Chapter 3 “Fieldwork and its interpretation” 
(“Small places, Large issues”)

Ethnographic fieldwork is the most important source in anthropology for developing knowledge about culture and society. By this method, the discipline distinguishes itself from the other social sciences. Different schools can have different methods but the all agree that the anthropologist has to stay at the field long enough, that is when the anthropologist is becoming kind of “natural” for the inhabitants.
At first the anthropologist is like a clown in the new environment (doesn’t know the social rules). More problematic however is the position of the anthropologist as an expert. He is experienced as a higher-ranking stranger. In this position the anthropologist will not see all the aspects of the society because the locals will feel ashamed about certain things.

In practice, the anthropologist has both of the roles in them at beginning.
Fieldwork is extremely demanding, both in professional and in human terms. There are several things, certainly in the beginning, that are frustrating and exhausting. It can be difficult for anthropologist with a Western background to coop with the fact that in many non western villages, being alone, is seen as pitiful. The anthropologist will never been left alone. 

In urban villages the anthropologist will experience the opposite: the immersion in local life is difficult.

In the field

The main task in the field is trying to take part in local life as much as possible. Anthropologist use a variety of techniques for gathering data (combining more structural/formal with less structural/informal techniques) but the basic method is participant observation > to enter as deep as possible into the social and cultural field one researches. 

The task of the anthropologist is to be like a fly on a wall, not disturbing normal life.

In anthropology there is a discussion about open versus hidden investigation. In general, the last one is seen as unethical.

There are many ways of doing fieldwork. The main sources of the variation are: *the personality of the researcher is involved in the research process*There are different setting and different topics for research. We can conclude that there is no simple recipe for doing fieldwork.

Many ethnographers probably develop a profoundly ambivalent, sometimes antagonistic attitude towards the people they study. An example of this we can find with Malinowski. This man is seen as an outstanding ethnographer. But when he’s personal diaries had been published after his death, there was a log and heated debate. In these diaries he described his negative feeling about the natives. The question witch has been raised in this context is whether it is possible to carry out good fieldwork among people one has this little respect for. The answer is yes. The quality lies in the empirical data one has collected, not in the number of close friends one has acquired in the field.
Common problems in the fieldwork: *limited knowledge of the language*gender bias*one’s main informants fail to be representative of the society as a whole.

Fieldwork is cheap because the instrument is the anthropologist himself. But the research is time – intensive. You have to stay as long as it takes to see the society like the insiders see it. It’s not fully possible but it’s an aim to pursue. 
The strength of ethnographic fieldwork is also its weakness: personal involvement

*is very exhausting. The ethnographer not only invests professional skills in it, but also interpersonal skills. 

*It has also ethical implications. Are friendships and other relationships real or fake? The A.A.A. and other organisations like universities have ethical codes for the protection of informants.

*Professional bias caused by personal biography. Ethnographers only see those parts of social realities that make sense in terms of their earlier experiences. But that can also improve the work.

Theory and data
The relationship between theory and data is fundamental in social sciences, also in anthropology. There is an inductive part in the research: going out there and a deductive part: the facts seen in a general hypothesis. But anthropological research is a zig-zag movement between the observation of facts and theoretical reasoning. 

The task of the anthropologist is to make a complex reality more simple. 

Anthropology at home
Traditionally, anthropology studies non- industrial societies and sociology studies modern societies. From the sixties, anthropological fieldwork in the own regions has become much more common. There are several reasons for:*The sharp distinctions between us (modern societies) and them (primitives) are disappearing. What is ‘home’ and what is ‘abroad’ is not always clear.*The knowledge that we have from other societies en cultures makes it easier to see what is unique to our own society.
Arguments used against fieldwork in the own society:
*The aim of the discipline is to account for cultural variation in the world, so to study people who seem culturally remote from us.

*It is necessary to use our own society as an implicit basis for comparison, something witch vanishes when we study our neighbours.
General argument for anthropological research at home: the most fundamental questions we ask about culture and society are equally relevant anywhere in the world.
Fieldwork at home, like anywhere in the world, depends on the anthropologist’s professional skills. If we look at language and cultural conventions, we can say that they are more easily learned in the home society or neighbouring societies. But this can also have a negative side: in this condition we speak of ‘home-blindness’.

Interpretation and analysis
When Boas, Malinowski, Bateson and Evans-Pritchard went to the field, they knew relatively little about the sites they were going to. Now, the most regions where the ethnographer does his fieldwork are studied. The ethnographer can do a lot of research before entering the field.

The model of anthropological literature between 1920-1950: detailed village fieldwork, a comprehensive overview of ‘the way of life’ of a people, describing the interrelationship between religion, politics, economics and kinship. 
Today this model is no longer common. Reasons:*Most A. studies now take place in complex large scale settings.*The growing specialisation within the discipline.* For the most regions there is already a general ethnography so it is unnecessary to begin from the beginning.
Social theory is now being produced from within many of the societies studied by anthropologists. Today’s anthropologist may engage in a dialogue with the society. The anthropological studies may affect local communities directly because some of the natives read the studies and thus become part of the social reality of the informants.
The ethnographic present and the past
Anthropological text are usually written in the present tense but are based on anthropological monographes that are written a lot of time before. 

Traditionally, as in British, American and French anthropology, the aim has usually been to account for the workings of a particular society or culture, not to try to explain how it emerged. The historical dimension was out of view.

A good practice of bringing in the historical dimension was the work of Mauss.

In more recent anthropological work, the historical dimension has become more important. But the majority of anthropological studies could probably still be described as synchronic ‘snapshots’. 

On the other hand, many anthropologist have followed the lead of Kroeber and Evans-Pritchard in stressing the importance of knowing the history of a society and it’s contribution to the present. + The connections between societies are often crucial for the understanding of each society. Therefore we have to look to the history of a society. 
>The ethnographic present and the historical dimension should not be seen as mutually exclusive.

Writing and reading ethnography

While reading anthropological texts you have to be aware of the non-neutral and subjective dimension of the work. Anthropological writings are shaped by each author’s biography, literary style and rethoric, the historical period in witch they were written and the character of the fieldwork. Geertz especially is underlining this.

A side effect of his claim is that anthropological texts seem to be mere literature. But what he tries to emphasise is that a different anthropologist would have written a different text.

Several anthropologists have in recent years followed Geertz lead in applying techniques from literary criticism to ethnographic writings.
Implication of this focus: anthropological studies tend to be persuasive rather than convincing.

Geertz aim was not to dismiss ethnography as fiction, but rather that we shall learn to read with a more percipient eye.

The problem of translation

How can we translate an alien way of experiencing the world into our own mode of though without misinterpretation?

In Anthropology it is necessary to use abstract terms (like ‘kinship and religion) to make comparison possible. However, these abstract, technical terms used by anthropologists exist only rarely in the societies we study, they form part of our own world, not theirs. This seems paradoxically because the aim of anthropology is to understand the society from within. 

Solutions to this paradox: distinguish between description (native terms) and analysis (anthropologists terms). The major challenge lies in the translation.This distinction is helpful but not absolute: even the description is necessarily shaped by the Anthropologist. He can never become a native.
Emic and Etic
‘Emic’ is the view from within, the native point of view. ‘Etic’ is the view from the outside.

Ethnographic descriptions lies closer to the emic approach then the analysis witch is more etic. This dichotomy was introduced into anthropology by Marvin Harris but first developed by the linguist Kenneth Pike.

The result of anthropological descriptions can never be emic because: * We must usually translate between two different languages. The translation is different from the original.* We use written medium to reproduce oral statements so the meaning of utterances changes.*The anthropologist never can become identical with the people he writes about.

Misunderstandings:

A common assumption is that the emic view is wrong and the etic view is correct. But the point is not whether the natives or the scientists are correct. There are number of equally correct ways of describing a cultural and social system, one’s choice must depend on one’s interest.

Another misunderstanding is that emic is concrete and etic is abstract. Geertz says that many of the studied people use highly abstract concepts (like God or witchcraft).

The main goal of anthropology is to connect a local reality to a comparative conceptual apparatus, to contribute to the growth of our total body of knowledge about social and cultural variation. There are strong and weak programs in this regard.

Anthropology as politics
The knowledge offered to anthropology students is not developed in a social and cultural vacuum and theoretical as well as empirical directions are decided through social cooperation, competition, the search for personal prestige and political decisions. Like any social phenomenon anthropology entails power disparities. 

In the seventies, students in the western world formed informal ‘countercultural’ groups where they analysed and criticised what they saw as an inherent ideological bias in the subject. They thought there was a feminist perspective lacking. There were also third world critics: anthropology was an extension of the colonial ideology trying to subjugate non-white people by incorporation their way of life into a western body of knowledge. 
The radical students and other critics of the anthropological practice did contribute to a transformation of the discipline, even if it remains true that it is being defined by a professional power elite. 

The anthropological production of knowledge as a social process: although fieldwork is emphasised as the main source of new insights, the production of anthropological understanding mainly takes place at universities and research institutes. 
Since many anthropologists compete over prestige and power within their profession environment, a rather frenzied rate of publishing can be observed in parts of the international anthropological community.

There was a population explosion among the anthropologists in the sixties and you can see it in the published material. Also there was an increasing specialisation in the discipline. 
