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GEORGE E. MARCUS

Afterword: Ethnographic Writing
and Anthropological Careers

If you want to understand what a science is, you should look

in the first instance not at its theories or its findings, and
certainly not at what its apologusts say about it; you should
look at what the practitioners of it do.

CLIFFORD GEERTZ, The Interfretation of Cultures

The task of the Santa Fe seminar from which these essays
emerged was to introduce a literary consciousness to ethnographic
practice by showing various ways in which ethnographies can be read
and written. What we have said about the enterprise of representing
society and culture would not be news in the complex debates of con-
temporary literary theory, one major thrust of which has been to
transform literary criticism into a more encompassing cultural criti-

cism. Fortunately, we did not have to enter too far into the thickets of

these often convoluted and technical debates to have a therapeutic
effect on anthropological practitioners of ethnography. They are
more self-conscious than ever before that they are writers who, as ma-
turing professionals, routinely outgrow the models of ethnography by
which they were inducted into anthropology.

The question for the anthropologist is, then, how consequential
this literary therapy should be—does it merely add a new critical ap-
preciation of ethnography, which one can take or leave in reading and
writing ethnographic accounts, or does it clear the way for reconcep-
tualizing anthropological careers and valorizing innovations in strate-
gies for projects that link fieldwork and writing? History, for example,
has long had an internal discourse (the specialty of historiography)
that has viewed its method as writing, and a number of recent works
(r.nqst. prominently, White 1g73) have sought to give this discourse a
distunctly literary cast, as we have tried to do here for a consideration

of ethnography. However, the potentially radical influence such liter-
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ary therapy might have had on the practice of historians has been con-
tained within the recognition of “a narrative perspective”’—one valid
way of understanding historical writing, but hardly more than that.
The coming of a literary consciousness to ethnography promises to be
somewhat more eventful, not only because the salience of writing as
professional activity has never been as much of a commonplace in an-
thropology as it has been in history, but also because this arrival occurs

+al a moment when the larger theoretical project of twentieth-century

social and cultural anthropology is in disarray, leaving disciplinary de-

lz_at_{:s to focus upon and problematize both the textnal expressionﬁ;"of_ e
knowledge and the career process that generates them. And in this

literary treatment of ethnography more is at stake than the mere de-
mysufication of past dominant conventions of representation. Rather,
such a critique legitimates experimentation and a search for options
in research and writing activity, which would be equal to the claims
and ambitions of the influential interpretive styles of analysis in con-
temporary anthropological thoughrt.

My intention is thus to view, however schematically, the major con-
cern of the seminar with ethnographic writing in the typical career
context of contemporary anthropologists. A full analysis in this vein
would relate the issues raised in the seminar papers to a detailed eth-
nographic consideration of the professional culture of anthropology
itself, which Paul Rabinow has called for.

Most of the anthropologists in the seminar presented themselves
as readers of ethnography, and mainly of influendal classics rather
than of current, less established, and self-consciously experimental
works. What this persona as readers obscured was the fact that they,
like all professional sociocultural anthropologists, were equally, if not
primarily, writers of ethnography, and accomplished ones at that. All
the anthropologist participants in the seminar had published eth-
nographic works beyond a dissertation, and were involved in writing
projects quite different from the work that had launched their profes-
sional careers. Answers to my casual question “What are you working
on now?” in conversations between seminar sessions revealed a re-
markable diversity of projects, all evolving in one way or another from
the intellectual lessons each participant had dernved from his miual
experience of ethnographic writing as imposed professional training.

I came to see the papers that were presented and discussed as re-
flections of their authors’ behind-the-scenes evolutions from, and re-
actions to, their initiatory experiences as ethnographic writers. It is
thus important to understand that the explicit concerns of the semi-
nar’s papers with reading past and present ethnographies in terms of
their rhetorical devices and literary construction do not arise pri-
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marily either from the stimulation of post-s[ructurahst li_tf:lfal"}’ theo-
rists, or from a desire to assume the role of critc as .CllSEIIICE from
writer in the genre criticized (although a central claim 1n com.empo-
rary literary theory, expressed by Geoffrey Hartman [198(_)], among
others, is that critical discourse has achieved, or should aspire to, the
status of the literature that is the object of criticism). Rather, the impe-
tus for the seminar’s readings of ethnography in a literary mode fle—
rives most strongly from the predicaments of the participants as active
researchers and writers, trained in the anthropological tradition of
tions that have been developing since the 1960s. Removing the con-
strictions on the ways of reading past ethnography, and thus exposing
forgotten or unnoticed possibilities in it, is a necessary and natural
concomitant to the present experimental moment, which encourages
a diversity of strategies and influences in the writing projects of both
older and younger anthropologists (see Marcus and Fischer 1986).

Though some of my most valuable insights thus came in effect
from the talk between sessions, I do not intend further to reveal this
masked side of the seminar by matching paruicipants’ current writing
projects, as I understand them, against what they have had to say as
critical readers of ethnography. Instead, I want to suggest how the
current trend of self-conscious experimentation and diversity of writ-
ing projects in anthropology might derive from the constitutional ex-
perience of producing an ethnographic account in the course of ob-
taining professional credentials.

Regardless of whether anthropologists ever publish monographs
—and many never do—most careers begin with an ethnographic re-
search process that in all its phases involves descriptive-interpretive
writing and the applications of techniques for the representation of
social and cultural life. Although the imitial ethnographic experience
serves inaccurately as the actual model of professional craft presum-
ably to be repeated throughout a career, it does shape the cognitive
terms in which anthropologists think and speak about their research
projects. These are segmented primarily as periods of fieldwork en-
compassed as ethnographic writing projects. The image or concept of
work toward “an-ethnography” is very strong indeed in the way an-
thropologists think about and discuss their career projects, however
careers of writing are in fact played out.

Textualization is at the heart of the ethnographic enterprise, both
in the field and in university settings. In an important sense, fieldwork
is synonymous with the activity of inscribing diverse contexts of oral
discourse through field notes and recordings. Unlike historical re-
search (with the exception of oral history), ethnography originates in

ethnographic practice and acutely aware of the critiques of its conven-

B

Afterword 265

orality and only makes the transition to writing with difliculty. Much
of the critique of dominant conventions of ethnographic realism, as
well as alternatives to them, thus arises from reflections on the origins
of anthropological knowledge in this primary process of textualiza-
tion. The ethnographic task as one of inscription, strategies of repre-
senting dialogue in ethnographic accounts, and objections to the no-
tion of representation itself were issues that recurred throughout the
seminar discussions, especially as they were formulated in the papers
by Clifford and Tyler.

The anthropological dissertation, typically a straightforward ana-
lytical and descriptive account from heldwork, is the ethnography
that most anthropologists must write. Since the granting of profes-
sional credentials has depended on its evaluation, it has tended to be a
conservative exercise. It is in turning the dissertation into a published
monograph or series of articles that career directions are determined
on a number of levels. For one thing, reputations and tenure depend
on writing beyond the dissertation. On a more personal level of intel-
lectual development, the transformation of the dissertation, and the
textualized field materials on which it i1s based, into other written ver-
sions embodies a reaction to the traiming model of ethnographic prac-
tice. In this transformation, one is freer to take risks and also more
subject to intertextuality—that is, writing under the influence of, and
with the desire to influence, other writers. Among recent generations
of anthropologists, the new “classics,” particular ethnographies that
come to be received as tokens of an idealized image of what the prac-
tice of anthropology should exemplify, derive primarily from writing
in reaction to the initiatory training experience.

Affected by the general intellectual mood of the period in which 1t
occurs, the initial experience of producing an account for profes-
sional qualification can be personally reconfirmed, quietly modified,
strenuously criticized, or even rejected in the varied outcomes of at-
tempts to rewrite the conservative training model of ethnography.
The general mood now being reflexive and self-critical, dissertation
conventions are perhaps less conservative, but the legitimate array of
options in the production of published accounts is also more exten-
sive. Producing an ethnographic account from fieldwork may still oc-
cupy its seminal role in inaugurating careers and creating a certain
ideological community of shared experience among anthropologists,
but it can no longer be so easily understood simply as the defimtive
model of craft to be repeated in a career of research. In many careers,
the kind of text one produces, or fails to produce, following the dis-
sertation is formative of the future writing projects one undertakes.
Often as not these depart in interesting ways from dissertation eth-
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nography, especially in the textual uses made of the corpus of held
material.

It has probably always been the case that the initial cxperier}ce of
ethnographic writing has been constitutional and experimental in the
context of research careers, even among the pioneering exemplars of
modern ethnographic practice, such as Malinowski, Evans-Pritchard,
and Firth, and certainly for succeeding generations of anthropolo-
gists who have continued to regard certain of the former's texts ca-
nonically. However, the ethnography forged from a post-dissertation
attempt to rewrite material by putting a more personal stamp on it is

product. Some distinguished careers have been made by the continual
rewriting of original field materials, and it is a common observation
that when anthropologists start a second project and thus begin anew,
they are rarely able 1o achieve the freshness and intensity of the proj-
ects that inaugurated their careers. Often, the most interesting writers
m anthropology are those who, while continuing to invoke ethno-
graphic authority and to work through ethnographic detail in their
writing, never try to reproduce the kind of text that they wrote in
response to training, but rather attempt to explore lessons gained
from that experience, which requires different forms and styles of
exposition.

A certain image of the ethnography is powerfully inculcated by
initiatory research training and articulated in a professional socializ-
ing discourse that speaks around its subject rather than to it (you only
know a good ethnography when you read one, despite the widespread
sense that there are standards). Consequently, the actual diversity and
patterning of anthropological careers as to their textual products have
been obscured and largely unexamined. The work of the seminar was
to unfix, by literary therapy, the narrow frames in which ethnogra-
phies have typically been read. This has been by no means a hermetic
Or naive enterprise, as some may fear, since the concern of much con-
temporary literary criticism is to expose the historical and political
contexts of writing—precisely the dimensions ethnography of an in-
terpretive bent has long been criticized for eliding or skirting. But,
beyond this critical function, our questioning of the particular modes
of realist description in contemporary anthropology conditions the
writing strategies of anthropologists who continue to look primarily to
the ethnographic tradition for both limits and possibilities. By criti-
cism of the terms in which ethnography has been received and by
alternative readings of exemplary works, we have tried to expose
possibilities in past ethnographic writing that make it relevant to the
current spirit of experimentation. -
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