
ject, field, region, and theory, the definition of what one is based on what
one does is not so clear. Today at American universities, those in depart-
ments of English, German, or Japanese are a mixture of philologists, liter-
ary critics, cultural critics, discourse analysts, and theoreticians. In short, our
object of study is not necessarily literature, although the language is used
for the naming of such departments and marks a relationship between lan-
guage and literature that, as I showed, goes back to the discipline’s profes-
sional roots.

Traditionally it was thought that anthropologists study anthropology, the
cultures and nature of man [si¢], and then write ethnographies describing,
analyzing, and evaluating their observations and experience. Literary critics
criticize, evaluate, and interpret literature. The distinction seemed simple
and clear. Anthropologists traveled to another culture, practiced their req-
uisite fieldwork for one or two years, came back to their home country, and
“wrote up” their obligatory ethnography. The literary critic, the practitioner
of literary study, or the professor of literature (the terms get increasingly
tangled, as we strive to describe ourselves) might well go to another coun-
try to learn a different language and observe that culture, but she or he
would only do so to enlighten the literary text, to enhance its context of un-
derstanding. Roughly stated, the anthropologist studies culture in order to
write a text, whereas the critic studies the text in order to understand the cul-
ture. Before interpretive ethnography, the text was primarily a means of de-
scribing or explaining another culture; in literature, the critic concentrated
on the text itself. The literary critic was not a writer but a critic of texts. At
least as far as text-making went, the product of the literary critic was of a
second order compared to the first-order products of the anthropologist.
In the 1970s, drawing from the hermenecutic tradition (especially from
Ricoeur’s key essay “The Model of the Text”), Geertz and others began
reading culture as text. The influence of poststructuralist revisions on what
constituted the “literary text” came to have a telling effect on both fields.
These rather parallel shifts that moved the respective disciplines toward
each other and away from conventional notions of culture and text were
decisive for both.

Poststructuralism and its insistence on textuality and feminism, its pre-
occupation with patriarchy and logocentrism and minority discourse/
ethnic studies, and its attention to power, authority, and hierarchies turned
the activity of those who were trained in the literary disciplines into a revi-
talized project. It focused on what the anthropologically informed linguist
A. L. Becker has called “text-building,” rather than merely the translation,
close reading, or criticism of the words in the literary text. While we have



CULTURE/CONTEXTURE: AN INTRODUCTION 19

moved away from one aspect of philology, we have also drawn closer to its
insistence on making broad cultural generalizations, This type of philolo-
gist, like the well-known collector of fairy tales, Jacob Grimm, hoped to draw
together law, history, and literature; contemporary practitioners of literary
study are likewise looking beyond literature to events, visual and cinematic
representations, and written documents in their broadest sense, the “liter-
ary” being only one of many. They are interested in how the text is embed-
ded in a political, social, and gendered network of relations that cannot be
explained within a single disciplinary paradigm. Institutional and discipli-
nary history of the kind Foucault developed and more attention to peda-
gogy and the history and status of learning round out the field of literary
study that understands itself as a dynamic and participatory activity rather
than just a one-sided application of analytical methods to a literary work of
art. From this constellation emerged a notion of literary study that instead
of merely focusing on the text, as product of an authorial and authoritative
subjectivity, encompassed an entire field of discourses that constituted
meanings around and in the (literary) text. Once a disciplinary field of “lit-
erary study” freed literature from the constraints of criticism, it was opened
to attend to the issue of culture that, at least in the foreign languages and
literatures, was always present but never systematically addressed.

I have returned to the central concepts—culture and text—that I have
designated as marking the shift and transformation of anthropology and lit-
erary study. Literary critics searching for alternatives to the exclusivity of
high culture and its own canonized products were able to exploit the legit-
imacy, however disputed, of the discipline, however uncodified—which was
in the “culture business.” Culture became, in fact, an insignia for those in
literary study who wanted not only to move beyond the literary text but also
to make a place for counterhegemonic concerns and in many cases to trans-
late their theoretical reflections into social or political practice expressed in
feminism, minority and ethnic studies, pedagogy, and classroom practice.
They were seeking, 1 think, access and connection to the clichéd “real
world” of the anthropologist that she or he lived in and wrote about, In
those areas that had at least traditionally been associated with civilization,
gentility, and refinement, many in literature wanted to get their hands dirty
in the field, at least metaphorically or vicariously, through their engagement
with topics that would, especially in the isolated environment of the Amer-
ican university, bring them into the world. Although no anthropologists
were advising the president (unlike “harder” social scientists such as econ-
omists and political scientists), there were public and political policy impli-
cations for what they were doing. Not blind to their own complicity in
hegemony over the so-called primitives, or Third World, their work still con-
cerned the oppressed, the displaced, and the less fortunate, as well as the
urban, the corporate, and the well-to-do. In other words, they interacted
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with their subjects in ways that literary critics could only manage through
contacts with writers, again one step removed from actual lived experience.

However, the work of the literary critic could approach the anthropolo-
gist's. The writing of the literary critic was elevated to a first-order exercise
by theorizing rather than criticizing and by focusing on the operations, dis-
courses, and practices producing cultural artifacts, literature as well as oth-
ers. Once this shift took place, the practitioner of literary and cultural
studies could achieve what the anthropologist had already achieved when
culture was transformed into text. Thus textuality and the potential to tex-
tualize or read all situations as a text made it possible for anthropologists
and cultural critics to meet in the same cultural domain, albeit using dif-
ferent resources and methods. Subjects such as the construction of national
identity or gender, the representation of the subaltern, or the narrativity of
states, societies, and selves engage both disciplines and establish the basis
for a more productive and constructive notion of interdisciplinary study.

The invocation of the catchword “interdisciplinary” is a call to rethink the
relationship of disciplines in light of the powerful and provocative influence
of anthropology on literature, rhetoric and composition, (ethno)musicol-
ogy, medicine, and law. But unlike those who would characterize interdis-
ciplinary study as merely an assemblage of scholars from different fields
around a particular subject, I would agree with Geertz's notion of “a third
culture” (Olson and Gale 1991) or, in Barthes’s words, “an object that
belongs to no one” (Clifford and Marcus 1986: 1). When interpretive an-
thropologists redefine culture and literary critics reconceptualize text/
textuality, a new version of interdisciplinarity emerges. This orientation
recognizes how educating oneself in the ritals, discourses, and general
habitus of a “foreign” discipline leads to a kind of boundary crossing that
excludes neither the academic and disciplinary cultures that one has “grown
up in” nor the influence of the one that has been newly introduced. Learn-
ing the ways of the anthropologist, the literary critic does not abrogate his
or her disciplinary tenets but creates, as Geertz and Barthes suggest, a new
scholarly domain in between the disciplines where collaborative work rep-
resenting multiple voices can take place. If the polyvocality or heteroglossia
of the cultural text is really a goal that we in cultural studies have in mind,
representing a positioned and self-reflexive dialogic, between us and them,
then collaborative writing, research, and publication, as we have in this vol-
ume, is a mainstay of such interdisciplinary work.

E. VALENTINE DANIEL AND JEFFREY M. PECK:
THE CONTRIBUTIONS

In the opening essay, the anthropologist Paul Friedrich—as does Marilyn
Ivy in a later essay—explicitly stakes his position in relation to literature, Be-
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In her chapter, Susan Stewart offers a radical extension to the meaning
of that unique kind of movement which we call travel, urging us to consider
writing itself as a form of travel. She takes a text about travel clearly marked
as literary—Hawthorne’s Marble Faun—and interprets it so as to remind us
that the “travel experience, in its endless search for meaning, must also be
without irrevocable meaning—it must find a meaning in time, the very
meaning of time implicit in such ideas of flight, escape, search, transgres-
sion, and reparation alternately at the center of travel narrative.” In a post-
structuralist reading, the travel narrative becomes an archetypal genre for
Derridean deferral. Stewart invites us to see in travel writing forces that cor-
respond to the ones that generate the key cultural impulse, the incest taboo.
The marrying out in exogamy, with all its fears and desires, finds its ana-
logue in the writing out in travel.

If Stewart reminds us that travel writing “offers us . . . a view too low to be
transcendent and too high to be in the scene,” ethnography strives to be low
enough to be in the scene and high enough to transcend the chaos of
particulars. Stewart’s opening gambit—her invoking of Lévi-Strauss—is ap-
posite. For not only were Lévi-Strauss’s Tristes Tropiques and Elementary Struc-
tures of Kinship the two texts that drew literary attention to anthropology
in the first instance and to the French theoretical scene more generally
since then, they also helped catalyze a reaction against the degree of tran-
scendence French structuralism offered over the field and raised questions
regarding the inadequacy of “thick description”—to draw on an expres-
sion of Gilbert Ryle made famous by Geertz—that structuralist ethnogra-
phies allowed. One of those who articulated this reaction with the kind of
suavity that was capable of catching the eye and ear of the English literary
critic—for a second time within a decade—was Geertz, whose own bound-
ary-crossing writing, criticism, and analysis made the exchange between
anthropology and literature easier than it had ever been. We have chosen
to end Part I with his essay “The World in a Text: How to Read Tristes
Tmpiques" from his recent Works and Lives: The Antkm;fmfogist as Author, not
in order to let Geertz have the last word but to remind the reader that Lévi-
Strauss’s multilayered corpus—part myth, part history, part ethnography,
and above all, as Geertz displays for us, dazzlingly literary—had already
tilled the field and blurred the genres. And while Geertz's reading of Lévi-
Strauss shows us how “the world in a text” creates an anthropologist as
author (in itself a modernist enterprise), it behooves us to read this read-
ing against Stewart’s poststructuralist reflections on the master narrative
of structuralism as well as the master narrator, the “founder”™ of modern
structuralism.

The authorial voice aside, what of the relationship of ethnography to au-
tobiography? From those who wish to hold, either sympathetically or other-
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but she does not write them. For the anthropologist, however, Trawick’s nar-
rative is fraught with an analytic point, that of self-reflexivity and inescapable
irony. Hers is a story of a quest for the origin myth of the Jackal Hunters.Her
quest reaches its end when she is finally told that the authoritative version
of the myth was to be found in a litde black box belonging to a young white
man who had captured the story from the Jackal Hunters two years earlier.
The young man in question turns out to be one of Trawick’s own students
and the little box, the field-worker’s tape recorder. Rose and Trawick indi-
cate by their stories and their own storytelling how the cultures of anthro-
pology and literary study still differ regarding the freedom to construct
stories appropriate to a subject matter.

In these two and several other chapters in this volume, the interview pre-
sents itself as the meeting point for scholar and informant, as well as an-
thropologist and literary critic. In the best of all possible worlds, a world that
until recently some anthropologists had come to believe was attainable, the
presence of a genuine dialogic was invoked as the determinant of a suc-
cessful interview. Such a moment was seen as one in which the interview
yielded to a well-rhythmed conversation of a give-and-take and hermeneu-
tic depth. More recently, we have come to realize that the ethnographic in-
terview, however dialogically ameliorated, is laden with power differentials.
This is brought out from opposite ends of empowerment by Trawick, on the
one hand, and Rose, on the other: Rose attempts to break up into power,
and Trawick attempts to break down the anthropologist’s own powerfulness
to escape his or her power-stricken condition.

If Trawick and Rose are attentive to how a “good story” ought to be told
by the anthropologist, Mary Layoun, a professor of comparative litera-
ture, and John Borneman, an anthropologist, attend to the manner
in which the informant painstakingly constructs his or her story and ap-
propriates narrative authority. Any narrative, whether that of the scholar
or that of the informant, is subject to multiple readings and therefore
brings with it its own set of problems and possibilities. A narrator who is
sensitive to the formation of her own authority has an interest in prolif-
erating and yet taming these multiple readings. In Layoun’s words, her
narrator “does not simply attempt to direct the reception of [a] narrative
but to generate other narratives for which hers might provide a suggestive
story and style.” This is a fine and important point that ought to compel the
attention of every ethnographer. Trained in Greek, Arabic, and Japanese,
Layoun represents the potential of comparative studies (literary or anthro-
pological) to set off difference, whether in national or disciplinary contexts,
and for moving between these differences. Layoun exemplifies not merely
the manner of moving between novels and interviews but also the deft back-
and-forth movement over narrative and generic borders.
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yond showing us that poetry is impacted with culture and culture with po-
etry, he employs poetry to argue against the “cryptopositivism”'® of scientific
ideology that persists in anthropology. This argumentation is possible only
if we are willing to recognize that culture, like poetry—to quote Frost once
more—is but a “momentary stay against confusion” and not something that
can be fixed by positivist conceit or, we might add, by an essentializing dis-
cipline. Thereby, Friedrich’s rejoinder “What good is anthropology?” to the
“cynical question” What good is poetry? begins to make sense. Moreover, ac-
cording to Friedrich, it is this “scientific ideology that combines a tolerance
or feigned enthusiasm for the turn to poetry and other literary models (in-
cluding performance anthropology) with the practice, particularly in dicta
and dogma for graduate students, that in effect rules out not only poetry but
bridges between poetry/poetics and anthropology that should yield enor-
mous insight,”

Friedrich indicts the scientific ideology for being reductionist. Reduc-
tionism, however, is not the insignia of the natural sciences alone but char-
acterizes the practices of the human and social sciences as well, The
propensity to reduce finds its expression in the will to define. Thus we are
called on to define our disciplines and even our departmental boundaries.
Photographics, no less than analytics, constitute our understanding of defi-
nition. In Friedrich’s call to turn our ear to the poetic, we find a sobering
reminder that the study of human life can neither be tamed by nor reduced
to enlightening definition; the field is lit also with sound.

In reading the essays of Friedrich, Trawick, Dan Rose, and Mary Layoun,
it is imperative to be attentive to the polysemy of “the field.” The field is not
merely a place where a certain kind of “work” called ethnography is carried
out, nor is it only an area or branch of knowledge, be it anthropology or lit-
erary study. These authors also “field” questions and answers and, like good
cricketers, cannot afford to drop too many. Then there is the “field” of vi-
sion, a purview that is implicated in their methods, and beyond that a “field”
as a compass that sets limits to the expenditure of their symbolic capital—
as an American woman talking with a Greek-Cypriot refugee, or a white
woman mingling among peripatetic Jackal Hunters in South India, or an ac-
ademic interviewing CEOs. And yes, a field-worker is tethered as much to
fields of knowledge as he or she is to class, race, and gender.

Race and class figure importantly in Trawick’s and Rose’s chapters, which
take the form of storytelling. The average literary critic who expects an
ethnography to be explicitly analytic, much like an essay of literary criticism,
may find these two anthropologists’ essays somewhat disconcerting. Such a
critic has trouble even seeing how the recounting of the story so central to
the ethnography—what Rose calls narrative-digressive ethnographies—con-
stitutes in itself the anthropological product and project. When scholarly ex-
pectations and standards are at stake, the literary critic may analyze stories,
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wise, that the two genres are identical, we would, as intimated earlier, like
to declare our distance. But there are similarities, at least two of which merit
mention. First, Azade Seyhan, quoting Eakin, has this to say about autobi-
ography: “The writing of autobiography is a second acquisition of language,
a second coming into being of self, a self~consciousness.” The writing of au-
tobiography is not only a second but a multiple acquisition of language. In
their conventional wisdom, the purists among anthropologists have insisted
that the acquisition of a second language (in its widest sense) is also the first
and most important step in doing ethnography. That this ideal is only in-
frequently met and that language ends as being more a tool to be used than
aworld to be entered into is unfortunate. The myth of the ethnographer go-
ing native, becoming those of whom she writes, may be just that, only a myth.
But even if the acquisition of a field language need not be the same as “go-
ing native,” the writing of an ethnography resulting from field experience
ought to mark a new “coming into being of self, a self-consciousness” anal-
ogous to that which happens in autobiography. It is to this extent, then, that
ethnography and autobiography are similar. Second, both autobiography
and ethnography are translations/interpretations, and to that extent they
deserve parallel meditations. Of autobiographies, Seyhan writes, “The per-
sonal narrative is no longer seen as an accurate record of a life lived, but as
the text of a life constituted in writing and interpretation.” Culture and bi-
ography are jointly thrown into clearest relief when autobiographies are
written by immigrants, exiles, and refugees, where this genre and this ex-
perience are best summed up in the title of the Polish-Canadian émigré Eva
Hoffman's novel Lost in Translation: A Life in a New Language. Translation
is the literal metaphor for the experience of re-creating “self, space, and ge-
nealogy.” The North American landscape is a terrain where these transfor-
mations are appropriately captured in their incompletion in that each of
the immigrants (or children of immigrants) Seyhan discusses—Hoffman,
Nicholas Gage, Richard Rodriguez, Maxine Hong Kingston, Amy Tan, and
Oscar Hijuelos—are here, more than anywhere, hyphenated identities.
Their conflicting worlds are bridged by the mark that gives them double
selves, and the act of writing itself becomes the hyphen writ large, an at-
tempt to come to terms with origins, pasts, and ancestors in a context that
promotes their opposites.

The discourse of Seyhan, Arlene Teraoka, and Zita Nunes may be more
familiar to those of us who are addressing the writing of texts emerging
from within specific national traditions. Their work concerns the formation
and dislocation of identities and the dialectic between these moves for both
ordering/universalizing and dismembering those unities by disjunction
and displacement. For Nunes, the place is Brazil, and she sees that coun-
try’s literature trying to resolve the “problem” of miscegenation that was
seen to threaten totalizing notions of purity and homogeneity. In short,
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questions of a universal white subject were difficult to maintain and sustain
in a land filled with so many “mixed peoples.” Brazil becomes a model for
analyzing the assumptions of biology and racism and the construction of
national identity.

Teraoka reminds us that Europeans have not done much better in re-
solving ethnic and national identity problems than have the Americans. Her
focus is on the Turks in Germany. The exposé of Turkish-German conflicts
based on the guest workers’ anomalous situation in a country that essentially
does not want them is by now commonplace. In her analysis of the ethno-
graphic novels of Paul Geiersbach, Teraoka is concerned with a less-studied
boundary crossing: the transgressions of a German ethnographer into the
lives of Turks living in Germany. The tensions exist for her not only between
the citizens and their invited “guests” but, more important for her, between
the German ethnographer and his Turkish subjects as he tries, as any good
ethnographer, to re-present his experiences living among them. The Turks
speak back, and the construction of the Other is subjugated to the forma-
tion of his Self. Teraoka uses Geiersbach’s mixed genre to illustrate many of
the central concerns of interpretive ethnography today—narrative, repre-
sentation, otherness—and adds the particularities of a German ethnogra-
pher’s own brand of foreignness in a Turkish ghetto located in his own
country. Teraoka embeds her analysis in a multitiered narrative of (even vi-
olent) demands and resistance of ethnographer as well as German, object
as well as Turk. Like Trawick, Teraoka’s German sociologist explodes the il-
lusion of power-neutral context of fieldwork and representation. Borne-
man, like Layoun, uses stories in the form of interviews, exploiting this
undervalued anthropological-literary genre to explicate complicated polit-
ical relations constituting state and identity formation. In both cases, being
Greek in Cyprus and Jewish in East Germany, genealogies and the incum-
bent historical process of constructing stories reinforce kinships necessary
for survival. Whereas Layoun moves between novels and interviews, Borne-
man moves between theory and interviews, Borneman is concerned with the
impact of hermeneutics, narrative theory, and the problem of representa-
tion on the ethnographical analysis of self and state. Following Hayden
White, Louis Mink, and other narratologists, Borneman claims that narra-
tive is “‘a primary and irreducible form of human comprehension,” an
article in the constitution of common sense which fashions diverse experi-
ences into a form assimilable to structures of meaning that are human
rather than culture-specific.”

Borneman’s and especially Layoun's orientation draw attention to those
whose identities are constructed and complicated by power relations of con-
flicting ideologies and interests, nationally, ethnically, religiously, and, of
course, racially. Refugees, immigrants, and exiles are perhaps the most ob-
vious and persuasive example—revealed on their persons and at the sites of
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cultural confrontation—where identities collide and are often oppressed.
In taking up the issues of “minority discourse,” the chapters of David Lloyd
and Nunes, as well as Teraoka and Seyhan, remind us how the politics of
identity draw anthropology and literary study even closer together. In these
essays we find a response to Renato Rosaldo’s call (1989) for ways in which
we ought to shift our attention to such “borderlands” for expressive genres
and voices that escape the Eurocentric ear and eye. Gloria Anzaldua’s
Borderlands is such a work in which autobiography, historiography, theory,
and poetry combine to constitute what Behar calls “a new genre of personal
ethnography.™?

Lloyd's contribution makes us aware of the magnitude of the role that
the master trope, the metaphor, plays in the making of our worlds. Thanks
to the pioneering writings of Max Black, Thomas Kuhn, Paul Ricoeur, and
others, we now know that metaphoric constructions are no less an integral
part of science than of art. In effect, we may say that we are condemned to
metaphor. What Lloyd does show us, however, is how we can go about mak-
ing the best of such a condition, namely, to critique metaphor in each of its
manifestations. He shows that metaphors assimilate in terms that may be
aesthetic but also ethnocentric and are, therefore, excluding in their effects.
This exclusionary aesthetic as well as teleology is most clearly brought out
by Nunes’s discussion of miscegenation as portrayed in Brazilian literature,
which attempts to forge a Brazilian national identity as a cultural one in the
same move. Miscegenation is a metaphor that has failed, “a perpetuation of
a sickness.” A “successful” metaphorization incorporates the Other by a
method that is best described as “cannibalistic”—swallow and absorb what
is useful and excrete what is not: the indigenous, the primitive, the black—
but is in fact gnawed by its own inner disease, “a perpetuation of a sickness,”
a failure hidebound with its success.

In this regard it is worth noting not only the inadequacy of (metaphoric)
representation but also, as [loyd argues, the perniciousness and the power
in this dominant form of representation that is still with us and that finds
its roots in the “aesthetic culture” of eighteenth-century Europe. By means
of an intellectual journey from Kant and Schiller and then to Freud, devel-
oping what he calls a “phenomenology of racism,” Lloyd maintains that
“crucial to this function of aesthetic culture is its formulation and develop-
ment of a narrative of representation, by which is meant not only the repre-
sentative narratives of canonical culture but also the narrative form taken
by the concept of representation itself.” He goes on to show how “within
this narrative the same processes of formalization occur at every level, al-
lowing a series of transferred identifications to take place from individual to
nation, and from nation to the idea of a universal humanity. By the same
token, the fissures and contradictions that trouble this narrative are repli-
cated equally at every level or in every situation that it informs.” For an-
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thropologists, there is much to be learned about race from this unusually
literate chapter. But this chapter also provides us with a beginning for a bet-
ter understanding of the collusion of aesthetics, ethics, and logic in what we
have called “identity markings” more generally, of which race is but a par-
ticular manifestation.

The final part of this collection, entitled “Troubling Texts,” is introduced
by Nicholas Dirks’s chapter, “Reading Culture.” Dirks’s transfiguration of
the title of Clifford and Marcus’s widely read book Whriting Culture into his
own essay’s title is serious play. As a practicing historian and anthropologist,
he exhorts us “to read contexts as texts, even as we set out to read texts in
terms of context.” The anthropologist who hopes to “find” the “real” in con-
text is also one who fetishizes “fieldwork.” If one were to allow oneself a slip
from the Marxian to the psychoanalytic sense of fetishism, one may ask the
further question, What fears does this fetish conceal? What are the pretexts
that the (con)texts hide? To pose the question in this manner is to open up
a genealogy of representations that does not reach an “objective” end. For
Dirks, the footnote is the key to the door that opens onto the vistas of pre-
texts and subtexts within which culture as text and texts on culture ought to
be read. In contemporary South Asia, Thurston is such a footnote. As long
as we continue to read South Asian culture and its texts—especially indo-
logical and ethnographic texts—without unlocking their major “footnotes,”
we read but in presentism’s twilight and shadows.

His Majesty’s civil servant and lay ethnographer, Thurston, who was be-
queathed by his time and place the stylus and slate for inscribing a master
narrative, forms the centerpiece of Dirks’s chapter. Unlike Dirks’s man on
the spot, Michael Taussig’s historian-hero is “a very old, very black, very
blind man named Tomis Zapata” who lived until his death in 1971 in a very
small town in southwestern Columbia. Much of Zapata’s history is told in
verse and commentary that cannot help but perturb the academic histori-
ographer’s confidence. This historian-poet-philosopher, who had never
spent a day in school, must be seen not as one who does history but as one
who is history. Unlike the professional historian, who is empowered by the
illusion of standing freely above history arrogating to himself the right to
choke off meanderings that could lead him astray from such “fine-sounding
goals as the search for ‘meaning’ or design,” Don Tomas is both a sign of
history and a sign in history, a medium through whom “flow and mix” and
“flow and swerve,” streams originating from Western canonical sources such
as Pythogoras, on the one hand, and complicated accounts of local history,
on the other, meet. The professional historian or ethnographer writes
“about” the past or “about” a people. Their representational conceit is to be
found in the kind of “aboutness” they engage in. It entails a view that some
form of mental content (that of a trained subject) is directed toward an ob-
ject—the past or a people. Zapata is engaged in a very different kind of
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to mind are variations of “interdisciplinarity,” “collaborative efforts,” “bound-
ary crossings,” or even the now almost picturesque “blurred genres,” all of
which we have referred to in this introduction. But instead, turning a splin-
ter of colonial vocabulary against those who once used it to exclude and to
hurt, we would like to call this collection a “métissage.” In colonial discourse,
a métise referred to the colonial category of “half-bloods.” But as Ann Stoler
has so vividly argued, it took the métissage of French Indochina and the
Netherlands Indies to threaten and undermine a great many imperial di-
vides, Like the métise of colonial Asia, the essays in this collection “converge
in a grid of transgressions.” In so doing, they seek not only to subvert “the
terms of the civilizing mission” of disciplinary thoroughbreds—be they an-
thropology, literary study, or literary criticism—but to introduce “new mea-
sures of civility” that enable the recognition of the robust movement between
word and world, a recognition that refuses to perpetuate a curbed liaison un-
der the civil pretext of interdisciplinarity (Stoler 1992: 5560-551).

NOTES

1. Our attention to the somewhat archaic word contexture and its rich connota-
tions was directed by Geoffrey Hill's little gem, The Enemy’s Country: Words, Conlex-
ture, and Other Givcumstances of Language (1991).

2. Defined by Geoffrey Hill (1984: 2) as “a setting at one, a bringing into con-
cord, a reconciling, a uniting in harmony.”

3. Joannes Fabian (1983) was the first to make this point in a grand way.

4. I use "moral” here, not in the weak, Durkheimian sense, but in the strong
sense where moral choices—and hard ones at that, for which there may be no prece-
dents—are made. See Evens 1982.

5. For an extended treatment of this distinction, see Wartenberg 1990:
chap. 9.

6. See Turner 1990 for an extended account of Victor Turner’s founding
interests.

7. In E. T. A. Hoffmann's Nachstiicke, we find that the feeling of something
uncanny is associated with the figure of the Sandman, that is, with the idea of being
relieved of one’s eyes,

8. I thank Ruth Behar for turning my attention to the place of these two writers
in the scheme of things and especially to the writings of the Latina writer, Gloria

Anzaldua.
9. See Terada 1992,

10. Anzaldua 1987; also see Rosaldo 1989: 196-224.

11. For a collection of early essays on this theme, see Wilson 1970.

12. For an intelligent updating of these philosophical issues in anthropology, see
Thomas McCarthy's review (1992).

13. For a clear distinction between de Saussure’s semiology and Peirce’s semiotic
and the impossibility of translating one into the other’s terms, see Deledalle 1979.

14. For a more detailed and analytical discussion of this now-infamous distinc-
tion between Kultur and civilisation, see chapter 1 in Elias (1976: 1-64).
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“aboutness,” a man “going about” being-in-the-world. The former is about a
way of knowing the world; the latter concerns a way of being-in-the-world.!®
As alluded to earlier, the collusion of literature with ethnography is an
old, even if an uncanny, one. As Ivy shows us, this collusion was not limited
to Europe but was a much more general phenomenon, extending even to
Japan. Ivy describes this relationship between literature and ethnography
(mainly in the form of folklore) as complicitous and ghostly; the more dili-
gently we search for their definitional contours, the more blurred their
objects become. The object in question is a culture and a tradition that, if
not already absent, never in fact existed. Ivy points out that “the disappear-
ance of the object—folk, community, authentic voice, tradition itself—is
necessary for its ghostly appearance in an authoritatively rendered text. The
‘object’ does not exist outside its own disappearance.” Faced with such
evanescence in the imaginary and the diversity of dialects in the real, the
Japanese folklorist Yanagita, encountering the modernist imperative, at-
tempted to write the uncanny specificity of local differences within the
emerging constraints of a singular national language. Anthropologists and
literary critics have, in their own ways, been no less free of this modernist
imperative to fix in a language—the language of science in the case of an-
thropology, the language of method in the case of literary criticism.

If, as Borneman would have it, the impu]se to narrate is pancultural, even
more salient are those moments of “cultural poesis” alluded to by Friedrich,
the “dialectical images” of Benjamin, and “the uncultured excesses” re-
ferred to by Valentine Daniel, which defy the will to narrate and occupy the
even denser interstices of human life than those amenable to narrative.
Daniel finds the crisis of representation in the human sciences and the hu-
manities becoming manifest in its starkest form in the context of violence.
He begins his chapter by sketching the relationship between the two fields
that claimed culture for their own, the anthropological concept of culture
over against the humanistic Arnoldian view of culture. The former ap-
peared to triumph over the latter in the rise of cultural studies’ and literary
study’s turn to the underprivileged, the oppressed, or merely the “ordi-
nary.” But Daniel finds culture in either of its representational modes to be
far too Hegelian, far too trusting of the “reasonable,” and far too indulgent
of “the art of complaisance™* to be able to provide us with the perspective
we need to understand the violence in and of culture. For Daniel, culture’s
significant Other is its “counterpoint,” which he identifies as the blind spot
that posits itself at the center of cultural understanding and into which the
excesses of passion and violence flow, outwitting the gentle forces of reason
and the aesthetic imagination that constitute culture, the very forces that
make literature, ethnography, and narrative possible.

In wrapping up our introduction and in handing over these chapters to
you, the reader, how should we characterize our offering? What readily come
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15. As just one example of Kramsch's work, see “The Cultural Discourse of For-
eign Language Textbooks,” in Singerman 1988: 63-88.

16. See Paul Friedrich, “Interpretation and Vision: A Critique of Cryptoposi-
tvism.” Cultual Anthropology 7, no. 2 (May 1992): 211-231.

17. In her comments on the work of Gloria Anzaldua and Marlon Riggs at the
meeting of the American Ethnological Society in 1992.

18. For a lucid elaboration of this Heideggerian point, see Dreyfus 1991: 68-69,
92-96.

19. For one of the earliest and richest expositions of “the art of complaisance"™—
which still is such an integral part of both senses of “culture” employed by Daniel—
see the handbooks on proper conduct appearing in the Early English Books Series
(1641-1700), which bear the title The Art of Complaisance, or, The Means to Oblige in
Conversation (S.C. 1677).
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Narrative Fields



ONE

The Culture in Poetry and the
Poetry in Culture

Paul Friedrich

According lo a view commonly held in Tu Fu's time, much of the Book of Songs,
the most ancient surviving corprus of Chinese poetry, consisted of songs and ballads
which had been deliberately collected from among the peasantry by rulers who wished
to determine the temper of their peaple.

DAVID HAWKES

OPENING GAMBIT: PLATH’S “WORDS"

Axes

Affter whose stroke the wood rings,
And the echoes!

Echoes travelling

Off from the centre like horses.

The sap

Wells like tears, like the
Water striving

To re-establish its mirror
Over the rock

That drops and turns,

A white shull,

Eaten by weedy greens.

Years later [

Encounter them on the road—

Words dry and riderless,

The indefatigable hoof-taps.

While

From the bottom of the pool, fixed stars
Govern a life.

This rarely cited poem illustrates some decisive connections between po-
etry and culture. As we start into the poem, “axes” seems to allude to the
craft or craftsmanship with which the poet is fashioning something from the

This essay is dedicated to the living memory of Paul Riesman.
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wood of a living tree. The echoes traveling off like horses are the crafted
words going out into the wood to make it ring and into the world to make
people listen. The sap welling from the tree is an extension of this conceit,
like the human tears of the poet-craftsman, from which there is a sudden as-
sociation to the water of the female sources of this poet’s work that tries, in
the face of vicissitudes, to reestablish the order of a mirror before transmu-
tation into the strength of a rock and then the morbid but also regenerat-
ing image of the greens, the poet growing into new paths. Years later, the
poet, now far along the road of life, encounters her words and poems and
their sound, an encounter of reading and remembering except that they are
now dry and riderless, on their own on their tireless hooves. In a final shift,
the poet is plunged into or even identified with a pool’s depths, another di-
mension of water symbolism, whose stars, the same as those above, govern
and control her life and verbal creativity.

We see that “Words” is integrated in many ways. To begin, the rings of
the tree resonate with the centrifugal sound waves of the echoes and also
with the equally centrifugal ripples of the water that tries “to reestablish it-
self.” A second, similar geometry takes us through a half-dozen angles and
directions: (1) the oblique downward movement of the axes; (2) the out-
ward movement of the echoes; (3) the inward movement of the water; (4)
the horizontal plane of the water itself; and then (5) its downward motion
and the words going off centrifugally, or perhaps intersecting on a tangent
with the vertical, up-down that connects the stars in the pool with the stars
in the sky; and, last and most, (6) the way the entire poem is governed by
the figure of a whirlpool or vortex.

Since we are talking about a poem and since poetry, by one definition,
forefronts the phonic shape of the message, is partly about the music of the
language (Wright 1986), we should note that the poem as a whole is keyed
on aesounds (“axes, sap, taps,” etc.) and an equal tissue of sibilant/shibilant
(s) sounds (often working with k sounds). The above is the beginning of a
partial—subjectivist and formalist—interpretation; other approaches would
vield other generalizations. The longer we look at this masterpiece, in fact,
the more meanings, coherencies, and subtexts we will find, until the philis-
tine reader is moved to ask, “Yes, but what good is poetry?”

“What good is poetry?” is a cynical question that, explicitly or implicitly,
we are confronted with often enough. We could rejoin, I suppose, with,
“What good is anthropology?”

A PRIVILEGED ENTRY TO CULTURE

Students of culture, like poets, are engaged in constructing a worldview,
whether sudden insights into “the mind of primitive man” or the vision in
Leaves of Grass, the nitty-gritty of a “linguaculture” or the piecemeal induc-
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tion of matrifocality from the archaeological remains of twenty Pueblo
households. In these and other instances, the objective is not only to geta
worldview but to get inside a worldview, to construct texts of one’s own that
reveal maximum empathy and comprehension. When looked at this way,
the poems or songs that one finds, particularly when they are generally
known and instantly understood by people, can constitute an incredibly
swift and sensitive entryway. Eskimo poems and songs that deal with seal
hunting, or the realities of old age, or the vulnerability of the single woman,
or one’s embarrassment or fear of embarrassment at forgetting the words
of one’s song, all seem to provide in distillate form some of the deep con-
cerns, values, attitudes, and symbols of individuals or even of the entire com-
munity; one is often given the gist of the culture in a way that would be
difficult or impossible to infer. These insights and intuitions are of singular
value because they characteristically deal with and involve the emotions, the
cultural experience as felt as well as understood—that is, in psychological
terms, the phenomena of intention, identification, motivation, and affect
that are often neglected in cultural analysis—including much of the recent
research that combines an ideology of emotionality with practices that fea-
ture analytical instruments and objectivized data.

In societies like the Eskimo, a large body of oral literature is shared to a
significant degree by everyone and is aptly and frequently cited by many per-
sons; in other words, the poetry is a constituent as well as a vehicle of the cul-
ture and, more particularly, the linguaculture, that is, the “domain of
experience that fuses and intermingles the vocabulary, many aspects of
grammar, and the verbal aspects of culture” (Friedrich 1989: 306). Poetry
in this sense is at once “data” for analysis and itself a body of generalizations
about life that are at least as subtle as what the social scientist normally
comes up with. These poetic data and insights in the interstices of culture
are dealt with below with particular reference to Tu Fu and T’ang China.

There are many possible relations between a culture and its subcultures
or between two or more subcultures (including the case of poetic subcul-
tures). For example, the culture of Everyman (to the extent that there is
one) may overlap or be coordinate with a/the poetic subculture—as in the
case of the Polar Eskimo mentioned above. In other cases, there is consid-
erable overlap and much agreement (T ang poetic culture within national
culture). In other cases, there is little overlap or consonance between the
culture at large and a small enclave of socially alienated poetic specialists:
witness the young Chicago bard who used to read his work in the entrance
to one of the train stations—an island of postmodern poetry amid a stream
of totally uninterested suburban commuters. But even this bard and the
commuters, when interviewed about his poetry, would have provided a priv-
ileged entrée and an original angle on American values in the 1990s. We can
shift our focus and see poetry as a way to establish better relations or as a
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sort of projective technique that will stimulate value-laden discourse among
the people we are interested in. At a deeper level, poeury is a constituent of
the imagination of any student of culture and, like other imaginative ingre-
dients, will enter into the process of theory building, empathetic descrip-
tion, and the naming and classification of phenomena. The basic
characteristics of most good poetry—economy, elegance, emotional con-
densation—will contribute to superior cultural studies. But let me consider
in greater detail the pragmatic interweaving or, better, interpretation of po-
etry and culture.

POETRY IN CONVERSATION

Just as the language of conversation can inform poetry, so poetry can and
often does inform conversation. This is partly because, at one level, conver-
sation is always organized or at least channeled in terms of figures—irony,
metaphor, chiasmus, and so forth—and to this extent conversation is po-
etry. At a more concrete level, actual words, phrases, lines, and even longer
units may be components of conversation with high frequency and high
symbolic import. The conversation of literate Chinese and even Chinese ad-
vertising is occasionally studded with fragments from Tu Fu and other
poets (probably thousands of poets if we take into account the myriad mi-
nor and anonymous ones who have made their little contribution to the
pan-cultural repertoire). Similarly, the conversation of Arab Bedouin is in-
terspersed not just with words and lines but the fixed two-liner, the ghin-
nawas, hundreds of which are known by the ordinary speaker and used,
above all, in emotional, liminal, intimate, and/or problematic situations. In
many cultures, including modern, industrialized ones, entire classical texts
may be widely known, voluminously memorized (especially in secondary
school), and play an important role in conversation, ritual, and politics: the
Koran in many Muslim countries (Caton 1990); the Bhagavadgita in India
(at least Brahmanical India); Homer in Greece today; the Old Testament in
Israel; contemporary poetry in Ireland (Coleman 1990); Don Quixotein the
Spanish-speaking world; and a canon of classical poetry in Russia, notably,
Pushkin, Tyutchev, Nekrasov, and the fabulist Krylov. These are not just cor-
pora of texts but also underlying cultural charters, paradigms, precedents,
and templates in terms of which to live, modest guidelines for the small in-
dividual who is having trouble on deck in the storms at sea that life contains.
They are also poetic charters for political acts and attitudes of national or
international import, such as territorial claims and counterclaims to Israel
or at least Jerusalem and the West Bank. Despite this cultural and political-
cultural dimension of poetry, the relatively prosaic nature of much Ameri-
can conversation, particularly that of social scientists, tends to carry over
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into the practice of ignoring the richly allusive poetic subtextuality of con-
versation in many cultures such as those just enumerated.

From yet another point of view, the ideology of a culture or a social class
within that culture may be deeply embedded in its lyric charter poems—but
so that it is partly or wholly hidden. There is complete agreement between
Robert Frost’s practical dictum to never say what you are actually talking
about in a poem and the New Marxist claim that “what [a text] does not see,
is not what it does not see, it is what it sees” (Althusser and Balibar 1970: 21).
By the same token, the student of a culture’s innermost symbolic values
would get far by studying the gaps and silences in its key poetic texts.

Sets of poems, then, can function as a sort of ever-present verbal con-
sciousness that “helps one to live,” among other things (Pesman 1988).
These poetic constituents of conversations, at one level, are like a well-
turned phrase, an apt expression of needs and realities that are not neces-
sarily poetic. In another meaning of “language,” the meanings of these
words and sentences can function as a sort of ever-present consciousness
and conscience that underlies and partly determines the more superficial
verbalizations. At yet another, deeper level, we have to think of “language”
in some sense as continuously interpenetrating all levels of consciousness;
in other words, language is a product of consciousness, but consciousness is
also a product of language (Chomsky 1972; Lacan 1978). At any of its mean-
ings or levels, the “language” in question may be the condensed, acute, and
sensitized language of poetry and poetic forms. It is in these terms that the
understanding, or better, the apprehension of individuals, culture, and
worldviews, is clearly facilitated and goes hand in hand with sensitivity to the
poetic underpinnings of conversation, politics, and ordinary life. To ignore
these underpinnings is like someone trying to enter a house while ignoring
the keys under the doormat.

METHODOLOGY (1): INEVITABLE REDUCTION

All known treatments of culture are guilty in the first degree of reduction-
ism, be this to genealogical charts of kinship terms or to “bird song and
laments,” or even to local factionalism and the vendetta (Feld 1982;
Friedrich 1987). These and other approaches reduce, apocopate, and select
in skewed ways that reveal the author’s prepossessions and obsessions.
The inevitability of reduction stems in large part from the simplifying
assumptions of all scientific practice and also art: whoever thinks that
all-embracing Walt Whitman does not reduce drastically should read in
nineteenth-century American economic, social, or intellectual history.
What is striking is not the fact, or better, the variant of reductionism, in any
given case but the way diverse students of culture claim that they themselves
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Was the agony I felt so strange,
when [ saw the man [ loved
thrown on the earth

with bowed head?
Murdered by enemies,
worms have for ever
deprived him

of his homecoming.
ljaja-ijaja.

He was not alone

in leaving me.

My little son

has vanished

to the shadow-land.
Ijaja-ijaja.

Now ['m like a beast
caught in the snare

of my hut.

ljaja-ijaja.

Long will be my journey
on the earth.

It seems as if

I'll never get beyond

the foot-prints that I make . . .
A worthless amulet

is all my property:

while the northern light
dances its sparkling steps
in the sky.

Qernertoq, Copper Eskimo woman, Musk Ox Folk
(From Lowenstein and Rasmussen 1973: 19-20)

Such poems and their creation cannot be regarded as a social product
pure and simple, as an output of purely social forces conceptualized by a
purely sociocentric model; we should be able to recognize the absurdity of
the claim by formalists such as Brik (Eagleton 1983: 30) and Tynyanov
(1978) that had Pushkin never lived, Eugene Onegin would have been written
by someone else. The social facts of lyric poetry raise in unavoidable form
the significantly individual aspects of creativity, here verbal creativity. The
biographical (life historical), psychohistorical, and individual stylistic ap-
proaches, far from being “positivistic,” as some structuralists claim (Jeffer-
son and Robey 1986), actually tend to involve or even entail a dissolution of
the boundaries between poet and critic, subject and object, content and
form (aside from the fact that the biographical approach antedates “posi-
tivism” by centuries, even millennia [Johnson, Vasari, Plutarch]). Close at-



42 NARRATIVE FIELDS

are avoiding it, whereas others are exemplifying it. As against such pros and
cons, poetry “is good for something” because it apprehends, represents, and
extracts something critical in a world out there and also the world in the
mind of the member of the culture and in the anthropologist’'s own mind,
and it does this with a diffuse sensitivity that not only complements other
approaches but blocks many of the most extreme forms of scientistic re-
ductionism. The many poetries alluded to in this chapter—notably, Eskimo
poetry and the poetry of Tu Fu—deal with emotional and ethical matters in-
tricately and comprehensively. They are “a morphology of feeling” in a way
that is analogous to music (the phrase is Felix Mendelssohn’s): the shape of
realized poetry that is widely appreciated may be assumed to somehow re-
flect the shape of emotions that it symbolizes.

But this morphology of feeling—and this is one peculiarity of poetry
among the verbal arts—is also like music in a way that bears not just on the
representation of emotion in a given culture or tradition but on the repre-
sentation of emotion by the student of culture in the larger sense: as sug-
gested earlier, poetry is like music in its powerful rules for economy,
condensation, and what Stevens called “the art of finding what will suffice.”
Because poetry is understandably grouped with the humanities, and be-
cause the criticism of poetry has to be so grouped, most people overlook or
at least neglect how close poetry is not only to music but to linguistics and
even mathematics (Sapir 1951: 159). The quality of elegance and the goal
of extracting gist, neither of which can be captured by paraphrase, help to
make poems and poetic lines part of the charters and ideologies of many
cultures which the student of culture may want to deconstruct or at least ex-
amine with due thoughtfulness.

Being attuned to the poetic dimensions of culture necessarily means be-
ing alive to a very different network or texture of values, attitudes, and sym-
bols. Going beyond “being attuned,” one can take account of a great variety
of phenomena, from the seven main connotations of “blue” in American stu-
dent culture (which tend to be not only the same but hierarchized the same
way) to the many meanings of “sentiment” in the emotional structure of a
passionate Mexican leader (Friedrich 1987: 54-73) to the meaning of
“shame” (that is, lack of Fulani-appropriate qualities) among the Fulani
(Riesman 1977: ch. 7). It will often be difficult to deal with, to say nothing of
analyze, these diffuse and extensive networks of meaning and feel, but that
is precisely the point and the genuine issue. Being attuned to the poetic di-
mensions of language and culture, of linguaculture, by greatly expanding
our “database” and the realism of our perceptions, effectively blocks or at
least complements the familiar reduction or essentializing of culture to the
graphs, paradigms, tables, and trees of social science ideology. Another way
of saying this is that study based on ordinary language and ordinary experi-
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more insight than a great deal of the usual experience. Often these poetic
intuitions seem to represent universal values: a haunting, deep similarity
abounds in the world’s poems about the death of a child, a son or a daugh-
ter. That, too, is part of the humanizing good of poetry: to suggest dimen-
sions of common humanity that, limiting though they may be, qualify the
heartlessness of one kind of extreme relativism and of many kinds of socio-
centric New Marxism.

To illustrate the above contention, I include the following short poem.
Like many poems of the stereotypically rationalistic, neoclassical, and ver-
bally affected eighteenth century, this poem is, quite to the contrary, collo-
quial, emotion charged, and of universal import (Lonsdale 1984: xxxvii; this
remarkable anthology dispells many stereotypes of the eighteenth century).

To an Infant Expiring the Second Day of Its Birth

Tender softness, infant mild,
Perfect, purest, brightest child;
Transient lustre, beauteous clay,
Smiling wonder of a day:

Ere the long-enduring swoon
Weighs thy precious eyelids down;
Oh! regard a mother’s moan,
Anguish deeper than thy own!
Fairest eyes, whose dawning light
Late with rapture blessed my sight,
Ere your orbs extinguished be,
Bend their trembling beams on me.
Drooping sweetness, verdant flow'r,
Blooming, with'ring in an hour,
Ere thy gentle breast sustains
Latest, fiercest, vital pains,

Hear a suppliant! Let me be
Partner in thy destiny!

The poem was written in 1728, published in 1733. About its author noth-
ing seems to be known except her name, Hetty Wright. In this anonymity
she reminds us of the name-only Eskimo women who bemoaned their fate
in lyrics captured on the wing half a century ago by that ethnographic giant
in the earth, Knud Rasmussen.

Why will people

have no mercy on Me?
Sleep comes hard
since Maula’'s killer
showed no mercy.
ljaja-ijaja.
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ence runs the almost certain risk of being itself ordinary. A scientific con-
sciousness, in contrast, that, as its goal, starts with the full poetic system can-
not fail, in principle, to deal with the ordinary but also with agreat deal more
that is extraordinary, potential, possible, and still realistic. Sociocultural lin-
guistics and the various cultural and social anthropologies should, on the
analogy of politics, be “the art (and science) of the possible.”

METHODOLOGY (2): CONSCIOUSNESS AND EMOTION

“Culture” can be used today as a convenient cover term for diverse ideas and
phenomena, including the traditional archaeological and linguistic situa-
tions: what can one infer from a heap of shards and similar refuse, or from
a set of texts in an extinct language? But even these empirical and concrete
meanings overlap with many kinds of consciousness in the sense of general
fields or associations of patterned perceptions, concepts, emotions, and mo-
tives or intentions that are relatively explicit, known, and articulated. In this
broad and indeed sometimes tenebrous sense, we can speak of many kinds
of consciousness, one of which is historical: what do Icelandic adolescents
see in and construct from standard symbols of their cherished history, a
Viking helmet, a patriotic poem (Koester 1990)? How does such historical
consciousness contribute to Icelandic poetry, or political culture (e.g., re-
garding international fishing rights)? Alternatively, the consciousness we
are concerned with may be dominantly emotional: how does the individual
perceive the threat or even the advent of death, and how is death felt by the
dying man or those at his side (Tolstoy 1978)? And again, how does this par-
ticular consciousness structure culture in a practical, engaged sense (e.g.,
the concern with MIAs or the reburial of American Indian remains)? Or the
consciousness may be of social categories: rather than a set of terms that are
defined with structuralist minimalism by their contrast with each other,
what is the positive emotional content, what I used to call the “blood, sweat,
tears, semen, and mother’s milk” meanings of verbal symbols like “mother”
and “brother” (Trawick 1990)? And again, how do these meanings of kin-
ship terms bear on the observance of vendetta obligations (e.g., in the Cau-
casus cultures where the murderer tries to get at and kiss the nipple of any
woman in the victim’s patrigroup in order to establish “milk-brotherhood”
and hence nullify blood vengeance obligations)? In the case of these three
strong examples of a consciousness of national patriotism, feelings about
death, and the texture of kinship, one good of poetry is that it gives us closer
approximations of the sorts of consciousness that live in and animate a sin-
gle person, a culture area, or even a historical period. More pointedly, so
much poetry in so many cultures does involve “love and death” that the gist
of a hundred or even a dozen death poems can in the optimal cases give us
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tention to the individual and the individual creative process, while particu-
larly fostered in the context of poetry and poetic criticism, leads not to treat-
ing nonpoets as poets, although it is worth trying, but to evaluating the
individual potter, mother, fisherman, or leader with full attention to, for ex-
ample, the tropology of their language, the metaphors of action in their
construction of their lives, or what James Fernandez (1986: 28-73) calls “the
mission of metaphor.” Poetry and, to a lesser extent, poetry criticism or po-
etics thus have a deeply humanizing influence on the study of culture and
cultural consciousness and in this sense are the unrecognized sister disci-
plines of personality psychology, Jungian psychology, and the whole field of
culture and personality.

METHODOLOGY (3): “"METHODOLOGICAL INDIVIDUALISM™
VERSUS POETRY AS SOCIOCULTURALLY DETERMINED

The true locus of culture is in the interaction of specific individuals and, on the sub-
jective side, in the world of meanings which each of these individuals may uncon-
sciously abstract for himself from his participation in these interactions.

—E. SAPIR

Poems in folklore collections or in the texts of a dead language are rarely
individual in the sense of allowing us to infer an individual author, although
this has been possible in notable cases. The individual authors of Bedouin
two-liners as described by Lila Abu-Lughod (1986) are sometimes known,
although in general anonymous. But in all cultures, including primitive and
peasant ones, poems are to begin with created by one person and for a lit-
tle while at least are known as a personal expression and may even be pos-
sessed inalienably, just as, to turn the tables around, the anonymous poem
is the exception in large, literate societies. These hard facts about poetic and
similar artistic creativity and productivity force the responsible student to
deal not only with the significantly individual sides of such phenomena but,
more generally, with the contention that all culture may be seen as, to a sig-
nificant degree, a world of individual(ized) meanings, or, commuting the
Sapir quote above, the possibility that the individual agent or actor is our ba-
sic datum from which are constituted and from which we constitute our in-
terpretation of such things as group, society, and nation. To illustrate this
point of “methodological individualism” with individual authorship in peas-
ant society, I turn to a snatch of my own fieldwork:

Of my five years of fieldwork, the majority (1954-56, 1965-67, 1970) have
been spent among the Tarascan Indians of southwestern Mexico. I recall
watching, sometime in 1967, a young man wander aimlessly in a field at high
noon, and then I heard from him that he had been composing a story for me:
“The Three Butterflies.” This man was a linguistic virtuoso in his aptitudes but
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also a mad poet in a familiar Spanish or American sense: the most prolific and
obscene joker in harvest brigades; the man who knew the most stories in town,;
whose sentences were the longest and most complex, but whose scores on my
tests for Tarascan grammar were the most deviant, and at times wild; who, in
a brawl, used the fine, long jackknife I had given him to seriously slash his
brother's hand; who, when his mother, a reputed witch, was being buried,
leapt down into her grave and stood for a long time on her coffin, apostro-
phizing her and weeping piteously; who, when I had to go to a neighboring
hostile village to get boxes for my wife’s pottery collection, led me up the
ravines where I would be in the least danger from sniper fire; who over-
identified with me and, when I took a different virtuoso back to the States, suf-
fered pathological jealousy and chagrin; finally, a thoroughly mache woman-
izer, who eventually joined the Mexican cavalry, where he did very well. Most
Tarascan virtuosi I have known (in ceramics and guitar making as well) had
similarly exceptional and emotional imaginations. (1986: 46)

Yet there is a flip side to this uniquely individual authorship and the cor-
responding tendency and temptation to embrace “methodological individ-
ualism.” In the same way, while discussions of the culture/poetry interface
usually focus on what poetry can bring to culture, or what poetics can bring
to anthropology, it is just as rewarding to ask what culture and anthropol-
ogy can bring to poetry and poetics. In one obvious sense, a lyric poem,
whether it aspires to be significant to all humanity or to a local powwow, is
as ensconced in society, culture, and history as any intellectual and artistic
representation and, at several levels, cannot be understood without histori-
cal, philological, and anthropological contextualization (Benjamin 1989).

The phenomena of lyric poetry, while full of isolated, sociohistorically
underdetermined genius, also abounds with cases of sociohistorical overde-
termination, of clusterings of creativity that beg for causal explanation or at
least an etiological interpretation: prime examples would be the century or
so each of the High T"ang of China, of Elizabethan and Jacobean England,
of the “American Renaissance,” of the Russian Golden and Silver ages, of
Anglo-American modernism, and Spanish modernismo, and of seventh- and
sixth-century Greece, Most of these efflorescent ages arose in the context of
some combination of most or all of the following five factors:

1. intense national, ethnic, or even local consciousness and often pride
(e.g., the Greek city-state, Elizabethan England);

2. extraordinary primary and or secondary schooling in language arts
(e.g., the T’ang entrance exams, the Russian aristocratic system of pri-
vate tutors and adolescent university education);

3. encouragement of youthful precocity (e.g., adolescents welcomed
into adult literary societies; Pablo Neruda in Santiago, Chile);

4. maximum prestige and valorization of poetry by the society, especially
its hegemonic circles (e.g., the public schools and early colleges of six-
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teenth- and seventeenth-century England—Milton and his friends;
the high status of “poet” in society);

5. available aristocratic bureacratic lifestyle that allowed time for litera-
ture (notably, in T'ang China and nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century Russia).

The genesis and efflorescence of T'ang Chinese and Russian classical
poetry, in particular, could be rigorously interpreted as the determined
expression of the worldview of an ensconced nationalistic, linguistically
hypertrained, poetically oriented aristocratic literati (Goldman 1964).
(One speculates, incidentally, on just what social and historical factors are
causing the extraordinary pluralism of form and content in American
poetry today.)

All these factors suggest that lyric poetry, while inviting so-called method-
ological individualism, also affords compelling and sweeping examples of
lyric creativity as a social productin a New Marxist sense. One way to approach
such social determinism would be through massive correlations using aworld
sample,asin A. L. Kroeber'sextraordinary, pioneer analysis. In the one chap-
ter that deals with poetry in his Configurations of Culture Growth, some of the

variables I have justnamedare isolated and discussed. Yet most persons would
correctly feel that reducing Tu Fu and Li Po to critical points on the top of
a curve in an essentially statistical analysis is somehow missing almost all
of the points that really matter. A second approach would be through the
intensive study of one lyric poet in all the fullness of social and historical con-
text, as in Walter Benjamin’s also extraordinary, pioneer analysis of Baude-
laire (1989), although, once again, most people would correctly feel that
reducing the great symbolist poet to a product of the political economic
forces of his time, to questions of production, distribution, and consump-
tion, to what American poets include under “po biz,” is missing most of what
matters. A third approach, which I personally favor and which is partially
illustrated here, is to triangulate (or quadrangulate or even sexangulate) be-
tween a relatively small number of poets and/or poetries or poetic traditions
that the given student can understand, “control,” and even internalize with
a modicum of sensitivity and thoroughness—in terms of knowing (even
memorizing many of) the texts, mastering the intellectual history, and so
forth; it is vital that these poets and poetries be selected judiciously (my own
combination of Polar Eskimo, Arab Bedouin, T'ang Chinese, and, more in-
tensively, modern American and Russian, has proven fruitful). With such tri-
angulation one can generalize and synthesize for much of the world about
such issues as poetic form; the creative process; intermedia relations to other
arts; determinate relations with society and culture; the way poetry incarnates
both culturally specific and universal, pan-human values, such as grief over
a lost baby; and, last but not least, the possibilities of creative interaction be-
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tween students of poetry and students of culture. The method of triangula-
tion, adapted from Ralph Linton’s method of triangulation in culture stud-
ies, has the advantages without the disadvantage of the extensive (e.g.,
Kroeberian) and the intensive (Benjamin-style) approaches.

PRACTICUM: TU FU

My original contention that poetry can provide an eyeopening entry to cul-
ture as a system of values and symbols is powerfully illustrated by the sorts
of inferences that can be made from even a small sample of the poeuy of
Tu Fu: thirty-five poems in the canonical T'ang anthology (the same set
used by Hawkes) comes from a total of over 1,400 poems by Tu Fu. This
widely encompassing, if select, corpus touches on a great many themes,
some of them Confucian in the conventional sense of respect and affec-
tion between primary relatives, or concern with the sociopolitical hierarchy
and one’s advancement within it. Out of a spectrum that includes these and
other subjects, let us look only at what he appears to say about nature, or
better, the relation between man and nature; one initial reason for doing
this is that about half of his best poems, as anthologized by David Hawkes,
seem to be dealing with nature. In reviewing some of these nature poems,
let us keep in mind that Tu Fu's personal idiosyncratic view agrees to a con-
siderable extent with three others: (1) those of the Chinese poetic tradition;
(2) those commonly held in T'ang China; (3) specifically Confucian philo-
sophic values. In what follows, incidentally, I depend heavily on the petite
but brilliant study by Hawkes, supplemented by Yu-Lan Fung, William
Hung, and Stephen Owen.

Tu Fu’s worldview contains a philosophy of nature, or better, of the na-
ture/culture relationship. To begin, nature is literally animated: wrees and
rivers are inhabited, even incarnated by spirits of many kinds. Thus in one
poem called “From the World’s End,” we hear that “art hates a successful
destiny [i.e., a too successful life], just as the hungry goblins in the moun-
tains rejoice at the chance to gobble up a passerby.” In another poem,
“Dreaming of Li Po,” one of several devoted to this deeply admired friend,
Tu Fu expresses anxiety at the dangers presented by the tremendous dis-
tances that Li Po has had to cross to reach him in a dream and concludes
with the warning (here in a “literal,” word-by-word translation): “Watch
deep, waves broad / Don'’t let water dragons get.” These are not primarily
figures of speech: Tu Fu and Li Po imagined really real dragons beneath the
waters, really real goblins in the mountains. Nature, second of all, is seen as
deeply analogous to society: nature in its parts is always tropological raw ma-
terial for symbolizing relations among human beings, human mental states,
and familiar human predicaments. One Tu Fu poem called “To the Recluse
Wei Pa,” opens with, “Often in this life of ours we resemble, in our failure
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to meet, / The Shen and Shang constellations, one of which rises as the
other sets.” In yet another poem called “To a Fine Lady,” we hear that “the
way people feel in this world is to hate what is decayed and finished / Myr-
iad affairs are like a lamp flame flickering in the wind.” And elsewhere in
the same poem: “Even the vetch-tree knows when it is evening; / Mandarin
ducks do not sleep alone,” that is, the husband who has abandoned her
should know when it is evening, time to return to her and a life in conjugal
fidelity. These and other analogies between the human and natural world
are often phrased in terms of a symbolism that had become partly formulaic
in the T’ang Chinese poetic, where, for example, a solitary goose on the
wing is a standard emblem of at least three things: autumn, a wanderer, a
letter to or from an exile far from home. To take one example: “Here at the
world’s end the cold winds are beginning to blow. . .. When will the poor
wandering goose [i.e., wanderer, letter] arrive?” The more or less formulaic
equations, paradigms, and sets could channel and structure the creative
process but also be played with and adapted in all sorts of ways. My impres-
sion is that the T’ang code of Tu Fu’s time was not as explicit and compre-
hensive as that of Classical Tamil but that later, in the ninth century, this was
indeed the case.

Third, nature is shared by two or more people or even all human society;
it is as though reality required at least two persons and nature itself in in-
teraction. This ontological, dialogical premise informs some of Tu Fu's most
memorable lines and poems, where, for instance, “the moon is the same as
that which shines down on our birthplace [i.e., morpheme by morpheme,
Moon is old-home bright] / My brothers scattered in different places. The
moon is only real as something shared by two or more people. Put aphoris-
tically, nature is “out there” only if it is “in here” between us. This premise
of a continuous relation between the socially, dialogically human and the
natural does a lot of work in many of his most remarkable poems, and this
dense interdependence between the dialogical and the natural deserves
more critical concern than it has received so far.

Let us start to conclude with what is my fourth, and perhaps most obvi-
ous, contention about the poetics of the relation between man and nature,
and that is, nature’s anthropomorphic response to human beings and soci-
ety. In “Spring Scene” we find the following: “Moved-by times flowers sprin-
kle tears / Hating separation birds startle heart” (i.e., the birds seem
startled as with the anguish of separation). But these relatively simple-
minded instances of the “poetic fallacy” are in Tu Fu encased in a much
larger context where “Human nature have feelings tears wet blossom” (that
is contrasted with “river-water river-flowers how come-to-end” [i.e., they go
on forever]), Indeed, the deeper folds of what seems to be Tu Fu’s tropo-
logical interweaving and even identification of man and nature is so con-
tinuous that there is no line between them. In one of his “Thoughts on an
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Ancient Site,” devoted to the tragic life of a court lady, “paintings have
recorded those features that the spring wind caressed.” In a second set of
thoughts on an ancient site, a famous but failed statesman is likened to a
single feather floating among clouds. The following poem “Night at Waj
House,” contains what some think is the best heptosyllabic couplet in the

language:

Fifth-watch drums-bugles sound sad-strong
Three-gorges star-river's shadow moves-shakes (182)

Here the elaborated syntactic, semantic, and even numerical parallelism
helps to establish the illusion of a sort of isomorphism between man and
nature,

Perhaps the most profound apprehension of the continuous relation be-
tween the human and the natural is Tu Fu’s “Ballad of the Old Cypress.” In
along chain of mainly original metaphors and similes, the master incarnates
the solitary old tree: “boughs are-like green bronze / Roots are-like rocks”;
the “wide-encompassing, snake-like coil” of its roots grips the earth; the bit-
ter heart has not escaped the ants, “but there are always phoenixes roosting
in scented leaves.” The old cypress becomes a cosmic tree and also a symbol
of neglected genius in its old age.

To sum up provisionally, in the Tu Fuian view, nature is animated, anal-
ogous to society, only meaningful as part of a dialogue, and itself responsive
or at least symbolically or indexically related to culture. The custom in crit-
icism is to not address these issues as Confucian or to deal with them as
Buddhist or Taoist deviation or part of the synthesis or at least coexistence
of all three religions in T'ang times. It is my contention, which cannot
be fully elaborated here, that these ideas about nature, while owning some-
thing to Buddhism and Taoism, are an essential and native Chinese part
of Confucianism.

Through the poems there runs the generically Chinese but diagnostically
Tu Fuian idea of cosmic space where man is neither central nor absent but
only an infinitesimally small part of the cosmic whole. Our poet emphasizes
this again and again in poems that descend from very general, abstract lev-
els down to a final cathexis and poetic closure on a small, humble, and very
human detail: the hatpin that his white hair is getting too thin to hold, the
cup of muddied wine that he has to refuse, himself as a lonely goose or a
solitary sandgull. The philosophy in these poems is the same as that of the
numerous Chinese paintings where in the same nook or fissure in the midst
of vast mountains and mist-filled gorges we notice a small man in his hut or
his boat in his small human space.

There are many other aspects of nature that I could dwell on that may be
Jjust as important as those given: nature as unchanging or constant; nature
as awesome, majestic, and full of divine power; nature as harmonic, in that
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its seasons and other natural cycles contrast with the irregularity of human
affairs that can be destroyed by nature; between nature and ordinary human
life there is the dream world with its dream logic (as in his dream poems of
Li Po, so akin to his half-world of spirits and goblins, and, for that matter,
the world of the imagination of all his poetry). These and diverse aspects of
nature can be more fully apprehended by letting Tu Fu lead the way. His
worldview, partly because of the great popularity he has enjoyed in such a
large audience, may be thought of as highly meaningful in the Chinese tra-
dition more generally, in the culture of T’ang China, and in the Confucian
tradition. At least these three ambitious hypotheses would be worth explor-
ing further.

Are many of the component values and symbols just discussed shared by
many American and Russian poets? Yes, to some extent, but that enlarges
rather than diminishes their partly universal significance. It also partly ex-
plains why, over twelve centuries later, they are meaningful and inspiring to
Anglo-American readers, including sophisticated and often tired graduate stu-
dents in comparative literature, anthropology, and related arts and sciences.

“The observer is part of the field of observation”

Tu Fu and Confucius influenced Emerson and Thoreau and, more re-
cently, have inspired such American masters as Robert Bly and Gary Snyder
(Faas 1978). I am a part-time participant in this tradition (e.g., going to high
school in Concord, Massachusetts). The following poem (1990) came to me
one cold winter morning five years ago, after biking to the office and work-
ing through David Hawkes's version, that is, through the ideograms, the
transliteration, the literal translation, the rich annotation, and Hawkes’s own
literary translation of a Tu Fu “sonnet” (rhymed pentasyllabic eight-liner).

Early Hours

It is dark before dawn and the city is quiet

like the dead silence of a cave. Burglars

have gone home as I bicycle slowly through streets
you wouldn’t recognize. Several crows start to caw
on campus as | pass. Then they rise from the tops
of the locusts to circle beneath the crescent

of the moon. It is cold enough to crack open

the essential remembrances:

Concord in winter

and the tracks of a blue jay in snow, or my run
through deep frost after midnight mass on Christmas.
But, when I finally get there, my office is warm
and by dawn I've deciphered the T'ang Chinese
of a Tu Fu “sonnet” in Regulated Verse:

between Heaven and Earth a Ring-Necked Gull.
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In this poem, as I see it, the natural environment of crows and jays in the
deep cold of a northern winter is melded with such thoroughly cultural and
even urban components as burglars and midnight mass on Christmas, and
everything is headed toward a cathectic closure on the small, personal act
of trying to intuit the meaning of a poem by Tu Fu—before taking off again
into the gull metaphor. At the time of the writing I was not aware that I was
imitating Tu Fu; later that day I checked on “Gulls” in Roger Tory Peterson’s
Guide to North American Birds to make sure that I had the species right. I may
have suppressed the connection to Tu Fu because of some jealous instinct
of self-preservation, even some “anxiety of influence” a la Bloom. More
probable a reason is the diametrically opposed meanings of his “sandgull”
and my “ring-necked gull™ his stands for personal isolation and loneliness
amid social disorder and imagined personal failure as a writer, whereas
mine stands for inspiration in a liminal space against a background of se-
curity in one’s community and gratitude at some success with one’s writing.
In any case, it was only two years later when I got back to the poem, early on
in the Hawkes volume, as part of teaching Comparative Poetry/Poetics, that
I realized that my “ring-necked gull,” which I had seen so often in the fall
off the shores of Lake Michigan, was a local, Chicago-area response to the
gull in Tu Fu, first literally translated as “sandgull” by Hawkes, but then, in
one of his rare but critical errors of judgment, rendered simply as “seagull”
in the poetic translation.

To fill out matters for the critical reader, 1 include here Hawkes's in-
formed literary translation, and his literal translation of the last two lines.

Thoughts Written While Travelling at Night
By the bank where the fine grass bends in a gentle wind, my boat's tall mast
stands in the solitary night. The stars hang down over the great emptiness of
the level plain, and the moon bobs on the running waters of the Great River.
Literature will bring me no fame. A career is denied me by my age and sick-
ness. What do I most resemble in my aimless wanderings? A seagull drifting
between earth and sky!

The literal translation runs as follows: “Fine grass slight wind bank / Tall
mast lonely night boat / Stars hang down level plain vastness / Moon bobs-
from-great river’'s flow / Name how literature famous / Office due-to age-
sickness resigned /

7. Pido-pido hé-suo si
Drifting-drifting what-am like
8. Tidn-di yi shd-oii

Sky-earth one sand-gull

To belabor the obvious, if a poem or a poet provides us with an entrée
into an exotic or at least different worldview, as I think is indisputable, then,
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ordinary irony and indeed mendacity of her most famous poem, “Daddy,”
in which her father, a warm-hearted if somewhat authoritarian Boston Uni-
versity botanist, is caricaturized as a jackbooted, Jew-butchering Nazi. This
is one way to exorcise a beloved father who left you alone, an orphan. It is
also one way to build a personal mythology and public relations image for
college students and New York critics—to be “relevant” in the worst sense.
But this is not our concern here.

Our main concern has been to enter into Plath’s great poem “Words”
and perhaps illustrate the degree to which poems are informed by culture,
the degree to which culture is in language (commute the professional cliché
of “language in culture”). All this is complementary to our earlier con-
tention that poetry—poetic images, tropes, materia prima—informs, chan-
nels, and structures culture. The case of a major poet condensing the gist of
a basic myth in her family and her subculture into one of her finest poems
may be taken as a token of what happens all the time in more quotidian,
humdrum, and even banal arenas of life.
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given the universals of experience and of what some anthropologists call the
pan-human aspect of culture, or better, life, those same poems should pro-
vide us with an entry or a new understanding of ourselves in the sense both
of some subculture of America and of the unique particularity of each of
us—whether or not the new insights and intuitions are necessarily jelled in
a poem “after Tu Fu, after Garcia Lorca, after the Eskimo.”

RECURSION TO SYLVIA PLATH

We began with Sylvia Plath and now, after a long discussion of poetry
and culture, let us return to her “Words” to see what we have learned. The
body and mind of the poet are engaged in an act of sacrifice with an ax that
makes echoes ring from the trunk of a tree, but this is less the Old Testa-
ment tree of the knowledge of good and evil than the giant ash tree of Ger-
manic, specifically, Old Norse, myth. It is from this tree (and the alder) that
the warrior-poet Odin (or Wotan) fashioned the first man. It is this tree
that the poet must cut into to extract the words of his poems and from
which “the sap wells, like water,” like the primal fluids of both the poet and
the tree with which she or he is identified. It is the tree of self-sacrifice on
which Odin, the god of learning, poetry, and magic, hung himself for nine
days and nights to acquire the lore of the runes and hence achieve wisdom
for the gods. (The word for “write,” that is, for Plath’s fundamental act of
putting words to paper, comes from the Proto-Germanic word for “scratch™
runes were scratched on slabs of wood [ *beech,” was bok, from which comes
our “book™]). Beneath this tree the water of Plath’s sources is “striving to
re-establish its mirror” over the rock of ages that turns into “a white skull
eaten by weedy greens,” which is the floating skull of the Norse god, Mimir.
The most basic connection to Germanic mythology, however, is the pool
with its “fixed stars,” that is, of fate, that “govern a life,” that is, the doom of
Plath and of everyone, stars that lie at the bottom of the Well of Knowledge,
that is, the Pool of Mimir, beside which stands the World Tree, Yggdrasil
(Salus and Taylor 1970; Bellows 1957).

Thus we see that the main cultural subtext of “Words” is a complex skein
of symbols from Germanic and, to some extent, world mythology (Eliade
1976); but more than that, it is one source of the poem’s enormous imagi-
native thrust. In this it resembles the eponymous poem in her Ariel collec-
tion where, beneath an apparent symbolism of suicide and decadence,
there roils a Germanic mythological symbolism of regeneration. Whether
she got these mythic subtexts from her childhood readings or the stories of
her myth-loving father in her (German-speaking) home, or whether they
were mainly acquired in the many university English and German courses
she took and taught is not our concern here. Nor is our concern the extra-
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The Story of the Jackal Hunter Girl

Margaret Trawick

“There goes one of them now!” cried my companion, Lakshmi. “She’s the
same one I saw before! Go on! Go up and ask her!” She pointed in the di-
rection of a barefoot woman striding through the bazaar.

Lakshmi was right; the woman was a Jackal Hunter. I knew she was a mem-
ber of that caste, because she was dressed in the kind of outfit that only
Jackal Hunter women wear. She looked about thirty. She was tall and strong,
high-cheekboned and golden-skinned, like most of the Jackal Hunter
people, and like most of them she had dirt on her arms and legs and her
hair was dry and disheveled. Heart pounding, 1 approached her. Would
she be able to tell me what I had been trying to learn for so long? Or would
this be another dead end?

“Are you a Jackal Hunter?”

Of all the stupid questions. To ask a person’s caste in urban Tamil Nadu
is more than a little rude, especiallyamong low-caste people, especially with-
out even an introduction. Besides, it was obvious from her appearance what
this woman was. But she would soon be gone, and I could not miss this
chance.

The woman turned and smiled at my white face. I knew what she was
thinking, or I imagined I knew.

“Buy some beads!” she exhorted me, pulling from her sack a dozen
strands of multicolored glass and plastic beads. “Only thirty rupees for these
black ones! Here! Take them! Thirty rupees!” She put the strand of black
beads in my hand.

Mechanically, I took them and reached into my purse to get my wallet,
an old habit, but as I was pulling out the money Lakshmi stopped me.

“Don’t buy anything,” she hissed into my ear. “Make her tell you the story
first. Make her take you to the encampment.”

58
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I paused. Generally, Lakshmi’s advice was wise. Without her help my life
in Tamil Nadu would have been much harder. [ had hired her as my cook
many years before when I did not know how to cook for myself, and she had
quickly moved into the role of research consultant and surrogate mother,
ferreting out interesting informants for me and berating me tearfully when
I ate poorly or turned a deaf ear to her words. She was smarter and took
good care of me, but sometimes she protected me too much. Thirty rupees
was too high a price for the beads—I knew at least that much—but I could
spare thirty rupees and would have given many times that price just for the
hope of getting a member of the Jackal Hunter caste to tell me the story of
the Jackal Hunter goddess, Singamma. The woman standing before me
could not be rich; surely she could use the money she asked for the beads.
To buy them might show her that my interest in her had substance, might
convince her that it would be worth her while to pay some attention to me.
Or it might show her that I was like most other foreign visitors, my eyes set
on things to buy and not on the people who sold those things. The woman
was waiting.

“I'll buy the beads later,” I said. “First could I talk with you for a little
while? I want to know about your life.”

The woman looked away. Her eyes darted around the bazaar, as though
searching for someone else, like a person engaged in a boring conversation
at a cocktail party, seeking an escape. “What is there to talk about?”

“Have you ever been through the city of Madurai?” I asked. The Jackal
Hunters are nomadic scavengers. They travel by train like hoboes from town
to town, never staying in one place for more than a few days. As long as they
identify themselves through their dress and demeanor as Jackal Hunters,
they are allowed to travel ticketless, a kind of ritual privilege afforded their
caste in exchange for their being scavengers.

“I've been to Madurai many times,” the woman answered, warming up
some. A crowd was gathering around us. Singly, neither of us would have
been an unusual sight. But a foreigner talking with a scavenger was strange.

“Have you ever been to a town called Melur, a few miles west of Maduraiz”

“We're just coming from there.”

What good luck! Melur, the site of the Singamma shrine, was a hundred
miles away. I had searched all over Melur for Jackal Hunters, hoping to find
the group with which Singamma was identified, hoping they could tell me
their version of where she came from and what had happened to her. But
the week that I visited Melur, the Jackal Hunters were nowhere around, and
no one could tell me where they had gone or when they would be back. The
high-caste people in Melur told me to give up my search. They told me that
even if I found the Jackal Hunters, they would not be able to help me. The
Jackal Hunters, they said, were dirty and dangerous people whom I should
stay away from; moreover, according to the townspeople of Melur, the Jackal
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Hunters knew nothing about Singamma, even though she had been a girl
of their caste. Now, by accident, I had encountered Jackal Hunters from
Melur camping out in this town of Tirunelveli, where I had come on other
business. Here was my chance to ask them directly the questions that had
been on my mind for years.

“Do you know anything about Singammaz”

“That poor girl. She died thirty years ago.”

“Can you tell me her story?”

“She went to the Melur market to sell beads, and when she was returning
to her family alone in the evening some high-caste men followed her and
offered her food and then trapped her in a goat stall and raped her. Then
she was murdered by her brothers. Her body is buried there in Melur.”

This was the story I was looking for. At last my search was over.

I shall explain why my encounter with the Jackal Hunter woman on that day
was so important to me. And before I relate the outcome of that encounter,
I must provide some information about the place of Jackal Hunters in In-
dian society, about Singamma the Jackal Hunter goddess, and about myself
and the nature of my research.

Since my first visit to India twenty years ago, I have admired the Jackal
Hunters. Maybe it is my populism. Rich people bore me. People who have
to live by their wits on the street somehow seem much more interesting,
and the Jackal Hunters of southern India are street people like no others.
In the cities of Tamil Nadu, they are highly conspicuous. Camping out at
bus stands and train stations and near temples where festivals are going on,
they live by telling fortunes and selling beads and small birds that they have
captured and talismans made out of parts of the animals they hunt—
peacocks’ feet, bear claws, tigers’ teeth, monkey eyeballs, jackal heads. The
conservation-conscious Indian government has forbidden the hunting of
some of these animals and the selling of items taken from them, but still the
Jackal Hunters sell genuine-looking teeth, feet, and claws and swear by
these items’ wish-granting powers. They also sell medicines made from var-
ious plants and minerals that they gather on their rounds.

With the money they get from their sales, they sometimes buy rice and
lentils, which form a part of their meals. But another important part of their
diet consists of items that they have foraged from the city and the country-
side. Jackal Hunter women may regularly be seen picking through garbage
bins for things they can bring home to their families to eat. When higher-
caste people have wedding feasts, Jackal Hunters will be there to gather and
consume the leftovers from the leaves that the wedding guests have eaten
off of. When there are vermin and animal pests in a neighborhood—snakes,
cats, rats—the Jackal Hunters will be called on to capture these pests, which
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they then take back to their camps and eat. In the countryside they hunt and
eat everything from sparrows to bears.

But their favorite food is jackal meat, hence their name. The nineteenth-
century ethnologist Edgar Thurston reported that Jackal Hunter men
captured their favorite quarry by imitating jackal calls so perfectly that
they attracted real jackals, which they then netted and killed. Jackal Hunter
men of the present still engage in this method of hunting jackals. When they
do their jackal calls, they sound (to an American ear) like a chorus of wolves
or coyotes.

It is remarkable enough that the Jackal Hunters have survived to the pre-
sent within the arcane niche that they have carved out for themselves, adapt-
ing old hunter-gatherer ways to a modern urban environment, homeless,
shelterless, always on the move, raising their children entirely on the street,
living off garbage and vermin and still staying more or less healthy. More re-
markable still is the strong pride Jackal Hunters take in their community
and their way of life, given their status in South Indian society as a caste ut-
terly beyond the pale of caste itself. Not only are they Untouchables to high-
caste Hindus but within the ranks of the various Untouchable castes, Jackal
Hunters are lowest of all. Even other Untouchables will not touch them.

Yet Jackal Hunters hold fiercely to the very customs that cause other
castes to despise them. It is against Jackal Hunter caste law for men to cut
their hair, for children to go to school, for a family to settle down in one
place. Members of other low castes strive to imitate high-caste Hindus, in
hope of improving not only the rank of themselves as individuals but, more
important, the rank of their caste as a whole. But if a Jackal Hunter adopts
the way of life of ordinary middle-class Hindus and, for instance, takes an of-
fice job, he must accept ostracism from the community into which he was
born. In general, Jackal Hunters keep themselves aloof and observe what
one educated onlooker called “a severe discipline.” Unlike higher-caste
Hindus, Jackal Hunters make no exceptions to the rule of monogamy. They
strictly follow what Tamils call “the order of one man, one woman.” Jackal
Hunter women who go to the market to sell beads and trinkets must be back
at the camp before sundown, or they will be driven from their families and
their caste or even (in former times) killed. South Indian Jackal Hunters
have their own deities and speak their own language, a mélange of North
Indian and South Indian tongues unintelligible to people outside the Jackal
Hunter caste. Jackal Hunter women do not wear the saris, tight jackets, and
gold-colored jewelry that most respectable South Indian women wear but in-
stead wear a multilayered calf-length skirt, a loose-fitting blouse, heavy metal
ankle bracelets, and many strands of glass beads. Thus, in a variety of ways,
the Jackal Hunters maintain their distinction from and show their disdain
for the world of respectable Hindus whose garbage they eat. Or so they did
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until just about twelve years ago, when their life began to change. But I will
say more about this later.

As an anthropologist with a belief in the power of the world’s nonprivi-
leged peoples, “the people without history,” as Eric Wolf calls them, and
with a special place in my heart for foraging communities, I had always been
intrigued by the Jackal Hunters and longed to learn from them about their
life. I never had an excuse to approach them, however, until a piece of in-
formation about them fell into my hands in 1984. During that year I was
working in a village north of the city of Madurai, collecting life histories and
songs from the people who lived there. About half the people in the village
were Paraiyars, a major Untouchable caste with millions of members
throughout Tamil Nadu, most of whom work as agricultural laborers. The
Paraiyars were involved at the time in an intense political struggle to raise
their economic and ritual status (the two tend to go hand in hand), through
legislation, education, and private efforts to adopt the customs of higher-
caste people, the very customs that higher-caste people used to justify their
privileged status vis-a-vis lower castes. If the major differences in customs
were erased, Paraiyars knew that high-caste Hindus would be deprived of an
important ideological playing card. Hence the Paraiyars of that village at
that time were scrupulously clean, dressed in the most respectable clothing,
forbade divorce and widow remarriage, spoke the purest, most “civilized”
Tamil, celebrated expensive weddings following the high-caste ritual style,
went broke paying for these weddings and amassing large dowries for their
daughters, and sharply distinguished themselves, on grounds of ritual pu-
rity, from castes even lower than they were. The Jackal Hunters were a kind
of human being with whom the Paraiyars felt they had nothing in commeon.
They liked to ridicule the Jackal Hunters and impugn their moral integrity,
accusing them in folk songs of thievery, prostitution, brother-sister incest,
and worse. They never thought of establishing an alliance with the Jackal
Hunters in their efforts to revise the oppressive caste hierarchy of which
both Jackal Hunters and Paraiyars were principal victims.

But one day I heard a song sung by a Paraiyar woman which seemed to
express a different point of view. The song was addressed to the spirit of a
Jackal Hunter girl named Singamma, and it told the story of this girl’s life,
her violent death, and her return as a goddess to demand recompense from
the men who had murdered her. Essentially this song was a hymn in praise
of Singamma, recounting her sufferings and her wriumphs, and offered to
her in the way that hymns of praise are commonly offered to Hindu deities.
Woven throughout the song were a multitude of images of defilement, the
state of ineradicable ritual pollution in which both Paraiyars and Jackal
Hunters are considered (by higher castes) to be immersed. There also
seemed to be a deep sympathy on the part of the singer for the unjustly mur-
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dered Jackal Hunter girl and a close identification with her. The song sung
by the Paraiyar woman told this story.

A Jackal Hunter girl called Singamma lives with her five brothers and their
wives, Singamma is kept secluded by her brothers and their wives, but one day
she “puts on different clothes” and slips off to the local town market to sell
beads. Still in town at dusk, she goes to a wedding feast, gathers up the saliva-
polluted rice off of leaves discarded by the wedding guests, puts the rice in jars,
and brings the jars of rice back home. To punish her for disobeying them and
for coming home late, Singamma’s brothers send her to stay alone in a hut in
the forest. Then the brothers themselves enter the hut, pull the doors shutand
lock them, and rape Singamma, telling her, “The sun has set on our good
caste, we are excluded from caste.”

After this, the brothers depart, leaving Singamma locked in the hut. But
Singamma declares, “If my honor is destroyed, let the doors of the hut stay
closed, but if my honor is undestroyed, let them open.” Magically, the doors
open, and Singamma flees to the arms of her mother. Her mother warns her
that because she has been raped, she can no longer perform the tasks of an
honorable woman, such as cooking milk and rice for a wedding feast, and that
her brothers are going to kill her. Like a child seeking comfort, Singamma lays
her head in her mother's lap. She then takes a louse comb in her hand and
“assumes the form of louse eggs” [or perhaps she dreams this]. As she lies thus
sleeping in her mother’s lap, her brothers kill her, splitting her head with an
ax. Then they dismember her body, bury it in the floor of the hut, and flee.

From Singamma's grave, a poisonous red oleander plant springs up, and
an earthworm emerges from its flower. When one of Singamma’s brothers re-
turns to the grave site, the earthworm speaks to him, telling him to build a
house for Singamma. As soon as lime is burned in preparation for its con-
struction, the house grows up magically by itself. Subsequently, Singamma ap-
pears in a vision to a woman who comes there, identifying herself by name in
response to the woman's query. Then, “rising high and speaking with un-
sheathed energy,” Singamma addresses her eldest brother, saying, “You are
the one who killed me, who saw my sin, who undid me. Tell me to rise up out-
side. Now I'will stand up straight and show you.” She leaves the house, she goes
outside, they raise her up. And the final stanza of the song affirms, “As soon
as they raised you up, Singamma, your house, oo, stood up tall.”

The story of Singamma is one of countless South Asian legends of virtu-
ous, chaste women who are abused by husbands or male kinsmen, die vio-
lent, unjust deaths, and return to haunt the living as powerful and angry
goddesses. The smallpox goddess Mariamman, worshiped by millions in
Tamil Nadu, is supposed to have originated in such a way. Similarly, the
great Sri Lankan goddess Pattini, the literary heroines Tankal and Nalla-
tankal, and numerous regional and village goddesses share the attributes of
long-suffering selfless devotion to husbands or brothers, spiritual power ac-
cumulated by dint of this devotion, violent death at the hands of villains,
and postmortem apotheosis and revenge. The violation of sexual purity is
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also a frequently occurring theme in South Indian goddess mythology.
Many South Indian women laboring under the burden of a sexually op-
pressive society, made more onerous still by the weight of poverty, identify
with the goddesses about whom such stories are told and draw comfort
from the promise of ultimate justice and empowerment that they offer. In
Tamil Nadu, the possession cults that grow up around these goddesses tend
to cut across caste boundaries, emhasizing not caste hierarchy but solidarity
among women in similar situations of distress. Typically in South Asia, it is
a young, recently married woman who is most likely to become possessed
by a goddess or some other spirit. This is because the role of the new
daughter-in-law is perhaps the most oppressive of all social roles in India.
Removed in her early teens from the home of her parents and siblings, mar-
ried to a stranger and living in the house of strangers, treated as a servant
and burdened with a workload much greater than any she has ever borne
before, clumsily deflowered and required to submit to frequent sexual in-
tercourse with her stranger-husband so that she will quickly become preg-
nant, knowing that if she does not become pregnant within a year she may
be reviled, beaten, sent back in disgrace to her parents’ house and never
given a second chance at motherhood, the young daughter-in-law can eas-
ily break down. When a spirit enters her, she does not, cannot, act herself,
for the spirit controls her speech and movements. The girl may dance
wildly, may hurl obscenities at her in-laws, may refuse to work: all this is the
possessing spirit’s doing. The spirit may demand special foods, special
clothes. When these demands are met, the spirit departs. Meanwhile, the
daughter-in-law has gained a brief respite from work, a chance to let out her
feelings, and perhaps also some nourishing and tasty food and attractive
clothing, without being held responsible for her strange behavior. Some
women gain greater freedom and power still by becoming professional
spirit mediums and healers. In this capacity, they serve only their spirit fa-
miliars; husband and children must take second place. If a spirit medium is
successful, she may earn a substantial income and will become the undis-
puted ruler of her family.

The politics of spirit possession is nothing new to anthropologists; the
patterns just described have frequently been reported by observers of the
lives of poor people over the decades. Spirit possession happens through-
out the world but seems to be especially prevalent in South Asia, where
literary texts document its occurrence from the beginning of the first mil-
lenium B.c. Like the story of the suffering-woman-turned-angry-goddess,
with which it is often combined, spirit possession is an ancient, well-
established way for South Asian women to cope with the most oppressive
aspects of their lives, without actually setting themselves against the system
(family/village/state /society) that oppresses them but on which they are
dependent for their survival.
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Thus, when I returned to Tamil Nadu in 1990 and visited Melur, I was
not surprised to learn that a possession cult had grown up around the
shrine of Singamma and that most of the people who became possessed by
Singamma’s spirit were (in the words of a man living near the shrine, who
claimed to have helped build it) “recently married Paraiyar women who are
having problems with their families.” At least within the specialized context
of this possession cult, it seemed, the antipathy between Jackal Hunters and
Paraiyars was suspended.

In 1984 when I first heard the hymn to Singamma, I was nearing the end
of a busy period of fieldwork and did not have time to visit Melur and learn
more about the cult. So I took the song home and studied it together with
other materials I had recorded that year, looking forward to the time when
I could go back and hear different versions of the song that had been per-
formed so movingly by the Paraiyar singer. Most of all  wanted to know what
the Jackal Hunters themselves could tell me about Singamma. Did they wor-
ship at her shrine? Was she an established deity of their own? Had they in-
troduced her story to other castes, who liked it and adopted it? Did they have
professional spirit mediums who served her? Did Jackal Hunter women gain
power in this way? I had a feeling that the “historical” Singamma had lived
and died not so long ago. Perhaps there would be some older members of
the Jackal Hunter community who had actually known her and could tell
me about the events of her life and death as they remembered them. Then
I could document the growth of the cult from its beginning in an actual hu-
man life tragically ended to its culmination in the birth of a goddess. This
would be a good example of a truth I had come to see as archetypal, how in
India the power of Womanhood always triumphs, even as countless real In-
dian women needlessly meet early deaths.

But because I had pressing concerns at home, the years slipped by with-
out my finding a chance to return to India. At last in 1987, I phoned Barnie
Bate, a young graduate student friend of mine who was just departing for
Tamil Nadu, and asked him if he would visit the Singamma shrine in Melur
for me. I explained that I was trying to find a Jackal Hunter rendition of the
hymn to Singamma. “If the shrine has a priest or a shaman,” I said, “ask him
or her to tell you the story of Singamma. Tape-record the shaman’s version
if you can.” I assumed that the people in charge of the Singamma shrine
would themselves be Jackal Hunters, since this goddess might represent to
the world at large a strong image of their proud caste.

A year later, I got a package from Barnie, containing a tape cassette, a
transcription of the cassette’s contents, some photographs of the Singamma
shrine, and a long letter describing his experience in investigating the
shrine. It had been difficult, he wrote, because the exorcist who worked at
the shrine—his name was Vellaccami—did not understand why Barnie was
there and felt intimidated by him.
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“The recording session lasted about two hours,” Barnie wrote.

Vellaccami sang directly into the microphone, and when his eyes were not
closed he looked at the dancing L.E.D. lights on the machine. We stopped sev-
eral times and discussed the tape, the machine, and if we could hearit. . . . At
the end I attempted to ask some questions of him about his family and up-
bringing. My questioning and timing were sloppy and he clammed up. 1 de-
cided it wasn’t the time or place. He was so conscious of the machine and
tightened up when the red light indicated it was on. He relaxed noticeably
when it was off.

After the aborted interview | attempted to calm him down a bit by engag-
ing in light conversation. Again, failure. I asked his wife if she were afraid that
her husband dealt with ghosts. She said something I didn’t catch, so I re-
peated, “Does it frighten you to listen to this song?” She said, “You 're the one
that frightens me!” She then went on to express her fears that I was some kind
of police and that I would force her husband to stop working.

Nevertheless, the song on the cassette was a fine performance. It was also
quite different from the performance I had collected from the young Parai-
yar woman, Cevi. Whereas Cevi's song was addressed directly to Singamma
and the events were narrated largely in the second person, Vellaccami’s nar-
ration was in the third person entirely. Vellaccami's song identified pre-
cisely the site of Singamma’s death and the manner in which she was killed,
while Cevi’s song was vague on both counts. Cevi's song contained numer-
ous magical and mythical elements: a talking worm, a building growing up
by itself, the heroine before her death assuming an animal form. Vellac-
cami’s song was dramatic but unmythologized; all the events it described
could have been historical fact. While Cevi dwelled on Singamma’s good-
ness and virtue, Vellaccami dwelled on her seductive beauty. Cevi’s song cli-
maxed at Singamma’s apotheosis. Vellaccami’s song climaxed at the rape
scene, which it described in long and cinematic detail, comparing the
trapped Singamma to a frantic sparrow captured in a net. In Cevi's song,
Singamma was raped by her own brothers; in Vellaccami’s song, she was
raped by two higher-caste men. Vellaccami’s song also contained a long de-
scription of the possession of the rapist’s daughter by Singamma’s ghost and
the role of the exorcist in identifying and placating the ghost. In the mid-
dle of his song, Vellaccami suddenly changed voices to simulate the market
cries of a Jackal Hunter girl inviting customers to buy birds and strings of
beads, jackal bones, and healing oils from her: a wild rhythmic chant that
sounded partly human, partly jackal, partly bird. These were the cries that
Singamma’s ghost was supposed to emit through the mouth of her victim.
Cevi's song contained none of these elements.

What could account for all these differences between the two songs? Un-
til  had a chance to go back to India myself and ask, I could only guess. Since
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Vellaccami evidently made part of his living as an exorcist at the Singamma
shrine, it would make sense for him to stress in his performance the impor-
tant role of the exorcist in dealing with Singamma’s ghost. Low-caste men
sometimes did become goddess mediums, dressing in women’s clothing
and speaking and acting like women when they went into trance and re-
ceived the spirit of the goddess. Some anthropologists have argued that
these men are acting out a kind of Oedipal fixation. Perhaps Vellaccami was
a medium of this sort. Perhaps this was why he emphasized, indeed drama-
tized, the sexuality of the goddess.

My visit to Melur in 1990 deflated this last hypothesis and was in other re-
spects also rather disappointing. Vellaccami was not a medium of Singamma,
nor did he become possessed by her or identify with her or consider himself
her devotee. Rather, he was an exorcist who in the past ten years had cor-
nered the market on Singamma’s ghost, exorcising her for a fee from spirit-
possessed young women. The demand for his services as an exorcist being
irregular, he had other businesses, too, including a regular business as a
fortune-teller in the Melur market. He was not a Jackal Hunter but a Kallar,
the Kallars being one of the more powerful landholding castes in the area. |
judged from his well-made clothing and his new bicycle that in general he
was doing pretty well.

Vellaccami remembered singing for Barnie. When I approached him, he
seemed not afraid but rather like he did not want to be bothered with me.
He said that since he had already sung the Singamma story for Barnie and
since I had the tape, there was no point in doing the same performance for
me. Barnie, he said, had promised I would come and pay him for his per-
formance. I doubted this was true but gave him twenty rupees all the same.

The people in charge of the Singamma shrine, that is, the building itself
in which she was said to be housed, were also Kallar men. They told me they
were devotees of Singamma, whose shrine used to be at the base of a nearby
banyan tree. When the banyan tree fell over a few years ago, they pooled their
money and built this shrine. They all were local residents, but this was not
anyone’s home village, they told me. Until ten years ago, the place had been
a wasteland where nobody lived. Then a cotton mill had been built there,
and avillage had grown up around it to house the workers. Singamma’s grave
site was inside the cotton mill grounds, but I could not visit it. The grounds
were enclosed in barbed wire and only mill workers were allowed in. The
guard at the gate to the mill sternly enforced this prohibition.

Why had they bothered to build a new shrine for the ghost of a Jackal
Hunter girl? “As an act of devotion, an act of merit,” one man answered.
“Singamma is a powerful spirit. In return for our devotion, she will protect
the village and the mill.”

Did Jackal Hunters ever come and worship at the shrine? “Occasionally,”
the man answered. “When the Jackal Hunters pass through here, they offer
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worship to Singamma just as everyone else does. But they have no special
connection with her.”

How did the spirit of Singamma attack people? “Here is how it happens,”
a younger man said. "A young girl will be walking down the road, past the
shrine. At the time she passes the shrine, something will startle her. Perhaps
just a sudden loud noise. When she is startled, then the ghost of Singamma
will attack her, but the girl will not realize it at the time. She will return to
her own village. Years later, after she is married, when there are some trou-
bles in her marriage, that is when she will become possessed. Then they will
call in an exorcist, and the ghost will identify itself as Singamma. Then the
girl will be brought here, and the ghost will be dispelled.”

When a young woman was possessed by the spirit of Singamma, another
man told me, she would start chanting the market cries characteristic of
Jackal Hunter women selling their beads and small birds at festivals. She
would demand to be dressed in Jackal Hunter clothing and to be fed jackal
meat. The clothing would be bought for her and the meat procured, and she
would be led dancing down the road to the Singamma shrine. Vellaccami
would lead her along the way, keeping her moving to the beat of his drum.
When they reached the shrine a cock would be sacrificed and the spiritwould
depart. The depossessed woman would put on her old clothes and leave the
Jackal Hunter outfit as an offering at the shrine. I wondered when I learned
the details of this exorcism ritual whether some higher-caste women might
secretly envy the mobility, the defiance, and the flamboyance of the Jackal
Hunter people. Possession by Singamma might allow a hardworking and re-
spectable village daughter-in-law to be a dirty runaway Jackal Hunter girl for
a while. The cult of Singamma might give village women a context in which
to think deeply about joining hands with Jackal Hunter women.

“Who are the girls who become possessed?” I asked. “Has this happened
to local women? May I meet any of them?”

“No,” the men answered. “Itis mostly Paraiyar women from other villages.”

But one man who looked about fifty years old volunteered, “My wife was
possessed by Singamma, many years ago. But that was before they built the
shrine, before Vellaccami came here.”

Could I meet his wife? “No, she has gone to her home village.”

I left the shrine and the village and walked back to the Melur market,
where I had been told there might be Jackal Hunters. I was feeling discour-
aged. It seemed as though the Jackal Hunter goddess Singamma, in whose
fate I had come to feel I had an interest, had been entirely appropriated and
circumscribed by middle-caste, landowning men. Vellaccami controlled her
spirit, the cotton mill owned her body, and the shrine builders managed her
public image. No landless person, no overworked woman benefited from
her power, except perhaps the young Paraiyar wives who were “attacked” by
her, and whatever they gained seemed fleeting.
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I hunted through the Melur market for the Jackal Hunters I had been
told might be there, asking many people, but my search was futile. They
were gone. I might catch a bus to the Alagar temple where a festival was go-
ing on; a child had told me they were probably there. I was exhausted from
my miles of walking through the midafternoon heat. I decided just to go
home and headed for the bus stand.

While I was waiting for the bus, an old man dressed in white khadi hailed
me. “T hear you're interested in the Jackal Hunters,” he beamed. “I can tell
you all about them; I'm a social worker, involved in the Society for the Ad-
vancement of Jackal Hunters.”

Better than nothing, I thought, and followed him to his house. It was a
small one-room place near the bus stand, half office and half home. The old
man spoke for what seemed like a long time, while I listened, not needing
to say much to keep him going. He began by citing Thurston’s description
of the Jackal Hunters. He told me that there were several nomadic tribes in
the Madurai area. Some, such as the Lambadis, were fierce, but the Jackal
Hunters were gentle people. They were monogamous, he said, as if proud
of them for this, and they did not steal. Prior to India’s independence, some
Gandhian social workers had taken an interest in them, hoping to help
them, but most of the Jackal Hunters were not interested in being helped.
One orphaned Jackal Hunter boy was adopted by these social workers,
raised and educated and married by them to an orphaned girl of another
caste. Then when he was an adult, he was sent back to his own people to help
organize them and educate them. He failed in this task: the Jackal Hunters
ostracized him because he had cut his hair and adopted high-caste Hindu
ways and, worst of all, had married outside the community.

Later, the old man said, another Gandhian social reformer took it on
himself to develop the Jackal Hunters. He bought land for them and built
houses and schools for them, and he himself had even married a Jackal
Hunter woman. He had a hostel for Jackal Hunter children in Saidapet,
where he also lived with his wife and child. Scores of Jackal Hunter children
had been taken away from their parents and lodged at the hostel, where they
were taught to read and write and to be vegetarians and were given voca-
tional training. One such child had even gone on to get a Ph.D. in engi-
neering, the old man told me. Great advances had been made.

I thanked the old man and left for home, feeling even more uncomfort-
able than before. On the one hand, I felt nothing but admiration for
Gandhi and his followers, whose main aim had been to instill in the Indian
people, especially Untouchables and women, enough confidence in their
own strength and courage to demand independence. As part of his program
of nonviolence, Gandhi was a vegetarian, and I had become a pacifist and a
vegetarian myself partly because of his influence.
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On the other hand, to try to transform hunter-gatherers into vegetarians
for purely philosophical reasons seemed to me to be a problematic pursuit.
And the old man’s description of Jackal Hunter children being taken away
from their parents, kept in a boarding school, and made to adopt the way
of life sanctioned by the dominant culture reminded me of an account I had
once read by a Hopi woman who had been taken from her home as a child
and forced to live in a government school. Native Americans did not feel
they had benefited from these kinds of “educational” programs. Were the
nomadic tribes of India faring any better?

Ashortwhile later, I found myselfin Madras and went to visit close friends
who knew the neighborhood where the Jackal Hunter hostel was supposed
to be located. Yes, they knew of this hostel, they said. It was famous; everyone
in town knew where it was. The man who ran it was a member of their own
caste, Reddiars. His name was Raghupathi. One of my friends thought he
had married a Brahman woman named Jnana Sundari. And yes, indeed, the
children they had taken in were being improved. Recently, the children had
given a concert at the Jackal Hunter hostel. They were adorable, my friend
said. They sang very sweetly in perfect Tamil long songs that they had mem-
orized, and they were impeccably clean and well mannered. You would never
have known they were Jackal Hunters, she said. My friend was angry that at
the beginning of the concert the children were introduced as Jackal Hunters.
She said it made them dirty, it made the performance dirty, to call them by
that name. Someone else had argued with her, saying that it was important
to say what caste these children belonged to, to show to the world that even
Jackal Hunter children could come this far.

The Jackal Hunter hostel was in a hollow behind the main bus stop at
Saidapet. There was one large concrete building containing the school on
the first floor and the beadwork factory on the second. Next to that was a
smaller concrete building housing the main administrative office. Behind
these two buildings were two rows of concrete houses. In front of the build-
ing complex was about an acre of open space containing several large
banyan trees. Camped beneath the banyan trees were what appeared to he
several families of Jackal Hunters. They did not look up as I walked by them
to the main office.

“T've come to see Jnana Sundari. Is she in?”

“She’s gone to a wedding. She will be back later this morning.”

“May I wait here for her?”

“Certainly. Would you like some tea?”

As I waited, I looked around the office. People working behind desks,
Typewriters. Newspaper clippings framed and hung on the wall. Twenty
minutes passed.

“While I'm waiting, may I look at that newspaper article on the wall?”
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“Until Jnana Sundari comes, is there anyone else I can speak with? May I
speak with the Jackal Hunters outside?”

The office worker seemed accustomed to such requests. “Will any of them
do?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He went out and came back a minute later with a young woman and a
ten-year-old girl. The woman was chewing betel. She spat out the door.

“This child has run away from the hostel many times,” the office worker
told me. “Her mother,” he said, glancing coolly at the insouciant woman,
“does not discipline the child for running away. She is the reason they will
not be corrected.”

I followed the betel-chewing woman out to the foot of the biggest banyan
tree, where six or eight people were sitting.

“Do you know what this is?” I asked in Tamil, showing them my portable
tape recorder.

“It’s a Panasonic cassette recorder,” one of the children answered. “How
much did it cost?”

I turned on the tape recorder. “Have you ever heard of a goddess called
Singammar She lives in Melur. They say she was one of your people.”

Blank stares all around. “No, we don’t know.”

I wondered where I should go from here. It would be nice if I had time
to stay with them longer. But I had to board a train that night.

“Can you tell me anything about the deities you worship?” I felt foolish.
An old man standing by rattled off a list of names of deities, starting
with Kali.

“Do you like your itinerant way of life?” I asked him, hoping to ease into
the question of why the Jackal Hunters would not stay on the land that had
been given them.

The old man pulled a pile of battered postcards from his pouch. “We've
been all over India,” he said, smiling broadly. I looked at the postcards.
Delhi. Benares. Agra. Bombay. Srinagar.

“You've been as far as Srinagar?” I asked incredulously.

“I've been as far as Srinagar,” he responded with obvious pride.

“But do you like traveling all the dme?” I asked. “Would you settle down
if you could?”

The old man did not answer. It was as though he could not understand
the question, which was possible. “We've traveled all over India,” he re-
peated, showing me the postcards again. I turned back to the young woman.

“Would it be possible for you to tell me the story of your origin?” Since
the Paraiyar version of the story of Singamma was told as an explanation of
why and how the Jackal Hunter caste had “fallen,” I thought the Jackal
Hunters might have a related account.
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“Or could you tell me the story of any of your gods?” I asked. [t was a long
shot, certainly, since I had just arrived that morning and was a total stranger,
but the Jackal Hunters did not seem suspicious of me, as Vellaccami had
been. They had probably been interviewed in this same fashion by more
than one newspaper reporter, if one were to judge by all the newspaper clip-
pings the office worker had shown me.

“We should tell the story in our traditional way,” the young woman said
to me.

“That would be good,” [ answered.

She summoned a young teenage girl to come help her, then seated her-
self on one of the more elevated roots of the banyan tree, while the girl sat
down at her feet. The woman commenced a formal narrative, in verse, in
what I took to be the Jackal Hunters’ own language. I could not understand
a word of it. At intervals, the girl at her feet would inject a question, keep-
ing to the meter, and the woman would respond. It seemed like a sort of
catechism, with the elder woman acting as instructor, the younger as stu-
dent or novice. In the middle of this performance, the office worker inter-
rupted us.

“Inana Sundari has come,” he said to me. “She invites you to her house
for lunch.”

“Come back as soon as you finish eating,” the Jackal Hunter woman told
me. “There will be more of us here at that time, and we will be able to an-
swer your questions better.”

“Be sure to visit our beadworking factory before you leave,” the office
worker said.

I mounted the stairs to Jnana Sundari’s apartment. She was a small,
round, serious woman, dressed with impeccable modesty. I could under-
stand why people would take her for a Brahman. She told me that the best
person to talk to about the Jackal Hunters was her husband. He was the
founder of this establishment and could explain things to me better than
she herself could, she said. But she became friendlier when she saw that I
could understand Tamil. I explained to her about my interest in Singamma.
She was intrigued.

“I was born and grew up in Melur,” she said, “But I have never heard of
this goddess.” I told her about the way that young Paraiyar women were
possessed by the spirit of Singamma and spoke in her voice. As I spoke,

Jnana Sundari’s eyes grew wide. “They speak in the Jackal Hunter tongue?”
she asked.

“Singamma speaks through them,” I answered. I then told her the story
of Singamma, about how she had been murdered by her brothers because
of the loss of her chastity.
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A young office worker brought it to me, together with a scrapbook con-
taining other magazine and newspaper clippings. One article in the Indian
Express discussed the “problem” of the Jackal Hunters’ refusal to be re-
formed. In its efforts to improve the lot of scheduled tribes, the Indian gov-
ernment had made gifts of houses and land to the Jackal Hunter
community, so that they would have an opportunity to convert from a for-
aging to an agricultural mode of subsistence. But the Jackal Hunters had
abandoned the property granted to them and insisted on continuing their
itinerant way of life. Why? According to the author of the article, Jackal
Hunters have a strong belief in spirits and ghosts. They will not stay in a
place where a person has died, for fear that the spirit of the dead person,
tethered to the site of its death, will haunt them. If the Jackal Hunters re-
main in one place for too long, eventually a member of their community
dies there. Then they must abandon that place and move on. (If this is true,
I wondered, could it be the reason why the Jackal Hunters do not lay claim
to the shrine of Singamma?)

Another article talked about Raghupathi and his decision to devote his
life to the Jackal Hunters, In his youth he had seen the corpse of a Jackal
Hunter who had died of smallpox, lying festering near a train station. No-
body would touch the corpse because it was double polluting: it was the body
of a Jackal Hunter, and it was killed by smallpox. Raghupathi had taken the
corpse away and burned it himself. Later he saw a Jackal Hunter woman giv-
ing birth at a bus stand. No one would come near her, not even her own kin,
because of the birth pollution, so Raghupathi himself assisted in delivering
the baby. Shortly after it was born, the mother picked up the baby and went
begging around the bus stand. These two experiences shocked and dis-
turbed Raghupathi so much that he decided he must do something to im-
prove the Jackal Hunters’ condition. On the day that he saw the new mother
go begging, he determined to make the development of the Jackal Hunters
his life’s work. So he moved in with a band of Jackal Hunters and started
holding classes for the children. Subsequently, he decided that he could not
sincerely devote himself to the Jackal Hunter community unless he married
one of its members, so he began a search for a Jackal Hunter girl who could
be his bride, Since the Jackal Hunters were unwilling to give any of their
young daughters in marriage to a man from outside their community, and
since Raghupathi himself, despite his decision to marry across caste, still in-
sisted that his bride be educated, vegetarian, and previously unmarried, it
seemed unlikely that a match would ever be made. Eventually, however,
Raghupathi made the acquaintance of the Jackal Hunter man who had been
raised and educated by the Gandhian social workers, and he married this
man'’s daughter. Her name was Jnana Sundari.
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“The Jackal Hunters of that time practiced a severe discipline,” Jnana
Sundari commented, after she had heard the story. I thought I detected a
hint of pride in her voice. These were, after all, her own kinsmen.

Jnana Sundari cooked and served lunch (vegetarian, of course) to me
and a cousin of Raghupathi’s who was visiting. We all sat together at a table
and talked as we ate, Western-style. I asked the cousin what Raghupathi’s
family had thought about Raghupathi marrying a Jackal Hunter girl. They
were all in favor of it, the cousin said to my surprise. There had been many
cross-caste marriages in that family. Their tradition of social activism went
way back. Old leftists, I realized with delight as he spoke. A whole family of
radical utopians.

Raghupathi entered, smiling cheerfully. Jnana Sundari introduced me
and repeated what I had said about Singamma. “When girls become pos-
sessed by her, they speak the Jackal Hunter language,” Jnana Sundari told
him. Raghupathi made no comment.

He was a handsome man with eyes burning fiercely above a well-kept salt-
and-pepper beard. He wore a green turban and a green shirt, which he ex-
plained to me were signs of his membership in the local Green Party. He
said, “T hear there is an organization called Greenpeace in America. I would
like to write to them but do not know their address.” 1 promised I would
send him the address when I got back home, as I often received mailings
from that organization.

The betel-chewing woman whom I had started to interview before was at
the door, summoning me. “All the people are gathered out under the trees
now,” she said. “We’re ready to continue telling you the story.”

“I'll be there in a few minutes,” I said, “as soon as I've finished talking
with Jnana Sundari and Raghupathi.”

“The people outside can’t wait for you,” the woman replied. “They all
have to leave again in a little while. Give me the tape recorder and I'll record
the story for you and bring it back to you before you leave.”

I started to hand my tape recorder to the woman, but Jnana Sundari
stopped me. “Don’t let them use the tape recorder,” she said. “If you want
to make a recording of the things they say, you should operate the machine
yourself.” I glanced helplessly at the betel-chewing woman, who shrugged
and started back down the stairs.

“They will never be corrected,” said Jnana Sundari. It was a statement I
heard several times in the course of the day.

Raghupathi had agreed to let me interview him, and so after lunch we
went up to the roof where there was less noise and Raghupathi thought the
acoustics would be better. He spoke for about an hour, telling me about his
encounters with the corpse and the parturient woman, essentially the same
accounts that had been written up in the newspaper some years before, and
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then telling me his future plans. He hoped to start a school in which the chil-
dren would be taught to live in a natural way.

“All you need is a tree,” he said, “All you need is to sit in the shade of the
tree and eat the fruit that the tree provides. You do not need electricity. You
do not need civilization. You do not need science.” He hoped to teach the
Jackal Hunter children under his protection to live in this fashion.

“But don't the Jackal Hunters already lead a natural life?” I asked him.

“They lead a kind of natural life,” he conceded. “But their food habits are
very bad. They eat all kinds of meat.”

I left Raghupathi’s house feeling somewhat reassured. The Jackal
Hunters were not required by law to send their children to his school, and
the families of the children in the school could easily fetch the children away
if things got too uncomfortable for them. Raghupathi was a gentle, coura-
geous man who meant only good for the children he had taken under his
wing. He had given the Jackal Hunters another option and had probably
been instrumental in improving their economic situation.

And yet I also felt there was something wrong. Clearly, Raghupathi’s val-
ues conflicted on many accounts with those of the Jackal Hunters them-
selves, and I wondered how practical his idea of living under a tree really
was. The Jackal Hunters knew what it was like to live under a tree. How much
had Raghupathi’s dreams been influenced by the realities of Jackal Hunter
life? It was the kind of question that could not be answered in one after-
noon’s conversation. What would happen if the Jackal Hunters became
what Raghupathi wanted them to be? They would probably be better off in
many ways, at least for a while. But a way of life would disappear, knowledge
would be lost, foraging as a survival option for human beings would be ren-
dered still less viable than it had already become. We might need that way
of life, that knowledge, that option someday soon. Did Raghupathi know
this? He seemed to be an incurable idealist, to romanticize the natural way
of life. Or was I the romantic? It seemed to me that Raghupathi, as a high-
caste male, was appropriating the Jackal Hunters to his own utopian pur-
poses, just as Vellaccami had appropriated their goddess for the sake of his
livelihood. But was I not appropriating the two of them, incorporating them
into my research design?

As I left the apartment of Raghupathi and Jnana Sundari, thanking both
of them for all their kindness and all their help, the young office worker
whom I had met in the morning approached me. “Please come and visit our
bead factory before you leave,” he said, repeating his earlier invitation. I fol-
lowed him to the bead factory, which was on the second floor of the build-
ing next door. There in glass cases were necklaces and belts and earrings
and seated on the floor were six or eight well-dressed young adults working
at making more beaded jewelry. A sign above the door proclaimed, “Au-
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thentic Gypsy Beadwork.” The Jackal Hunters of Tamil Nadu are often re-
ferred to as gypsies.

“Are you all Jackal Hunters?” I asked the young workers. They did not
look it. But they politely said they were. I examined the things on display
and bought a belt and some earrings and many strings of necklaces, partly
to please the manager of the factory who had brought me there and partly
because I like beads.

By now it was late afternoon and I knew I had to get back to my hotel
room and pack my suitcase for my journey that evening. I was hoping to con-
tinue my interview with the Jackal Hunters outside, even if the woman I had
originally spoken to was gone, but as I left the beadworking factory, I saw
that there were only a half-dozen people beneath the banyan trees now, in-
cluding one well-built middle-aged man standing naked under the largest
tree pouring water over himself. No, I will not try to interview him during
his bath, I decided, and continued on my way to the bus stand. That night,
Lakshmi and I took the train to Tirunelveli.

I had work to do which kept me from exploring the town, but a few days
after we arrived in Tirunelveli, Lakshmi reported to me that she had found
a group of Jackal Hunters camped near the train station. When we went to
the place where she had seen them, they were no longer there. The station
master had driven them away, we were told. But Lakshmi took me to the
bazaar to a place where she had seen one of the women selling beads, and
there that woman was again.

“Take us to your home,” Lakshmi said. She meant the place where the
group of Jackal Hunters was staying while they were in Tirunelveli. Funny
that she called it their home.

The woman stopped at an empty stall in the bazaar and said, “Sit down.
I can tell you the story here.” But Lakshmi commanded her to take us to
where the other Jackal Hunters were staying. The woman seemed not to
want to do it. I guessed that she wanted to keep me, as a potential customer,
to herself. It was probably hard making a living selling beads.

Reluctantly, at Lakshmi’s insistence, the woman led us over the foot-
bridge to the other side of the railroad tracks. There in an open lot next to
the tracks about a hundred people were sitting scattered about. When they
saw us coming, a dozen or so of them crowded around us. There was much
talking in what must have been their own language with some Tamil mixed
in. I heard the words muppatu varusham (“thirty years”) and ate katai (“the
same story”). The woman was trying to explain to the others what I wanted.
A train rumbled by on the tracks twenty feet away, drowning out all other
sounds. A turbaned man broke through the crowd pressing in on me. Ex-
cept for his turban and some amulets hung around his neck, he had on only
a loincloth. In carefully enunciated English he said to me, one word at a
time, “Where are you come from?”
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“I come from America,” I answered him in Tamil.

“Ahhh,” the whole crowd said in unison, whether responding to the con-
tent of my answer or to the language in which it was couched, I did not know.

“How do you perform your weddings?” another woman said in Tamil,
looking not at me but at the other people in the crowd, as though answer-
ing a question rather than asking one. She had guessed the nature of my
business and was predicting the kind of thing I would say next.

This woman, whose name I learned later was Jagathamba, was now told
once again by the woman who had led me to the encampment that [ was in-
terested in the story of the girl who had died in Melur thirty years ago.

Jagathamba told one of the children to go fetch a straw mat. The child
brought the mat, and Jagathamba laid it down by the side of the road.

“Sit down,” she said, touching me on the shoulder. She touched me again
and again as she spoke to me. “Do you want us to tell you the story in our
own language, or in Tamil?”

“Tell it first in your own language,” I answered. “Then tell it in Tamil.”

“Ahhh,” said the crowd again.

Jagathamba and the first woman seated themselves facing each other on
the mat, and I placed the tape recorder between them. They began a per-
formance that was not unlike the pedagogical one I had seen in Madras, a
kind of formal rapid-fire dialogue, one speaking and the other responding.
The first woman would say a few sentences in the Jackal Hunter language,
and Jagathamba would then repeat them in Tamil. After a while, the alter-
nation of languages broke down, and the first woman interjected many
comments in Tamil, as though wanting to bypass the formalism of speaking
first in a language I did not know. I translate here the Tamil portions of the
performance,

“A girl went to town, it is said, to beg something to eat.”

“They invited the girl, saying, ‘I'll give you food. Come to my house.” With
these words, they invited her, it is said.”

“On both sides, they closed the doors, it is said.”

“She was a grown-up girl, and they invited her to secretly have inter-
course, it is said.”

“They stuffed a cloth in that girl’s mouth, it is said.”

“Then they raped that girl and wasted her, it is said.”

“Then they closed that girl out of the house, it is said.”

“She had six brothers, it is said. Those six brothers . ..’

“She said to those six brothers, it is said, to those six brothers, ‘If you keep
me, keep me, or if you leave me, leave me, or if you kill me, kill me, in what-
ever manner.”

“The youngest brother said she had committed a sin. The oldest brother
said, ‘One must not commit a sin. We must not keep her."”

3
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“Then the boy said, ‘T will marry that girl,” it is said. ‘I will keep that girl,
and give you twelve rupees brideprice, and marry that girl." So he spoke, it
is said. But those brothers did not agree, it is said. “We don’t want you. You
may leave us. You must not marry her. You must not perform a marriage,
leaving your own caste, and going to another caste asking. You must not
keep that girl.” That is what those brothers said to that farmer boy.”

“Then the brothers brought that girl away, telling her to lie across their
thigh, and with a hammer, an iron hammer, beating her with that hammer,
they killed her.”

The woman who had been telling the story in the Jackal Hunter language
while Jagathamba translated, now slipped into Tamil, saying, “Then she be-
came a ghost.”

“That girl became a ghost,” Jagathamba repeated.

“Then having become a ghost, in order once again to be born, she went
to a girl among those people who graze cattle and goats, and she seized her,
it is said. Having seized her, she said, ‘Only if you bring oil and a buck or
bull and give them to me will I come out.” ”

“What does she do, they say? ‘Give earrings, corn gruel, a sari, a mat, like
this one, a mat, a bottle. Leave all that.” "

Another woman interjected, “She asks all of that, because of what
happened.”

The narration continued, and Jagathamba translated, “Having become a
ghost, that ghost will seize a woman, no? Then the people of that caste will
die. She goes and becomes a ghost, and a farmer girl, someone who is out
grazing cattle and goats, she will attack her. Then what will she ask? ‘Give
me gruel, give me earrings, give me corn, give me a mat, give me a bottle,
give me jewels and bangles.” So she asks, it is said. That farmer girl. She is
the one who becomes a ghost and inhabits that shrine. Then she will seize
you. You must go there and ask, they say. In Melur. They say you have asked.
When he beats his drum, that exorcist, when you ask him, he tells you di-
rectly. ‘In this way, people of the Jackal Hunter caste, they sell beads and
needles, a goddess [sakti] went by, in this way five or six people raped her
and killed her, then she herself came and seized someone. Now she wants
jewelry, earrings, a mat, gruel, jackal meat ...’ "

“Jackal meat?” I asked,

“Jackal meat,” Jagathamba repeated. “They won't eat all that, but if the
ghost seizes that girl she will ask for that, and she will eat it, they say. She will
ask for it and eat it.”

More narrative came now in the Jackal Hunter language. Jagathamba
translated, “When that was finished, the six brothers had six wives, it is said.
They all wept, it is said. Having wept, the six of them cut up the girl and
buried her and went to another town.”
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“And that boy who had invited her to have secret intercourse, that
boy who invited the sparrowlike girl to have secret intercourse, they cap-
tured her [sic] in a tape, it is said, and the one who punished her by killing
her, they captured the two men in the tape, the music, the sound, that
house, that road, there is a little road, he took her along that road, that
grown-up girl, to take her along the road they captured her in the tape. And
afterwards ... "

“Whatever farmer girl wearing flowers goes along that road, for desire of
the flowers she will sit upon that girl. She will turn to a ghost. She dances, she
sings, if the ghost lights upon the girl who wore flowers, it is said, she speaks
the language of our caste. Then they take her to an exorcist. Banana, green
chilies, onions, millet gruel, corn gruel, shewill ask forall that, itis said. Jackal
meat, she will ask for that to eat, it is said. That’s the story,” said Jagathamba.

“That’s the story!” I echoed, breathless and laughing.

“That’s what they captured on the tape, it is said,” answered Jagathamba.
“They captured it on the tape and went from town to town wearing roses
and dancing. It's on the tape, they say. To raise the habit of nonviolence,
just one woman, she went to every single town. A devotee of god, she became
a devotee of god.”

“They captured it on the tape?” I asked.

“They captured it on the tape. There, in Melur.”

“Who?”

“That temple. In Melur there is a temple, no? Right in that temple, they
captured it on the tape, it is said. Standing there in the temple, she wept, it
is said.”

“Standing right near the temple, she wept, it is said,” the other woman
affirmed.

“Those brothers . . . ,” someone else put in.

Jagathamba continued, “She weeps within the temple, it is said. *Oh God,
you killed me in this way. They raped me, and my brothers killed me, and
my sisters-in-law wept. And their children wept. What am I to do?’ Like that
she wept right near the temple, it is said. There is the bus stand in Melur,
you know? And near the bus stand there is a temple, a big temple. Near that
temple she wept profusely, it is said. She weeps within the temple, it is said.
Near that temple, she wept profusely, it is said. In that very place he captured
her, the tape-person.”

Me: “Who wept?”

J-: “That girl, the girl who died.”

Me: “Singamma?”

J.: “Singamma, Singamma. Her name is Singamma. Thirty years have
passed. On this day thirty years have passed.”

Someone else: “Thirty years, but she lives in that tape still.”
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J.: “Okay, now [ will tell you a story.”

Me: “Tell it.”

J.: “I will tell you a story. A girl of our caste went to the farmers. She be-
came a teacher. A girl of Madurai.”

Me.: “Where?”

J.: “Madurai. Madurai. In Madurai, a girl of our caste was studying. While
she was studying, a person, he was a Pillaimar . .. "

Me.: “From where?”

J.: “From Madras. No, he was a Reddiar. A Reddiar came and asked for a
girl of our caste in marriage. And we said, ‘Get lost, Mister! You should put
mud in your mouth! What are you asking to marry a girl of our caste for?’

**No, mother,” he said, ‘I am well bred. I too am an important man. I
have studied enough to be a teacher myself. If you give a girl to me, an ed-
ucated girl, I will marry her,” he said.

* “We'll give you something, all right,” we said. ‘Mud to put in your mouth.
We will never give you a girl of ours. We will never do it." And so they were
talking, in our caste.

“But that man said he would not give up. ‘What girl in your caste has stud-
ied?’ he asked.

“In Madurai, there was a girl who was studying. Jnana Sundari. The girl
whose name was Jnana Sundari. Raghupathi, his name was Raghupathi. He
went. He went to MGR [M. G. Ramachandran, former chief minister who
encouraged cross-caste marriages and presided over them en masse] and
did the marriage. They did the marriage, and he gave her jewels and every-
thing. They got married and she has two children, two girl children. A girl
child, in our caste she became an important matter. She has taken our chil-
dren and educated them.”

Me: “Where is she?”

J-: “In Madras. In Saidapet. A big hostel. And in Kalyanamkundi. In Con-
jeevaram. Thevaraneri, where our Jackal Hunter colony is, on Sanjavaripu-
ram Road. In our Jackal Hunter colony is a school, a big school. That one
lone woman went and married that man, and wherever the people of our
caste are, those children she educates to the eighth or the tenth or the
twelfth grade, and now she is a fine, big, rich woman. Wherever she casts her
eyes, there she buys land.”

Me: “And now she’s in Saidapet?”

J-: “Saidapet. Yes. Raghupathi.”

Me.: “Have you been there?”

J.: *Yes. Our children have studied there. Those children, and these chil-
dren [pointing some out], all of them are educated children, children who
have studied to the eighth grade, the tenth grade . . . ”

A young man interjects: “I'm an M.A.!I MAI”

Me: “You're an M.A.? Having studied this far .. . "
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Young man: ‘I am not working.”

Me: “You're not working.”

Young man: “The government gave me no work.”

J-: “I'mjust telling you. These children have studied. These girls. This boy.
They have all studied. That girl. They have all studied. With Raghupathi.”

Me: “Okay, you all have land . .. "

J-: “We have land. We have houses in Thevaraneri. In Thiruchendur on
Sanjavaripuram Road. [She and the young man speak harshly to the noisy
children in their own language, hushing the children up.] Please listen. In
Thiruchendur on Sanjavaripuram Road. Our colony is at Thevaraneri. Hey!
Karunanithi! [another chief minister]. Karunanithi gave us 140 houses, a
schoolhouse, a radio office, a water tank, a school for the children to study,
all the conveniences he gave us.”

Me: “Okay, I have a question.”

JrrYess™

Me: “You have gotten all these conveniences, yet still . . . "

J.: “We still live in this way?”

Me: “You wander from town to town.”

J-: “There is no water. We have no water for farming.”

Me: “Oh.”

J-: “Only if the rain falls is there a harvest. If it doesn’t, there isn’t. In a
year, there may be a harvest, or there may not be. They give us loans, the
government. Loans. Six thousand per person. They give us six thousand.
They gave it. We took the loans and we bought beads and sold them at
Sabari Malai [a major pilgrimage center], and in this way we survived. But
now they have stopped giving loans. Sometimes we do well, and sometimes
we go hungry. Our children who have been to school have no work. We will
do any kind of work, manual labor or office work. We do not steal. We do
not tell lies.”

The talk went on in this vein for some time. At one point I asked Jagath-
amba, “Do your people still hunt? Can you get food in this way?"

She answered, “We used to hunt, but we don’t so much any more.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Where's the forest?” she answered. “There is no forest anymore so how
can we hunt? We still catch jackals and rabbits and sparrows and so forth.
But we can’t live on that.”

“Where are you from?” the man with the M.A. asked me.

“America,” I told him again.

“Tell the people of America we need a bore well,” he said loudly into the
tape recorder.

“Listen,” I said, “I'm not the president of the United States.”

“Ahhh,” the whole group of them responded in unison, as before.

“I'll do what litde I can,” I said, “But please don't expect too much.”
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I told them that I wanted to hire one of their educated children to help
me transcribe the tape we had just made, and perhaps we could take things
from there. It was getting late in the afternoon and we all had other work to
do, so we agreed to meet the following morning, to make further plans for
the transcription.

As Lakshmi and I walked back to our hotel room, my mind was busy try-
ing to absorb and make sense of all the things I had learned in the past two
hours. Everything I had thought about the Jackal Hunters was turned
around. I had had a vague sense, previously, that by studying the cult of
Singamma, tape-recording the songs of the cult, analyzing them and pub-
lishing my analyses, I was in a certain way appropriating, swallowing, and di-
gesting a thing that belonged to the Jackal Hunters. If I was not harming the
Jackal Hunters by doing this work, I was nevertheless inevitably distorting
the information conveyed to me, merely by putting it into a publishable
frame. But now I was made aware of an interesting twist to this chain of
events, for now I saw that the Jackal Hunters had appropriated my act of ap-
propriating them. They had taken the news of Barnie’s tape-recording the
story of Singamma in Melur and had incorporated this news into their
retelling of the Singamma legend, embroidering on the “facts,” to be sure,
so as to fit the event to their own understanding of what Singamma was and
so as to make the new episode in the legend redound to Singamma’s glory.
If Vellaccami the exorcist had “captured” Singamma in his song, and if my
friend Barnie had in turn captured Vellaccami’s captive version of
Singamma on his tape cassette, then the Jackal Hunters had captured this
whole scene in their new version of the Singamma story. It was like the car-
toon picture of a fish eating a fish eating a fish. And here I was taking the
form of the biggest fish and capturing the Jackal Hunters themselves, I
thought wryly. But I had better keep an eye on my tail.

In another way, also, my new friends had surprised me, for they, the
hunter-gatherers, had forced me, the anthropologist, out of my quaintly
folkloristic and unprogressive frame of mind. I had come to them looking
for a Jackal Hunter “version” of what I had come to think of as “the”
Singamma story: a mythic ideal type, or else an actual historical event, whose
pristine image I thought I could reconstruct more or less accurately if I col-
lected enough versions of the tale. I saw Singamma herself as an example of
the eternal Hindu goddess: tragic victim of brutal oppression, whose rage
from the other side of death helps keep murders and rapists from doing it
too often.

Jagathamba and her friends had seen what I wanted and had cheerfully
complied with my request. They told me a story. Then they had doubled the
ante, by telling me a second story, hard on the first. They had scarcely drawn
a breath between the end of one story and the beginning of the next. They
had not given me time to think that I was moving into a different category
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Fresh LLima Beans and Stories from
Occupied Cyprus

Mary N. Layoun

T will tell you something about stories,
[ he said]
They aren’t just entertainment,
Don't be fooled.
They are all we have, you see,

all we have to fight off

illness and death.

You don 't have anything
if you don’t have the stories.
—LESLIE MARMON SILKO, Ceremony

The Lebanese women and children had left the apartment across the yard.
Able to afford a couple of months respite in Cyprus—away from water short-
ages and electricity outages, car bombs and gun battles in the streets—they
had now gone back to Lebanon. I had come to know the tall, dark-eyed
woman in particular. She would sit on the narrow balcony of their apart-
ment, clutching her hands and looking out over the dusty park next door.
She had knocked quietly on my door late one morning to tell me she had
heard me talking to my children while I hung out the clothes; she thought
I sounded Lebanese; her next door neighbor had told her I was writing a
book about refugees; she thought I should hear what had happened to her.
I did, over coffee or orange juice on mornings when I did not leave early for
the library or one of the archives. And our kids played together, trading
their own stories of life in the midwestern United States and in Beirut. I
thought I had to let her know that I was not writing about Lebanon or even
about refugees in particular. She insisted it made no difference. She would
visit and tell me about her neighbors and neighborhood in Beirut, her fam-
ily elsewhere in Lebanon, the other women and children who had come to
Cyprus with her, And she would ask about how I lived in the United States,
what 1 was doing in Cyprus, how I came to teach literature, about my fam-
ily, neighbors, and friends.

84
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of ethnology, from myth and religion to political economy, from traditional
thought to modern. They had just set the two stories side by side, given them
a roughly parallel structure, and left it to me to weigh their relative values.
The main formal difference between the two stories was that the first had an
ending, the second did not.

In the first story a Jackal Hunter girl had gone out begging. Offering her
food, a boy of an agricultural caste had raped her, After this, the girl had let
her brothers decide what to do with her, giving them three choices: aban-
don her, keep her, or kill her. The boy had asked for the girl's hand in mar-
riage, offering her kin a brideprice. The brothers had refused. They had
killed the girl, their wives had wept, and the girl had come back as a ghost
to haunt the living daughters of higher-caste men. Now she had achieved
the stature of a goddess, but from the Jackal Hunters’ point of view her story
was over. Her life ended thirty years ago. Her hungry ghost was contained
in a shrine; her weeping voice was contained on a tape. Only the hunger and
the weeping would be eternal.

In the second story a Jackal Hunter girl had gone to school. A young man
of an agricultural caste, desiring an educated Jackal Hunter wife, had asked
to marry her. Suspecting the worst, the girl’s kinsmen had at first refused,
but the young man protested that his intentions were honorable, and the
girl had married him. He gave her wealth, and she used it to buy land and
houses for her own people and to educate their children. In Jagathamba's
hands, Jnana Sundari’s story had become a new myth, a new ideal for her
daughters and sons to emulate. The Jackal Hunter girl who got a college ed-
ucation and married outside her caste had achieved the status of a heroine,
but her work was far from complete. She was still teaching more children,
still buying more land. And there was the big problem of finding jobs for
the Jackal Hunters. A long, uphill battle awaited them all. Only the days of
caste separatism were over.

I missed my appointment with the Jackal Hunters the morning I said I
would visit them again. As I dozed through the misty dawn, I woke just long
enough to tell myself they would probably forgive this lapse of punctuality.
I instructed Lakshmi to wake me at 5:00 a.m. the next day, to accept no ex-
cuses. Lakshmi did as I asked and at 5:35 a.m. the day after I said I would
visit them, I stumbled out the hotel door to visit the Jackal Hunters. I got to
the bridge that went over the tracks just as the sun was rising. I mounted the
bridge and looked down on the place where I had talked with them before.
Not a soul was there, not a trace of there even having been an encampment.
I realized with dismay that I should not have slept through my appointment
the day before. Overnight, the Jackal Hunters had moved on.
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Now standing in her place on the balcony was a thin old woman dressed
in black. She watched me closely as I hung out the clothes, a little surprised
when after a while I greeted her in Greek.

“You're from America, aren’t you? A teacher, right, who’s writing a
book?” (Information circulated rather efficiently in the neighborhood.)
And then, after a short pause, “I have to talk to you.”

In a few minutes, she came over carrying a large plastic bag. When I of-
fered her coffee, she smiled and asked for orange juice instead. (Later she
laughingly admitted that she was notsure at first whether [ knew how to make
Cypriot coffee, so orange juice seemed a safer choice.) She introduced her-
self as the owner of the flat across the yard, in Nicosia on a five-day “leave of
absence” from her enclaved village in the north.! I introduced her to my
mother-in-law who had come to spend a couple of months with us in Cyprus.
While I got coffee and orange juice, they talked about daughters-in-law, about
the effects on younger women of their access to education, and about the
lace tablecloth that my mother-in-law was crocheting. As I reentered the
room, the old woman called out.

“So, your mother-in-law makes lace, you make books, is that it?”

This pleased my mother-in-law, Eleni, immensely for she is the daughter
of a village schoolteacher and proud of her six years of formal education. In
a strong Cypriot dialect, the old woman proceeded to describe the school
that her sons and daughters had attended in their now-enclaved village on
the Karpassian peninsula in the Turkish-occupied north of Cyprus. She was
in Nicosia to see her daughter and grandchildren and get medication for
her husband who was too ill to make the long bus trip to the south. She
rather matter-of-factly cataloged life under Turkish occupation—the ha-
rassment and daily indignities, the shortages of basic necessities and inac-
cessibility of medical care, the isolation and loneliness of being cut off from
family and friends who had left or been forced out of their village, the fre-
quent cancellations of their monthly passes to unoccupied Cyprus. With the
help of substantial government subsidies for resettling refugees, her chil-
dren had purchased the apartment across the way for her and her husband.
But the old couple had never moved south to the unoccupied half of the
capital city. They had had different plans; at this point in her story, tears qui-
etly began to creep down the old woman'’s wrinkled brown face.

“In the beginning, we old folks thought we would stay in the villages to
take care of things, to defend what was ours. Until everything went back to
the way it was. It wouldn’t be long, we thought. The [Cypriot] government
urged us to resettle in the meantime, assured us that there would be a quick
resolution by the U.N. to the *Cyprus problem’ and that all refugees would
then return to their homes. But [unlike the younger villagers] we didn’t
have children to send to school, work to take care of. We had our pensions,
our gardens with vegetables and an orange tree or two. So we stayed. We



86 NARRATIVE FIELDS

tried to keep things up. And we managed in the beginning. But we were al-
ready old to start with, and fifteen years have gone by. Now we can barely
manage. Me, of course, I'm younger than my husband.”

Here the old woman smiled faintly, with a touch of pride.

“Fifteen years ago, we thought...we would hold out against the in-
vaders. We old folks would be the ‘front line.” ”

She paused for a moment and smiled again, a little more sadly this time.

“Then we stopped talking so much about everything going back to the
way it was. We knew anyway. And the oldest of us started dying off. We had
trouble preparing and burying the dead. It got harder to take care of our
houses, of the vegetable gardens that we depended on.”

The old woman stopped again and looked at me almost fiercely.

“Are you going to put this in your book? Will you remember? You write
that we weren't fooled. We knew. We knew things weren’t going back to the
way they were before. But we stayed anyway. No matter what the [Cypriot]
government said; we told them we would hold out in the north. No matter
what the Turkish military authorities threatened; we told them we were old
and could cause them no harm, that they had nothing to gain by forcing us
out. No matter how much we would rather have been close to our children;
we told them we would wait for their return to our village. And we weren’t
wrong. Or maybe we were. But we weren’t fooled. We knew.”

She broke off for a moment, wiping her eyes almost angrily. And then
she began again, telling us now about her house, her children, her family
and co-villagers, the things they had and the way they lived before the inva-
sion. Looking often at my empty hands, she punctuated her story with “Do
you understand me? Will you remember what I say?” My mother-in-law—
feeling, I think, compelled to defend the absence of tape recorder or paper
and pencil—reassured the old Cypriot woman that I had a great memory,
that I could remember telephone numbers and addresses from years ago.
And then, pointing out her own experiences in the Balkan wars, World War
II, the Greek civil war, the dictatorship(s) that followed, and the loss of vir-
tually everything that she had known as a young woman, my mother-in-law
added that nothing is the way it was before. Old people have only their
memories of a better time. At this the old Cypriot woman straightened up
in her chair and answered firmly.

“The memories aren’t just ours. We have to think it was a better time. We
have to say it was a better time. We have to keep telling the younger ones
stories about that better time.” (She cast a meaningful look in my direction.)
“And maybe it will be that [better time] for them in the future.”

With that she drew her plastic bag close and pulled out a bag of fresh
hulled lima beans.

“Now I've told you what I have to say to you. Wouldn’t you like some fresh
limas? I grew them myself—beans from occupied Cyprus. Two liras a kilo.
Here, just look at what fine beans they are.”
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We laughed; I bought the beans. And she went back to her enclaved vil-
lage two days later. Though we made arrangements to meet the following
month when she hoped to be allowed to return to the south, I never saw her
again. Six weeks later her flat was rented out to an old Lebanese couple and
their grandchildren.

The old Cypriot woman's conversation is suggestive testimony: to the simul-
taneous though not uncontradictory telling of personal and official history;
to the crucially gendered matrix of the telling and its audience; to the im-
brication of private—home, family, village—and public—the political, the
state and nation, the Turkish invasion of Cyprus and resistance to it; to the
“ethnographic” aspect of presumably nonethnographic, archival research.?
I will return to this last notion. But there are two facets of the old woman'’s
narrative that seem particularly significant in the present context. One is
her insistence on her own authority in the narrative present in which she
tells her story. What seemed most important to her, what she emphasized
over and over, was her ability in the narrative present to tell the larger story
as well as her own past experiences—and the preferred manner in which
she told both. In the retelling of her narrative, I privileged, as she seemed
to do in the telling, her claim to and distinctive style of narrative authority.
Of course, her story or, more properly, stories were important to her telling.
They were set in two past moments separated from one another by the Turk-
ish invasion—life in her village before the invasion, her home and posses-